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ANIMAL LIFE ON THE FERGUS ISLANDS
Curious  Incidents  Of Half A Century  Ago
AN interesting news item ap​peared on the Clare Champion recently relative to two cattle pur​chased at the fair of Kildysart and taken to Inishtubrid for grazing, but from where they swam ashore over a mile of strong current to reach the mainland, to the owner's farm from which they came.
This incident is by no means the only one concerning animal instinct that has occurred among the different islands on the River Fergus.                                      
THE  SWIMMING   SHEEP
Over half a century ago a farmer residing on Deer- Island kept a dozen sheep with their lambs in a field near the shore, almost directly opposite the river bank at Rosscliffe, where he had a farm.
When the lambs had grown old enough to be weaned he took the mothers from them, put them on a boat and transferred them over a mile of water across the channel and through which runs a strong current, and put them on his farm opposite.
All went well until the lambs on the island got thirsty and as was natural began to bleat loudly. It being a calm day when the mothers, having explored their new surround​ings and eaten some grass, were attracted by the constant bleating of their young ones on the opposite shore.
The result was that three of the eldest of the group climbed up the bank and down the rough stone facing, plunged into the water and swam across to their offspring.
NEVER  KNOWN  BEFORE
It has never been known since or before that sheep, the most timid of all animals, entered the water of their own accord; nor could the islanders ever understand how they managed to swim that distance with their small feet for propulsion and survive, especially as their fleeces were in full growth at the time.
A farmer on Low Island was the owner of a small island about an acre in extent about a mile from where he resided. There was no livestock kept on this little island which could be reached on foot over a rough passage when the tides had ebbed, for about three hours, and it was customary for the farmer to drive over his milch cows for grazing purpose when fodder was scared at Springtime. The cows would have five hours to feed on the high grass growing on the little island before the returning tide, when he would have to drive them home again.
THE PIG SWAM TOO
On one of those days he had a sow which was due to farrow and which he let out on a field near his home. When he went to drive home the pig at evening time there was no trace of the animal in the field or any place on his farm.

Next morning he searched the whole island but no trace. When the tide had receded during the day he drove off his cows to the little dot of an island which.is named Derynough an d the next sight he saw was his sow racing madly to attack the cows which were quick on the run for home to escape. When the cows had gone the sow ran back to a sheltered spot and he followed to investigate, as he carried a stout stick and was not afraid, and there to his astonishment he found not only his sow but thirteen bonhams, her offspring.
TO  COLLECT THE NEIGHBOURS
He had to get home as fast as possible and collect some of the neighbours, three of which took shoulder-baskets with them on which to load the little piggies and bring them on their shoulders over the channel before the tide came in, while the owner had to bring a prong fork with him to keep the mother from attacking. How the animal got there was never known, but truth is sometimes stranger than fiction.
ENNIS  FARMER'S   EXPERIENCE
Over sixty years ago a farmer residing at Shanaway, not far from Ennis. was at that time the tenant of 150 acres of land situated on the east side of Deer Island. He took a huge bull on a lead with him all the way from his residence by road to the landing stage at Rosscliffe, where with the assistance of the islanders it was put on a lighter boat and ferried across to the island shore; the men estimat​ing its weight to be almost a ton.
From here the owner's herdsman took charge and led it along the island shore to a high stone boundary wall where a gap was made to admit it to his farm and where the animal was let loose among the large number of cattle there. Three days later the bull was missing but no sign of the high boundary wall being disturbed. The- herdsman walked along the mile of shore over which he had led the animal but saw no-sign of tracks on the beach. He then got on a boat and rowed across to Rosscliffe bank, and as he was about to land he saw deep tracks on the mud leading to the bank. There are two houses about one hundred yards from the bank and from one of those the owner saw him and came to meet him. 
ENCOUNTER   WITH   BULL
This man told the herdsman that when he went to his haggard, on which was built a large rick of hay, he saw the beast lying beside it, but got on its feet on approach. He returned to his house and called' on two brothers who lived with him to come and drive the bull into a cowhouse. It ran around the rick and when they tried to head it off it charged towards them.
After some time one of the brothers, a powerful strong man, dropped on his knees as the bull charged with head down, grasped one of its fore-legs and tripped it over and shouted to his brothers for help. One of the brothers grasped it by the nose and the other by the horns and so held it until one of them ran for a rope and tied it up, a feat which could rival a Spanish bull-fight. The herdsman brought the news to Shanaway but the owner came and took it home as he thought if brought back to the island it would escape again.
JUMPED  INTO THE  WATER s
One summer, also many years ago, a cousin on the mainland requested a young man on Deer Island to come ashore and bring his horse with him to cut a field of hay for the cousin. The boy started in the early morning taking the horse and harness ashore with him in a boat and told the boat​man to row across for him again at high tide in the evening.
The boy finished the cutting sooner than he expected and re​turned to the sea bank at Rosscliffe with his horse and harness. Here he lay down on the bank to rest and let the horse graze on the grassbank after its hard day's work. After some time it moved some distance away and the boy stood up to bring it back. As the animal saw his owner approach, it gave a loud snort, jumped off the bank into the water and swam off to the island. As the horse had on its winkers, reins, collar, back-
strap and draught chains the young man was in a terrible state fearing the reins or draught chains would become entangled on its limbs causing it to drown. However, the poor horse reached the island shore safely and just as the island men had come to shore also, to row across and take it home. And so ended another episode of animal life on the islands,
THE   BROWN CURLY SPANIELS
In those far-off days there were kept what were called water-dogs in the homes of the islanders, brown curly water spaniels, splen​did gun dogs for fetching dead or wounded wild fowl out of the sea-water. Those dogs were very affec​tionate, so that when their owners were about to row off in their boats to the mainland on many occasions the dogs would swim off after the boat so that the owners would have to return, take them into the boat, and bring them home again.
A farmer on one of the islands was presented with a young collie dog by a friend on the mainland. It was not a pedigree dog but at an early age began to show a remarkable degree of sagacity. It would accompany its owner on all occasions to the shore when leaving by boat, jump about excitedly on the shore, but not even wet its paws in  the water but  howlmelancholy until its owner left the opposite shore when it returned to the home.
WELCOME FOR THE OWNER
It then went off to sleep at the fire-side or door-step if the day was sunny. If the owner was absent two hours or four, the dog would suddenly jump to life and run off to the shore to welcome him.
This dog became specially attached to one member of the family who left the home to reside in another island two miles distant.
After the departure the dog prowled around the shore for days howling mournfully.
After a month or so the person referred to returned on a visit and the dog showed all its old signs of affection to the visitor, but did not cry around the shore when the visitor left again. A few months later, when the summer weather came, this dog was found apparently dead lying on the door-step of the home to where the person was then residing, its coat all covered with mud and seawater. It was brought in to the house,  washed and put before the fire, and after some hours recovered.
COULD NEVER UNDERSTAND
What was most remarkable and what the islanders could not under​stand was that this dog was never seen to enter the water at any​time and yet it left its home at night, travelled over two miles of slob and seawater and was found unconscious on the door-step of a house on an island it had never seen, in the early morning.
Stranger still, when the dog was fully recovered it seemed happy and content to remain there with the owner's dog for company. However, when the owners went out to where the dogs slept, one morning, the visitor was gone and found to have returned to its old home.
But that did not end the story as it returned for one or two visits under similar circumstances before it grew too old to swim the Fergus at the dead of night.
—M.J.T.
