A Great Faction-Fight of a Hundred Years Ago.

Faction-fighting was a feature of Irish rural life in the days gone by, particularly at races, fairs and other such public gatherings. A faction in this sense meant a number of families allied, for fighting purposes, by blood, marriage, sympathy, or some other common bond. The predominant family of the group, that strongest in members or fighting reputation, generally gave its name to the whole confederacy. This name was a war cry in action; it was a rallying cry in danger; it was toasted and sung at social gatherings, and its honour was a matter of jealous concern to every member of the alliance it connoted.
Factions and faction fighting had important reactions on many aspects of Irish social life in their time. A person’s standing in certain classes of society was regulated by the strength or the influence of the faction to which he belonged; and when matrimonial alliances were contemplated, the outstanding consideration very often was, not the ‘fortune’ or other favours with which the prospective bride might be dowered, but the strength of the fighting support she could bring to the side of her future husband. As the marriage of each of its members was thus a matter that concerned the entire faction, we can understand that ‘matchmaking’ in those days was an involved and often diplomatic business.
Before passing judgment on faction-fighting we must remember that the custom of those evil days in rural Ireland not only sanctioned but enforced such exhibitions. They were deemed honourable and manly, were looked upon as a sort of tribal war in which those taking part felt that their honour was as severely at stake as was that of the followers of Lord Clare at Fontenoy, or of those of Owen Roe at Benburb.
Many of those fights were impromptu affairs, arising out of an altercation between individuals whose quarrel would be taken up by friends on both sides. Others, however, were pre-arranged, the result of a formal challenge in which the time and place of meeting was specified, and to which the  opposing parties came with all the forces they could muster. The shillelagh was the classical, but not the exclusive weapon; in case of need effective substitutes were often found. There were no inconvenient rules or regulations to hamper the activities of those engaged. Strategy or science played little part in the contests; brute force it was that prevailed.
One of these great faction-fights took place at Bartlemy Fair just about a century ago. There were in East Cork at the time two great rival factions, each of which had wide-spread supporters. At a hurling match one Sunday evening towards the end of July, 1842, two players fell foul of each other. They happened to belong to opposite factions. Supporters and friends of each intervened; a brawl ensued, and this soon developed into a miniature faction fight. Though long drawn out, honour was not however satisfied, and it was arranged that both sides should meet with their full forces on the following Thursday at Ballinwilling Bridge near by and decide matters with the shillelagh.
Mr. O’Brien of Kilcor House, a Catholic gentleman and landlord of a large estate in the locality, got word of what was on foot. He forbade his tenants under pain of eviction to take part in the proposed fight. The threat had effect. Yet nothing daunted, the faction to which these tenants belonged marched with their depleted forces to the Bridge.
When the rival parties came together, and before hostilities had commenced, some men of good-will intervened and, after much parleying, peace was made. It was agreed that the separate factions should march homewards in opposite directions, one taking the road to the north and the other that to the south. When a short distance apart one of those travelling northwards turned back and, with a defiant flourish of his shillelagh, shouted after the others ‘Suaimhneas gan buidheachas dhíobh’ (Peace, no thanks to you). Thus taunted, those marching southwards at once retraced their steps. The others awaited them. Peacemakers were now powerless. Shillelaghs were unloosed, and for four hours, backwards and forwards, the tide of battle ebbed and flowed along the Ballinwilling road from the Bridge to the sandpit near by. The side that had suffered by the defection of Mr. O’Brien’s tenants (which we may call the Northern section) were largely outnumbered, and it was only the furtive assistance they received from crowds of onlookers behind the road fences that enabled them to sustain the fight so long. Both sides, as may be expected, paid heavy toll. Many were placed hors-de-combat during the engagement, and some afterwards succumbed to their wounds.
It is said that, during the progress of the fight, nourishment, including a supply of stimulants, were supplied to both sides, and that lady friends rendered first aid to the wounded.
Because of the handicap from which they suffered through Mr. O’Brien’s action the vanquished Northern faction refused to consider the bridge battle decisive. They issued a fresh challenge, daring their opponents to meet them at the local fair, which was due to be held some weeks afterwards. The challenge was of course accepted, and in the interval the two parties strained every nerve to gather new friends and supporters to their sides.
In a neighbouring parish there lived a celebrated old warrior, well known to command a large fighting following. His assistance was eagerly sought. Besieged by messenger after messenger from each side he was for long undecided, but eventually consented to throw his support behind the Northern faction.
On the morning of Bartlemy Fair Day this hero of many battles led one-hundred-and-fifty veterans up one of the hilly roads by which the village is approached. Here other friends awaited him, and the united forces camped in a small field beside one of the local public houses. Having disposed of some tierces of porter (it was cheap then), they proceeded to put themselves into fighting array, cast off unnecessary garments, tightened up belts, looked to their weapons, and clad only in shirts and trousers, set out for the field of action. Marshalled four deep and loudly calling on their enemies to face them they boldly set out for the field:

‘As waves before the bark divide,

The crowds made way before their stride.’

Again and again they traversed the fair field but there was no one to stay their victorious progress. The other side, having heard of the overwhelming forces they would have to contend against, had wisely cleared away.
When after repeated marchings and countermarchings these doughty knights of the shillelagh had demonstrated to all and sundry their unchallenged possession of the field, they returned to their former camping-ground to celebrate the rout of their foes. Further taps were set a-flowing and hilarity rose high. But their exuberant feelings were charged with explosive elements. Many of the victors may have been strangers to one another; some had probably been on opposite sides in previous battles. When the discipline that united them against a common foe was relaxed, there was little cohesion amongst them. Flushed with victory their ardour for fight only increased as the drink circulated. Festivities grew noisy, arguments rose, quarrels followed, sides were taken and soon a general melee developed. The fight that followed was, as we may imagine, a fierce affair, weapons clashing, blood flowing, men falling. And yet it went on, until the combatants from sheer physical exhaustion were scarcely able to raise their arms. Many of the wounded were taken away on stretchers to the residence of the nearest medical officer. There were no immediate deaths, but for long years afterwards there were many who had, in their scars and wounds, mementoes of their part in this great fight.
Faction fighting, as we have said, was largely a product of the perverted ideas of the social code of the time, which glorified this brutality and made heroes of those who subserved it. Its era is, however, now past and gone, and faction-fights are but a memory.
And such we wish that they may well remain; and so from our hearts we say:

Imtheacht gan teacht orra.
