The Disappearance of the Bawneen from the South.
The Bawneen, a white flannel coat worn by the male sex, is a favourite garment still in many parts of Ireland, especially in the West of the country. Fifty years ago, and even a decade later, the Bawneen was very popular in East Cork; it was then worn by young men and old all this countryside over. It was fitted with sleeves, but, unlike the ordinary coat, it seldom had a pocket, and never a collar. A slit ran straight down in front and instead of it being buttoned the ends were drawn together and firmly tied in a knot in front.

I never heard this garment alluded to by its wearers as ‘Bawneen’. It was always referred to in East Cork as a flannel waistcoat. In all seasons and in all weathers it was worn by country workers. Even when the day’s work was over the flannel waistcoat continued to function. On winter nights, or in rainy weather, however, an ordinary coat was usually put on over it if the wearer was going out of doors.

It was a simple but very useful article of clothing, combining warmth, lightness and endurance in a remarkable degree. The material was inexpensive, and the tailoring, which was by no means an elaborate process, was generally done by the womenfolk of each household.

About thirty years ago the younger generation in rural areas in the South began to show a partiality for the more fashionable ‘Pullover’, and as this latter advanced in favour the flannel waistcoat was relegated more and more into the background. Its use at length became confined to the older and more conservative countrymen. Eventually it came to be regarded as more or less a symbol of plebianism, with the result that it is over twenty years since the writer has last seen a flannel waistcoat, or Bawneen, in use in any part of East Cork.

