Bartlemy Fair-Field Revisited.

Dear old Fair-Field of Bartlemy,

What scenes your face brings back to me

Of fête and fun and gaiety

From great fair-days long gone;

When farmers left their scythes and stooks,

When teachers closed up schools and books,

When proud colleens donned new-made cloaks,

And fair-wards all hied on.

I see o’er mead and moor and brae

The happy hundreds urge their way,

While mustering steeds in dense array

File round the spacious field–

A noble host, some whinnying loud,

Some coursing fleet, some prancing proud,

But all for muscle, bone, and blood

The best the land could yield.

Here by this gateway’s entrance wide

Through which surged traffic’s ceaseless tide,

Blind men (moryah), with dogs beside,

Begged pitying hearts for alms;

And who that scanned their pendant scrolls

Or heard their prayers for suffering souls

(As heaven-ward cast each “dark” eye rolls),

Could slight their out-stretched palms.

That ridge1 was place which wise men well

Might shun, for none could know or tell

When tinkers’ war-cries there might swell

O’er clashing fight or fray;

Where tribes in mustered strength were met

From wide Deasmúmha’s length and breadth,

Whose weapons once in motion set

But fallen foes could stay.

For not a tinker worth the name

But felt ‘twere deepest, darkest, shame

To bear not on this field of fame

Brave part against his foes;

When issues old anew were tried,

And blood was shed, and “plants” were plied,

And women fought (throwing babes aside)

Where thickest showered the blows.

What crowds down there watched horsemen face

The hurdles’ height at flying pace,

What thrills packed that cross-country race2
O’er breakneck fence and ditch.

How cruel “vets” poor horses flayed,

As buyers brusque hard bargains made,

And halter vendors3 loudly “prayed”

As rivals “queered their pitch.”

Keen sharpers, sure, of finger slick

With confreres of the three-card trick

Loop, dice, roulette and ‘Maggie’4 stick

Their artful callings plied;

And loud-voiced holders, many a score,

Of stands with cakes and sweets galore,

‘Crubeens’5 and apples’ tempting store

For patrons’ pennies vied.

In gala dress, ranged row on row

The glittering tents made festive show,

While pipe and flute and fiddle bow

Chased grief and care away,

When hours were spent by old and young

In wassail, dance and chorused song,

When revelry reigned all day long

And every heart was gay.

How sadly fast fleets worldly fame!

Its noontide blaze wins brief acclaim

But sinking soon, the lessening flame

In starless night may set;

So men, from heydays of renown

May, like these fairs, sink darkly down,

And all they’d been in great days gone

A faithless world forget.

Instead of future Fair some day

Will beeves here browse and bonnies play

And moralist be heard to say*

“Where’s Bartlemy great Fair?

Where all the equine hostings proud?

The bannered tents? The revels loud?

The teeming throngs? The vagrant crowd?

Ye changeful years, ah where?”

Appendix  

In 1982 Patrick Barry`s son Liam planned to issue an edited version of the works that comprise this volume. In the event, only a very small number of the new edition were produced and these were circulated, only among his family. For the purpose of his edition Liam wrote some additional notes, mostly to explain the circumstances in which the original item was written, but in a few cases the notes expanded substantially on the original. Liam’s note in respect of this item is as follows:

Bartlemy Fair-field Revisited.
 The fairs at Cahermee and Bartlemy were in their heyday attended by leading buyers from England and the Continent.  The poet saw Continental army officers more than once at Bartlemy Fair.  Their interest would have been in “troopers.”  Many other buyers from Britain and elsewhere were interested in acquiring hunters for the forth-coming hunter season. The introduction of a horse fair in neighbouring Tallow in early September and the development of a horse fair in Fermoy, where the facilities generally were much better, had a bearing on the decline of the Bartlemy fairs.
Some years after the Cahermee fair had ceased, an effort to bring the land within the provisions of the Land Acts was opposed on the grounds that the land was held under a grant “to enable the grantee exercise the franchise of holding fairs”.  The application was eventually granted to the occupant.

1.  The ridge referred to here was traditionally occupied by the itinerants

2.  A cross-country horse race used to be held on the fair-day afternoon, (not a feature in the years when the fair was declining). It often gave an opportunity to test or to show the mettle of an animal, and perhaps make a deal late in the day.

3.  When a horse was being sold the buyer needed a halter to control it while taking it to Fermoy railway station or as might be.  Hence the halter vendors.  The itinerants had a monopoly on this trade.  They competed toughly with one another for sales, having often to keep an eye on a number of negotiations being  carried on simultaneously.  They tended to be a nuisance to the buyers, imposing themselves so much on them, but they proved a necessary service.

4.  The game “Aunt Sally” was known locally as “The Maggies”.

5.  Boiled pigs` feet were called “crubeens” and were regarded as delicacies by the younger folk

Bartlemy Fair– additional note:
For many  decades a historic fair was held in the small country village of Bartlemy, in County Cork, attracting buyers not only from the country generally but even from abroad, until the era of the internal combustion engine opened up, and the era of the farm horse and working horse virtually disappeared.
This particular fair was the subject of a patent, given by the authorities in Dublin Castle, in the year 1723 to the then owner of the townland in which it was being held, Henry Rugge.  The fair had been in existence before then; he merely cashed in on it; the patent gave him an exclusive license to charge levies of various kinds in connection with the fair, in exchange for a small yearly fee payable by himself to the authorities.
Bartlemy fair, like most large rural gatherings, attracted the itinerant community in their hundreds.  In the fair-field they had a traditional reserve quarter where they spent many an hour and engaged in many a tough argument exchanging animals between them, or persuading others to buy them.  And as the day went on the drinking began to tell, and their rough revelry tended to change to rioting and infighting, usually watched from a safe distance by the teeming crowds who were around on business or to enjoy the big festival occasion, for that was how most of those East Cork people regarded it.
It was at this fair that the charger Napoleon rode at the Battle of Waterloo was purchased, though that same charger, Marengo, brought little luck on the occasion to the big little man.

In his book “Séadhna”, An tAthair Peadar has left a vivid description of the horses he used to see at Bartlemy Fair.

“Bhí capaill mhóra ann agus capaill bheaga, seanachapaill agus capaill óga, capaill dhubha agus capaill bhána, capaill ghlasa agus capaill bhreaca, capaill ag siosaraigh agus capaill ag léimrigh, capaill a bhí go dea-chroicinn, groí, cumasach agus bráimíní gránna, gioblacha.”
The bráimíní gioblacha were mainly the property of the itinerants. And in a reference in the same work to the livelier sets who were at the fair he says:

“Bhí an uile shaghas eachra ann….bhí lucht cleas ann agus lucht rinnce agus lucht ceoil agus lucht cártaí agus lucht pócaí do phiocadh.  Bhi tinncéiri ann as gach aird, idir chian agus cóngar, agus is iad a bhí go buartha agus go bhladhmannach, go drochmúinte, go drochbhéasach agus go drochlabhartha.  Iad féin agus a mná agus a gclann ag dul i gcochal a chéile gur dhóigh leat go maireoidís a chéile…”
The name Bartlemy Fair was given for centuries to a famous old fair in Smithfield, London.  Back in the year 1123 an employee of Henry the First obtained from him a tract of land there,  where he founded a monastery, a hospital and a church in honour of Saint Bartholemew, a saint who had been martyred in Armenia in earlier times.  The saint, he said, had appeared to him in a vision.  The founder’s name was Rahere.  He then got permission to hold a fair on the saint’s anniversary yearly, to help finance his activities.  Originally a merchanting centre in a wide sense, it developed into a pleasure centre primarily; and it became so rough and unruly that it was suppressed in 1855.  But, as can be seen, it had a long existence, and for many years it lasted for a fortnight.  
There is a likelihood that the fair which grew up around the local holy well under the patronage of Saint Bartholemew was given the well-known and compact title of that under the same patronage in Smithfield in London.
