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SAILS on MAL BAY'S SHORE
By MALACHY HYNES.
" A THING Korea reminds me of is that there's ne'er a sight now of the young lads at home now making kites," said my
 friend, Donald Talty.
In my reading of Korea, I noticed how its menfolk have always been sky-high amongst all the Orientals, even above the Chinese, as kite-flyers. Imme​diately that reminded me of Miltown-Malbay, where, I dare say," we, amongst all the Occidentals, were pre-eminent in this sport. Were, that is; for, as Donald said, the lads down there don't fly kites any more. This was the time of the year when we used to fly kites down there.
Donald's theory of the pass​ing of this favourite custom of our boyhood is that the cooper trade died In Miltown when our once-renowned butter market passed. You couldn’t , you know, make a really fine big kite without having for the bow (the top. part) one of those ash hoops with which the old-time coopers used to bind the barrels and firkins they made.
One thing any of the oldsters in our times were right willing to help us with was the making of a kite. Besides the cooper - co-operation, drapers gave us "stuff-boards"; carpenters, laths; and flour and meal dealers supplied paste material and calico flourbags for fabric. If we made a cloth kite, any dressmaker would stitch it free of charge. The phrase "Airigid Sios" wasn't heard often then, at all.
As eagerly as ourselves, the grown-ups then looked forward to the kite season. I do honestly believe that were it not for the ingrowing quick of “respectability”, many of Miltown's chief personages would have con​tinued their boyhood sport into manhood. If they did, no Korean man would be as good as them at it.
Often, when the word spread that one of the O'Neill’s big kites was up, I saw many an old sober-side rush out of his shop and gaze wistfully aloft for a long, long time, right out in the middle of the Main Street itself, heedless of the rapping on his counter. If you stood in the middle of our Main Street like that now, you'd be killed in a minute with a motor-car. But motor-cars were as scarce as aeroplanes when Tom Bowman was master of the Boys School. Sometimes these oldsters got very critically ' cross if they noticed the sag of a kite-line indicating that the "belly-band" wasn't properly posi​tioned, or that the tail was too short for stability in soaring. And then they'd say something to the effect that the young lads then weren't worth a thrawneen compared with those of their I own boyhood;
Only our peelers were against [our] kites and to give them [their] due ‘twas only for ……..
….enthusiast gave these ground forces a foretaste of aerial bombardment.   In an encyclopoedia he found an illustrated explanation  of the contraption by which the British air-bombed the Boers: a device that flew up along the kite-line  with  the bombs and released them at a certain knot in the line, away up over Boer territory.    After considerable experiment and the sacrifice of many umbrellas, this  chap made a workable replica, and, with it, rained down in  the direction of our peelers' barracks a bombardment of tin-cans and hair-oil  bottles. I can't recall whether the target was properly straddled or not, being nearly a mile away at the other end of the kite-line with the lads, but our peelers did open fire with their carbines on the kite (a compound box-kite made of cloth), and there were at least two bullet holes to prove it.
Whether Donald's cooper theory is right or not, I can't say, but certain it seems to me that our succeeding generation has little handiness in it. When they should be up in Joe Hogan's marvellous Technical School on Bohar Tomais, seeing why God gave them hands, they mope around the ice-cream shops all the afternoon, wordlessly, list​lessly, waiting for nothing that I can think of but for the advent of the  travelling  cinema from Kilkee at about 8 o'clock. Strange lads: not at all like their fathers were in many re​spects.
In Donald's and my time, every boy was a "knacker " at the kites. I myself had six of them at one and the same time. The O'Neill lads—Laxy, Ignatius, Bubby and Conal—were the most expert kite-builders I've ever met in my travels, except​ing Dr. Robert Alan Hicks, of Tucson, Arizona. The largest kite I saw was made by Ignatius, then known as "Small Boy" and subsequently renowned as the fiercest fighting man in Clare in the time of the Tans.  It was of the ordinary Spinning-top shape, but it was about eight feet high, and well I re​member the day in Collins' field behind the town when poor lit​tle Tom ("The Man Rourke") Kinnucane became one of the very first persons in Ireland to become airborne—in that very kite.
The lads tied a wicker clothes-basket to the kite's tail, and into it, all unsuspectingly, went "The Man Rourke." Up went the kite, up went the basket, up went the aeronaut — screeching, screech​ing—till, about twenty feet up, the lads got properly frightened and let down the kite.
Yerra man alive, don't be talking, we had great times then. No movies, no wireless, no mop​ing around ice cream shops. But, I'm telling you, that, from the time we arose till we lay down, every minute of our days was packed with vital interest.
High, wide and handsomely flew our fancies then over our loved little place. Here and there over the countryside, too, you'd see am occasional kite pro​claiming the air-mindedness of some rustic Leonardo da Vinci, like Ballyvaskin's Miko Crowe, who later built an aeroplane all by himself. There were little, toy-like paper kites, wig-wag​ging with breathless unpredict​ability all over the firmament, and, too, there were majestic​ally-soaring grown-up kites, made by the big fellows in Tom Bowman's Sixth or Seventh Book: heroes who will live with Fionn McCool in the local legendary, like our "Caesar" and "Rucky" Lynch, "The Giant" Fitzpatrick, or "Savage" Moloney.
Once a kite went up, no one ever knew how it would come down. 
"When I was very young," recalled Donald, at that time widely popular as "The Man With the Long Hair," "I made my first kite, or, to be exact, everyone in Miltown made it for me. I remember well I got the flour from Mrs. 'Say Pat's’ shop, and a goval of size from the painter, Phoebus Tierney, to make the paste good and strong.  'Twas the 'Cook’ Reidy made the paste.       Dotie Murrihy    gave  me two copies of The Clare Record to paper the kite. 'Pooch’ Cummins  gave me a lath, and 'Diver' Connell got a hoop off a firkin. 'Small Boy' O'Neill himself showed me how to make it. When  'twas done, I went off up to the field' back   of  'Scutcher' Dundan’s  and 'Piper' Daly helped me to let the kite up in a grand breeze of wind, right down the Station road.    Only one ball of twine I had, till 'Dasher' Jones came up with two more. Man alive! 'twas a sight to see that kite, my first, flying as high as the steeple. But the wind squalled and the cord broke and the kite went into a tailspin—  right down towards Jix Maloney's  forge. And who would be coming up the very Main Street at the time but an old crackawlie from Muirisheen-foodera, with an ass-load of turf and when th’ ass saw the kite bombing him he tore right into the 'Bailey' O'Donnell’s and nearly swept the life out of  ‘Winny-I-Hang-You’ and her bosom pal, ' The-Hour-of-the-Night,' till 'Jimmo Bom-Bom ' nabbed him."
That's another thing, besides kites, that are gone from our town—nick-names.
lovingly bestowed, with neigh​bourly pride, a nickname then was the hallmark of local uniqueness. But, nowadays, like kites, such things are gone with the wind.
Ah, Milltown isn't the same sort of a place at all now as it was when Donald and I were going to school in the times when Tom Bowman was master.
