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Moving on after Malbay Manufacturing
Mary O'Halloran was just 15 years old when she first set foot on the factory floor at Malbay Manufacturing. Over the next 47 years, the factory would become a central part of her life and the lives of hundreds of other people in the region. Twenty-five years on from the closure of west Clare’s largest ever employer, Mary speaks with Andrew Hamilton about her memories of the famous Miltown factory.
IN THE years directly after World War II, life was difficult in every corner of Ireland. Things were no different in Miltown Malbay, where a 15-year-old Mary O'Halloran was faced with the same prospect faced by many young Clare people today - emigration.
Yet the future held a different path for Mary. Instead of the streets of London or Birmingham, Mary set her sights on a career on the factory floor of Malbay Manufacturing in Miltown Malbay, where she began a five-and-a-half-day week for just over £1 a week.
"I was living at home at the time and I had this notion of going to England in my head. But in order for me not to go to England, my mother decided that I could go and work in the factory instead. So I went work​ing in the factory at the age of 15 and I worked my way along through many different positions in the fac​tory.  Every  year there  would  be

some improvement in machinery or something else. As time went on, I became a supervisor. I was a su​pervisor in the factory for about 25 years and during that time I was in charge of between 50 and 60 peo​ple," remembers Mary.
"It was a very happy place to work. There were some strict rules alright - if you were late by five minutes you be be docked by half an hour on you wages. You were allowed to be three minutes late but no more than that. We worked a five-and-a-half day week but we didn't work any church holidays back at the beginning.
"The factory was started by three local men back here. Dr Michael Hillery, who would be a father of the late president; Barney O'Driscoll, who was a businessman from Nenagh; and the local priest here, Fr McKenna. They got together and started it up. Eventually, Barney O'Driscoll's son Noel came back from   California  with   his   family

and they ran the factory then until it closed up.
"It gave a huge amount of employ​ment to Miltown and the whole area. A bus used to come from Doonbeg, from Ennistymon and from the Mullagh area every morning to the factory. It was certainly the biggest employer in the area. There were more than 100 people there at some stages."
Mary put in 47 years at Malbay Manufacturing and was one of the last workers left standing when the factory closed in 1986.
"I was there right until the end. It was really competition from abroad that put an end to it. We used to sup​ply a lot of places but when stuff started coming in from China and other places at a fraction of the price, there was little that we could do. Our overheads were much higher here so there really wasn't anything we could do. We had to close," said Mary.

"I was there for more than 40 years so it was very sad. I had a lot of fond memories of the place and it was a really big part of my life for a lot of years. I got to know a lot of people through the factory and I'm still in contact with a lot of people who I met there. There would be very few people left around my age that worked in the factory.
"We had a lot of fun there. Every Christmas we would organise a din​ner dance, either in the Central or the Malbay Hotel, and all the workers and their husbands and wives would come out for it.
"I missed it alright. In the years after it closed, I missed it a lot but I moved on. After a while, I worked for the Kenny's Knitwear factory in Miltown but they had to close as well for the exact same reason. After that, I worked in Kenny's Shop in Lahinch for a while -1 worked up until about four or five years ago actually."
To mark the 25-year anniversary of

the closure of the factory, students from the Youthreach Miltown Mal​bay have completed a video docu​mentary about the factory and the people who worked there.
"It's hard to imagine that it is 25 years since it closed; it's amazing. With the anniversary coming up, it brought back a lot of the memories for the people who worked in the factory. A lot of the young people around here, like the young people who made the documentary, wouldn't even have remembered that the fac​tory was there. I was very impressed with the people who made the docu​mentary. If those young people had come to me looking for a job in the factory, I would have certainly given them one. They were excellent."
Below: Ex-employees of Malbay Manufacturing being interviewed by students of Youthreach Miltown Malbay for their video documentary on the factory closure.
I can't believe it's been twenty-five years'
The photos show a girl talking to Willie Healy and Mary Halloran.

Andrew Hamilton
WHILE Malbay Manufacturing played a central role in life in Mil-town Malbay and the wider west Clare community for more than half a century, there are young people in the town for whom the famous fac​tory holds almost no relevance.
Indeed, as the town marked the quarter-century anniversary of its closure last week, one of the most common phrases to be heard around town was "I can't believe it's been that long".
With a whole generation of teenag​ers and young adults born too late to remember the landmark facility, stu​dents at Youthreach Miltown Mal​bay, with the help of textiles texture Nicola Barner, have created a docu-



mentary featuring interviews with employees from the facility and a host of old photographs.
"Most of us hadn't realised that the factory had even existed so, when we came upon the idea, it seemed to us like a really good thing to do the documentary on. It took a lot of work but after a while we were able to find out more about the factory, the peo​ple who worked in it and the type of work that they did there," said Re​becca Walker from Kilkee.
"We did a lot of work on the internet to find out about the factory and then we interviewed a lot of local people who would have worked in the fac​tory going back down the years."
Students from Youthreach took part in every stage of producing the docu​mentary, from research and camera



work, to interviewing and digital ed​iting.
"It was very interesting to be part of making the documentary. We found out a lot about making docu​mentaries and about using cameras and interviewing people," said Grace Burke from Ennistymon.
"My job was to do some of the in​terviews, which was very interesting. Some of the other people who took part learned about using the cameras and more technical things like that. We get a FETAC Level Three certifi​cate from doing the course in digital film-making and it is something that we would be interested in doing more of in the future."
The work included a section of de​velopment education which tracked the changing global trends in textile



manufacturing over a number of dec​ades. This, according to Youthreach co-ordinator Josephine Dempsey, was a key part of the course for stu​dents.
"As part of the documentary, the students also did some work on de​velopment education and a lot of work on clothing and where a lot of the cloths that are coming into Ire​land from Asia and other places are coming from. They also interview a lot of people around Miltown to check what they knew about where their own clothes were coming from, asking were the cloths produced in a sweat shop or in a more equitable environment" she said.
"That is the main reason why the factory closed. They just couldn't compete any longer with imports



coming in from the Third World. The factory here was very success​ful for a long time and produced a re​ally good quality product. They used to supply a lot to the Italian market, to Macy's in America as well as to Dunnes Stores, Marks and Spencers and Penneys.
"The impact that it had on the town was huge. There were all the people who worked there but it also had a big impact on the local shops and pubs. It also helped generate a lot of cottage industries around the area because women who had children and could no longer come into the factory were encouraged to work from home. It was the biggest employer in west Clare and, at one stage, there were three buses being shuttled in every day."
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