Farm Work Sixty Years Ago – and Earlier.
‘Tis three score years, mayhap some more, 

Since, dining on a farmer’s floor,

I sat amid a harvest crowd

With healthful appetites endowed.

A day of sunshine, warm and bright,

Gave Centigrade unusual height.

The mowing-machineA was then unknown

Save to the wealthier few alone.

And, bearing sharpened scythes well-set,

The reapers had at morning met

Out on the harvest field, where too

Were helpers deft their part to do.

A partner on each reaper waits

Though poorly matched they seem as mates;

For, yet but in his early teens

This partner is, how neat he gleans

The swaths the scythe behind it leaves,

And forms them into rows of sheavesB
The women then, with dext’rous hands

From wisps of these make artful strands,

And ev’ry sheaf as firmly bind

As snare round rabbit’s neck is twined.

This skill for harvesting required

Could but by practice be acquired;

While workers should be well disposed

To bear the toil its tasks imposed.

But when the sun pours cloudless beams

Relentless down on harvest teams

A yet severer strain it throws 

Upon the hard-pressed toiling rows

Who must, to match the rays intense,

With needless garments all dispense

         .         .         .          .

And thus, for arduous tasks equipped,

To suit their task our men were stripped.

Farm-Work Philosophy

Now round the dinner-table great

Ran conversation and debate

Which soon was turned upon the theme

Of rank injustice in the scheme

Which so inequitably shares

The tasks communal labour bears.

‘What do they know,’ protested one

With sun-baked features brown and tan,

‘What do they know who pass their days

‘Mid towns’ and cities’ easy ways,

How can they know, indoors secure,

What we on days like this endure ?

‘What do they know of numbing aches

Behind the furze-scythes1  in the brakes ?

What of the pickaxe we must wield

When drains are made through boggy field ?

Of trenching2 throughout May non-stop ?

Of Autumn’s digging out the cropC ?

‘Of Winter’s work when weeks are passed

‘Mid frost and snow and storm and blast,

When weeping skies are looming low

And friendly faces never show ?

When –  ‘Hold,’ an old man sharply spoke:

His silence for the first time broke.

You work all day mid blooms and birds,’

(I give the substance of his words),

‘In open air ‘neath God’s own sun

That pleasure leads to labour done;

Upon your toil kind Nature pours

Her richest, balmiest incense stores,

From hedgerows, groves and flow’ry leas

All borne along by ev’ry breeze.

Around you broad the blessed world

Her beauties fairest has unfurled

In valley, stream, on hill and plain,

In wooded dell and shaded lane, 

On ridge aloft, in glenside lone,

And all in varying colours shown.

New Springs in verdant vests you greet;

You hail the balm new Summers breathe;

Nor pleases less that welcome gold

The Harvests ripening fields unfold,

Round which advancing Autumn throws

The hundred hues that season knows.

Nor once throughout the rolling year

The seasons’ changes need you fear;

For weathers all you’re well prepared;

Their most unpleasant hours you’ve dared.

Each lends variety to make

In dull monotony a break.

‘Of out-door work in frost and snow

Or hail or heat then carp not so;

To us revolving seasons bear

New joys that cities never share;

To weathers’ wildest freaks inured,

We face them all with health insured

By nature kind, whose light and air

Are round about us everywhere.

‘But - this apart - you hard complain,’

(He looked some listeners with disdain),

‘Of work severe and hardship great,

Of lab’ring hours so long and late.

I’ve heard you speak with scathing tongue

For some indignant minutes long

Of toil from morning’s early prime

Till ring of church’s evening chime.

’But list some things, a normal few,

That in my earlier days I knew,

Nor think my truth the least is lax

Should aught I say your credence tax.

These matters I shall now relate

Two score years past do not predate.D
’Twas then a custom that applied 

Far through the Munster countryside

That during Winter farm-hands should 

Have breakfasts over that they could

Be ready waiting in the field

When the first morning ray should yield

A struggling beam; they would not ask

For more to light their early task.

In that old time our staple food

Was stirabout, oft badly brewed

From ‘yalla male’E and water clean

Both mixed and stirred and boiled till seen

That it had grown compact and thick,

And held upright the stirring stickF.

‘Twas strange in such a simple art

How many cooks played well their part.

‘The breakfast was, on turf-fire bright

Sometimes prepared the previous night

While sat the circling household round

And cares in tale and jest were drowned.

This morning meal in large black pot

Was oft left o’er the embers hot,

And thus some waning heat would hold

When out to all for breakfast doled.

‘But often when turf fires were not,

In some odd nook was placed the pot,

And its contents were cold and stark

When, with the skies still shrouded dark,

It formed the day’s first meal of all

For young and old and large and small.

‘If workers lived some distance far

From where the farmers’ homesteads were

Then, lest the time in journeying spent

Should cause delay that would prevent

The men from duly taking part

In making morning’s early start,

My parents saw while stars were out,

A tub-ful of that stirabout

Brought hither to the working ground

Where, on a ‘headland’ squatted round,

(While sheltered lamp threw flickering glare)

The farm-hands supped their early fare.’

With scathing glance he now addressed 

Some few whose looks strong doubt expressed.

‘They oft,’ he said, ‘on morning cold

Shared meal like that of which I’ve told.’

As though their unbelief had caused

Resentment deep, the speaker paused;

But soon his angry mood was gone

And, as before, his tale went on.

Country Timepieces; and their whims

‘In those far times the country clocks

Were old, well-trusted poultry cocks, 

Placed high on perches o’er the floor

Behind the kitchen’s bolted door;

And chanticleer’s first call at once

Gave warning of the hour’s advance,

And of how much we longer might

Enjoy the slumbers of the night.

But should strange noise alarm the cock,

Or some commotion cause his shock – 

For instance when a prowling rat

Was challenged by the kitchen cat,

Or canine neighbour’s barking cry,

Or straggling ass’s braying nigh –

The startled cock to altered code

In terror oft untimely crowed.

‘In wonted manner then we timed

Our morning as the cock had chimed,

And oft about the yard we showed

Ere cocks kept there as yet had crowed.

I know a man, and so do you,

(He still is hale at eighty-two)

Who, in accord with such mischance,

To work oft went, yes, more than once

As ploughman did his duties call

On him, of others earliest all,

So that his team be watered, fed

And harnessed, ready to be led,

With breakfast o’er, to labour straight

In field where stood the plough in wait.G
‘One morn, with work in stable done,

Of other lab’rers he saw none,

And was surprised that light nor word

Showed that the household yet had stirred.

On straw for stable bedding kept

In corner near he stretched and slept, 

And had again been long awake

Ere voices in the farmyard spake.

Ah, yes, - not to this man alone

Were such mistaken mornings known.

Flails

‘You speak of toil the axe entails;

But have you ever heard of flails

That, through the months of winter long,

In dusty barns were tireless swung ?

When three men stood in circle round

The sheaves unthrashed upon the ground,

While each successive rhythmic stroke

Of work well done unceasing spoke.

And when, half thrashed upon the floor,

The straw now needed turning o’er

With up-drawn flail, by artful twist

‘Twas deftly done, aye – seldom missed.’

The Sickle

‘Of aches through use of scythes you talk!

The golden eagle and the hawk

You can account more kindred pair

Than scythe and sickle ever were.

The reaper o’er his sickle low

Should double-bend, like archer’s bow,

His left hand clutching fistful tight

For sickle-blade worked by the right.

With unremitting strain so taxed 

Throughout this job he ne’er relaxed.’

The Famine Years

‘Of one I now would speak to you

Whom in the Famine Years I knew.

As some relief from urgent want

The powers-that-be had given a grant

To make a road-way winding round

Beside the Holy Well renowned.

This man to whom I now allude

Was known to be a worker good,

And of a mehall he was one

Employed upon this work being done.

‘A wife he had and children young

(He married ere the Famine flung

Its baleful blight wide o’er the land

From Antrim’s steeps to Carbery strand).

The wages paid him, sadly poor,

Just kept starvation from his door.

‘The lane in which his cottage lurked

A mile was from the place he worked.

And when his mid-day meal arrived

Himself he oftentimes deprived

Of its support; and to his home

Forthwith returned it – all or some – 

To wife or children whom he thought

Might hungry be, in bed or cot.

‘That man yet lives, as does his wife;

Sharp hunger shortened neither’s life.

He, just my age, I find is set

To work ‘gainst youngsters often yet;H
His children, nigh a dozen, are

All married now and scattered far.’

(The man who home his meals returned

Was he who spoke, I later learned).

Graffing

‘Manure,’ the old man’s tale proceeds,

‘Is ’mongst the farmer’s greatest needs;

But ‘bag manures’3 from rock or bone

Were in those years well nigh unknown.

Amends was for their absence made,

In part at least, by ‘graffings’ aid.

When inches deep tough, grassy bawns

Were skinned with heavy, strong, grafawns.4
The phrase, ‘as hard as graffing,’ yet

Denotes, we know, hard toil and sweat.

Now is your trenching, truly say,

To graffing more than pleasant play ?

‘But talking o’er old times austere

The hour had fled too fast, I fear,

And more that I may have to say

I’ll now leave o’er to future day.

So let us seek our swaths and stooks

And frighten off the feasting rooks.’

All rose, and moved at his command – 

A serious, silent, thoughtful band.

1. Furze-Scythes: Many farmers half a century ago devoted two or three acres of good land to the growth of furze which was generally used as litter for farm animals. Sometimes however this brake of furze, when chopped up, was used as fodder for horses: The portion of the brake that was cut each year was a two years’ growth for which a scythe of special strength had to be employed. Working this scythe was a very laborious business.

2. Trenching: Potatoes, at that time, were grown principally in ridges, or what were called ‘lazy beds.’   The clay in the furrows between these beds was loosened and shovelled over the beds. This was known as ‘trenching.’   The beds were trenched twice during each season of growth. The second trenching was normally done about the 20th May annually.

3. Bag Manures: As distinguished from farmyard manure, artificial fertilisers, contained in bags, were, when first introduced, generally known through the countryside as ‘bag manures.’

4. Grafawns: were heavy, adze-shaped implements to which were attached handles about four feet long. They were used as hoes to skim off the surface of lea fields to a depth of two or three inches. The sods thus cut off were collected and burned, and the ashes were used as manure. From the word ‘grafawn’ this cutting off the top surface came to be known as ‘graffing.’
*The alphabetic footnotes are explained below

.
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:

Farm Work Sixty Years Ago.  The poet records, here, an experience when he was a teenage member of a mehall  engaged in heavy harvest work on a roasting Autumn day. He was “mate” to one of the scythe men.

During the mid-day meal, the conversation turned to the seeming disadvantages of rural over urban workers, throughout the seasons. But the airing of grievances on the subject was sharply interrupted when an old man, a member of the group, intervened, taking them to task on two counts, 
(1) that they did not appreciate the many advantages of rural life and  
(2) that their hard times were nothing compared with those of his young days some forty years earlier. He proceeded to describe some of his own experiences in this regard, going back to the Famine times, as related in the poem.

Besides the footnotes provided with the poem, the following may be helpful:-

A. The mowing machine cut both hay and corn crops.  Pulled by a pair of horses, it was in  wide use before 1900 and for some decades afterwards.  By 1900 the reaper and binder was appearing on the larger farms.  Later it came into general use in Munster, and it held the stage until the advent of the combine harvester in the fifties.

To us youngsters there was something almost magical in the work done by the reaper and binder.  It was eye-opening to see it cut and gather the corn and then make it into compact sheaves.  It wrapped the binder twine firmly around each sheaf, along its centre.  Especially intriguing was the knot it made in the twine before cutting it off, a superknot, the twine being left in place for winding around the next sheaf.  The tied sheaf was then unloaded to take its place in a uniform position on the field, with the lines in a row from whatever angle looked on. 

The flails and sickles and scythes had virtually ceased to be used for harvesting by then, except for cutting “headlands”.   

With the introduction of combines the multiple handling of the ripe crop came to an end.  No more stooking or capping or stacking. Or drawing into the haggard, or  rick-making or threshing there, or bagging the oats for carting to the market.  

All was now done on the field. The combine also eliminated the mehalls and a great deal of household catering chores lasting for weeks, or maybe months.
B. Making and tying the sheaves was a nasty job when the harvest field had its share of thistles.  Thistles were often pulled (with tongs) in the spring but in summer weather they grow quickly, and when the straw had to be handled they certainly made themselves felt if they were around.

C. As with corn, the methods of potato harvesting have changed over the years, especially in the intensive agricultural areas of east Cork.

When ploughs became popular, recourse was had to the double-breasted plough to split open the potato drills.  That work required no little expertise and toughness on the part of the person in charge of the horses and equipment.  The problem was to keep the nose of the plough in the centre of the drill, a matter that did not arise 

with the advent of the chill plough.

After World War 1 the mechanical digger came into fairly general use.  It was pulled by a team of horses.  (Later the tractor took over, here as elsewhere.)  A certain amount of speed was needed to rotate the arms of the digger fast enough to scatter the crop clear of the drill, and as clear of earth as possible.

D. The author has dated this event as three score years or so before he wrote about it, in the Forties.  That would date it to about the 1880’s.  The older member of the mehall who speaks refers to events two score years before that time, i.e., in the 1840’s, the time of the great Famine.

E. Yellow meal:  This name was commonly given to a type of maize imported from America or bordering areas

F. The stirring stick test continued to be used into the twentieth century.  The gruel was  fully cooked when the stirring stick stood in it without other support.

G. Ploughing through the winter and spring months was, on any sizeable farm ,a full time  job for a farmhand, his horses, and plough.  It was more tedious to plough  bán or bawn fields than those which were under cultivation in the previous season; and it was much tougher on the horses.  Turning over one acre a day would  have been  deemed a satisfactory output. This can now be done in an hour, or less.

H. The old man says that he is
“..................................set
to work `gainst youngsters often yet”.

On scythe work in a harvest mehall each scythe-man had to keep up to the pace of the leader; and his mate had to have the swath cleared before the next member of the group came along to cut the succeeding swath.  Apart from matters of age and physique that could at times impose strains when some of the mowers ran into an area of badly lodged or tossed corn, and the others were not similarly delayed.

