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Saturday October 27, 1906

The Drowning Accident at Seafield.
THE BODY RECOVERED

STRONG OBSERVATIONS BY CHIEF BOATMAN McDONNELL.

On Saturday Coroner Thomas Lillis, J.P. held an inquest on the body of Corney O Brien, who drowned accidentally at Seafield Pier on the 17th inst. The jury declined to hold the inquest in the deceased’s house, it not being fit to hold a coroner’s court, and they adjourned to the house of Mr Boyles.
Sergeant Love, Quilty, conducted the inquiries on behalf of the police authorities.

Chief boatman McDonnell was present.

The following jury, all of the farmer and fishing class, were sworn:-
Messrs George Casey, foreman; Thomas Clancy, Francis Healy, John Walsh, John Casey, Austin Boyle, Pat O’Connors, Denis Considine, James Egan, Bartley Boyle, John Shannahan, James Harhen.

Patrick Kenny deposed –

I identify the body of Cornelius O Brien.

I was present at the taking up of the body on the 17th. I left Seafield Pier in a canoe with John Kenny, my uncle, and deceased. We went to examine nets out at sea, about three miles from shore. We returned at a quarter past 4 pm. We were accompanied by two other canoes. Within four hundred yards from the Pier Head McInerney’s canoe was ahead, and the other canoes were side by side. On nearing the Pier Head a wave came under our canoe and capsized us three into the sea. I caught hold of the canoe, and climbed on to the back of it. I saw John Kenny in the water. Martin McInerney, in one of the other canoes, threw a rope to me and took me into his canoe. I saw the deceased holding the canoe with one hand and striking the up-turned canoe with the other trying to climb up. My brother, John, stretched his hand to me and took me into his canoe. I did not see the deceased any more, as a wave came and swamped him. We were all friendly and perfectly sober.
To the foreman – It is a dangerous place always, where the man was drowned. The fishermen are at all times complaining of the dangerous position of this rock. Lives have been lost before in the same place.

John Kenny said he was in the canoe with the deceased. It was high tide on their return. A wave struck them and upset their canoe, throwing the three into the water. Witness went down and struck the bottom and came up under the canoe again. He dived out from under the canoe in order to get away from it. He then swam towards Martin McInerneys canoe. McInerney threw him a rope and hauled him into his canoe. He then saw his brother take his son Pat into his canoe off the upset canoe, to which he was clinging at the time. During this time he saw the deceased clinging to the canoe, until a large wave came and swamped him. He did not rise anymore. The upset canoe was between them at the time, and they could do nothing for him as he was unable to swim. He saw the broken sea coming off the flag and strike the deceased down. They were on most friendly terms, and sober.

To the Coroner – It is a most dangerous place owing to the position of a rock there that leads on to the channel into the Pier Head. I saw a boat upset there before.
A juror said he saw a woman drowned there some two years ago.

Witness – Accidents have taken place on this rock, and if removed the place would be safe. This rock is about twenty five feet, and is in a most dangerous position. The other canoes rendered all the assistance possible, and the man would have been saved had he been able to swim. He recovered the body in about three fathoms of water, on Friday, with the assistance of John and Pat Kenny.

This concluded the evidence.

The Coroner – Gentlemen, I express my own sympathy as well as yours with the family of the deceased, and I wish to convey to the afflicted widow and family my condolence with them. I can understand the family are miserably poor, and from what I have seen in the house, where the body of the deceased lay, as well as the surroundings, it would be impossible for a human being to live and rear a family therein with any sense of Christian decency. The removal of this fatal rock, from the entrance to the Channel to the Pier Head, which has been such a death trap for several years past, and no less than three valuable lives have been lost, should have been brought before the notice of the authorities, and particularly before the Board of Agriculture. On this portion of the Clare coast where this death trap lies, the fishing industry is not progressing.
Chief Boatman O’Donnell, of the Coast Guard Station, who knows the place so well and intimately, says it is most dangerous, and will continue so until removed, and the Channel deepened on to the Pier Head. Now that the Winter is approaching, there is nothing for those poor and large families, living on the West coast of Clare, only famine and misery staring them daily in the face. Would not the Board of Agriculture step in, and try to avert any further fatal accidents? You have a good representative in Mr. James Halpin, M.P. and one capable of laying all the facts before the House of Commons. From his last visit to his constituents at Quilty and Kilmurry, and what he saw of the squalor that surrounded them, as well as this death trap, mentioned in the evidence, I am sure from what I know of him, that he will try to remedy the position, and that this fatal rock will be blown out to sea.
The jury found the following verdict;-

“We find that Cornelius O Brien, aged 30 years, was drowned in the sea convenient to Seafield Pier on Wednesday, 17th October 1906, owing to the boat in which he, with two others, were engaged fishing, being capsized by a wave, with the result that deceased, who was unable to swim, lost his life. We desire to express our own sympathy with the wife and family of the deceased, who are, owing to his death, left in poor circumstances.

The jury further wish to add that in their opinion it is absolutely necessary that the rock at the mouth of the Channel leading to the Pier Head should be removed, and the Channel deepened in order to prevent further accidents”

Mr Casey thanked the Coroner on behalf of the jury, for the able assistance rendered by him in arriving at the verdict. He hoped the authorities would see their way to assist in preventing the loss of further lives.

Letter to the Editor

DROWNING AT QUILTY, WEST CLARE.

Sir – Another life has been lost at the Shrine of “how not to do it”.

This district of the county is still subject to tax for repayment of loan for money lent to build a pier at Seafield, near Quilty, a most important fishery village, and notwithstanding that the Pier is built, it is like many others of its class, useless for all practical purposes. The approaches to it, like the Pier at Clare Castle, are dangerous and life and property are liable to be sacrificed, at the time when these harbours and Piers are most needed, namely in stormy weather; I cannot understand why it is that this Western coast is so much neglected, and why the fishing industry, which is such a fruitful source of wealth elsewhere, is not fostered as is the case in other parts of the Kingdom. Not many days have passed since I observed six or seven steam trawlers fishing off the coast opposite the Cliffs of Moher, and not a canoe because they cannot go so far away from the shore with the canvas covered boats, which the fishermen in these parts are owners of. And even had the fisherman here at Quilty sailing boats, such as the fishermen off Galway employ, there is no harbour or safe an​chorage for them to lie up in, or take refuge in, when the winds and the waves compel them to return to their homes. I am amazed at the non-interference of those who see so many living at Quilty, in houses, fit only for mere animals to occupy, and who do not attempt even to ameliorate their condition. It is astonishing to observe the endurance of these hardy fishermen out late and early, exposed to wind and wave, endeavouring to earn a pittance from the harvest of the sea; coming home to comfortless abodes, with no real source of pleasure to enjoy, except in seeking solace in intoxicating drinks, which dulls for a time the thinking powers of the partakers of it, and enables them to bear up against the fatiguing employment in which they are engaged, while in the end it degrades and demoralises all concerned in such practices, and occupations, with very few exceptions. I read in the newspapers of deputations going from centres of population, in the counties of Galway, Mayo, Sligo, Donegal, etc., to Dublin, with a view to obtain grants for Harbour improvements and other public works; but not one goes from the Co. Clare, and if there should be an attempt made to enlist the aid of the Government towards promoting schemes for improving the country, or for redressing grievances, or for any other object for better​ing the condition of the people, we here in Clare are content to pass resolutions, and ask questions in Parliament, and there it ends.
The evidence at the inquest of the poor fisherman, who lately lost his life at Quilty, discloses the fact that had a few hundred pounds been expended in removing obstruc​tions near the Pier, there would not be a widow and orphans to deplore the loss of their bread winner; and this death being a preventable one, the calamity can be viewed from a standpoint that should enable one to fix the blame on a department over an individual or a Government, which is indirectly the cause of this man's death,
I am, yours truly,        
H.  B.   HARRIS. 
20th October, 1906.            

 [hand-written underneath the name Harris “J.P., Casino Lodge, Miltownmalbay]
