The Walshes of Garryantaggart.
Two famous brothers Walsh, of the farming class, lived in Garryantaggart, Bartlemy, in the first half of the eighteenth century. They were men of exceptional strength and were both renowned weight throwers. Now they are virtually forgotten. A dwindling few of the older generation are familiar with their traditional story, but to the young folk it is largely unknown.

They are buried in the local graveyard at Gortroe. The family is extinct, and their burial plot has been unused for years. In the course of time the modest stone over their graves sank slowly down until its head was level with the soil around it. The writer was one of a crowd who, some thirty years ago, after a burial in another part of the graveyard, raised and cleaned the stone and fixed it in its original position. The inscription records that the younger brother died in 1733, aged 24 years.

For casting weights these Walshes were two hundred years ago

Wide-famed through valleys where the Bride and fair Black-water flow;

In contest oft they proved their might ‘gainst brawniest men and best.

Who fain would from their victor brows the envied laurels wrest

The challenge then was dareful deemed from Kerryman out west,

When news went round he’d backed his strength ‘gainst the brothers best

Great thousands to the contest came, but to their grief that day

The younger Walsh, the doughtier far, on sick bed lowly lay.

The while he tossed thereon he sensed, by changeful cheer and shout,

That fortunes alternated fast in struggle dour without;

And, for his brother fearing much, in long drawn-out suspense,

He chafed each restless moment more ‘gainst his own impotence.

‘Go out,’ he bade his nurse at length (none else kept house that day),

‘And how my brother fares find out, and tarry not I pray.’

But masses dense lined round the lists in such disorder rude

That nought the maid could learn or know of how the rivals stood.

To haggard, then, he begged her haste, and from a haystack’s height

There closely note which rival ‘twas the oftener threw the weight.

The maid obedient brought report that, while three times she’d seen

His brother cast the weight, ne’er once did stranger intervene.

‘He’s beaten, beaten,’ deep he groaned, ‘beside our very door,

And Walshes now must hang their heads in shame for ever-more’!

The cold drops from his forehead dank he dashed with fevered force,

And, rushing out, half vested, broke through barring crowds a course.

He picked the ponderous missile up (but plaything ‘twas to him),

In upraised arm he poised its mass a moment tense and grim;

Then, as his toil-trained muscles to his call responding swell,

He heaved it forth –and feet beyond the farthest mark it fell!

When after moments’ mute amaze the crowds at length found tongue,

From spell-bound wonder when they woke wild, salvoed plaudits rung,

In tumult round the victor rushed half-frantic friends who try

With hoarse huzzas to grasp his hand or hoist him shoulder high.

He little recked, though greater grew the riot round that raved;

For couch and rest his lab’ring breast and throbbing temples craved.

But softest pillows oft bring not to panting brows repose,

Brave Walsh went to his sick bed back –and from it never rose.

Beside his grave there stands today and ashtree lorn and lone,

No monument else marks it save a simple rustic stone;

Though cheering hundreds hailed his feats in life with loud acclaim

He now forgotten lies in death ‘mongst men of noteless name.

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:

The Walshes of Garryantaggart. 

This poem concerns an incident at the height of Penal-law period. 

The Walsh (or Welsh) family had been in occupation of Garryantaggart since at least the early 1700’s. In 1709 the landlord, Redmond Barry, Ballyclough, leased it to James Walsh, (According to the lease the latter was then occupying it. He was probably renting it from year to year.)The 1709 lease was for three lives, until the death of the longest liver of the three. They were three sons of James Walsh (Alex, John and William) If the headstone information is correct the young man who died in 1735 was not born until 1711; and so he was younger than these three. The rent charged was £14 yearly, to be increased to £16 after the then war with France had ended.

The lease was not registered until 1717.  
