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A Sense of Place
Certain street corners, crossroads, roundabouts, introduce a sense of place, a vista or a landscape, an extension of self. They are prelude to the excitement of moving out and the anticipation of arrival inducing a touch of the mad Sweeney who in the legend suffered ‘a desire for every place he had not reached'.
Such a departure point for me is the Maid of Erin Cross in Ennis. Leaving behind the abbey, a beautiful library, the figures of De Valera and O’Connell, the latter towering over impressive gables, the road crosses the Fergus and signposts signal Ennistymon, Lisdoonvarna. Lahinch…
Long acquaintance has turned my first experience of this North West Clare exit to casual assurance, but it is never an off moment, the thrill of expectation is always there and moves on the sense of a
Year’s absence for although I am merely a West Clare once a year person, that whole enthralling tract of country has been long a part of those inward landscapes we all carry with us. It was chance brought me there but I wouldn't have it otherwise now. Going there seems in retrospect to have been more a recognition than a dis​covery.
I first took that road twenty five years ago to visit stu​dent teachers doing teaching practice in their local schools. On my map the schools were red-ringed — Kilnamona, Fanore, Doonsallagh, Rineen. There was always a hospit​able welcome from the priomhoide and then I sat at the back of the class while self-conscious but eager young teachers applied them​selves at the frontline of their profession. My ear attuned to the soft shy voices of children which chirped more assertive​ly as they adapted to the stranger in their classroom. Poems were recited, stories read and discussed, minds blossomed. Afterwards, over a cup of tea and cake I talked of posture, eye contact, the blackboard and coloured chalk …outside it was always mid-summer or early Autumn , haymaking or harvesting, birdsong and the never distant sea.   
There were hurleys stacked inside the porch of Kilnamona school. It seemed to mark the divide between the hurling and football sides of the coun​ty, the fertile plains of east Clare and the bleaker West, that perceptible change, an austerity, a darker earth and expanding sky and a faint sense of  the sea as the road took me West through Inagh. I knew nothing then of Inagh's famous piper, Garret Barry, born in 1847, but I did have a Gael-Linn 78 recording of Wil​lie Clancy who had inherited Barry's music through his own father. Later I met Willie Clancy and Martin Talty in Hillery's pub in Miltown Malbay. We talked of Tomas O hAodha who was born in Miltown in 1866 and who was a leading figure in the Gaelic League from its beginning in 1893. He was a fine singer and teacher of songs and also wrote a five-act melodrama on the life and times of Micheal Coimin, the 18th cen​tury author of Laoi Oisín ar Thir na nÓg, who had lived out the road from Miltown at Kilcorcoran. The play, with a delightfully extravagant range of personae, moves at breakneck speed from West
Clare to the Battle of Fontenoy (offstage) and back.
The proprietor, with gener​ous appreciation of my in​terest, presented me with a lovely oval giltframed photo​graph of Tomás 0 hAodha, upright, kidgloved, walking stick, waxed moustached   He rests on my mantlepiece now and each year gives me the nod to take the road to the baronies   of Ibrickane and Corcomroe.  Recently, with a friend and under the patient and knowledgeable guidance of Siney Talty, I searched for Coimin’s grave at Kilfarboy. It was Michael Coimin who     had woven that whole bracing coastline from Moher to Liscannor to Mutton Island to l
Loop Head into what Eugene O Curry called ‘a wild Irish romance’, the fabulous tale of The Three   Sons of Torolov Mac Stairn, full of magic and sea monsters, the submerged settlement of Cill Scuithin off Liscannor head and the brooding height of Slieve CalIan, redolent of the rites of Lughnasa.
Northwest of Ennistymon at Killshanny in the fertile valley of the Deeley river, lived Sean Ó hUaithnin, a poet and friend of Coimin. He was a reckless Jacobite and stood trial at Ennis for a seditious poem. Coimin, because he had conformed somewhat to the establishment, was sum​moned to translate the poem before the grand jury. As Comin tempered the tone of his friend's poem, O hUaithnín cried out 'Dá gcrochtaí in aghaidh mo chos mé tabhair a gceart dom fhocail!'  —
Michael, though I should be hanged with my feet upper​most, do justice to my words. He was acquitted, but what I'd love to know did they travel back West together that day through lnagh. Or was that the day that O hUaithnin West [went] roundabout to Killfenora. got drunk and brawled with a certain Brian O Lochlainn to whom be immediately wrote an inflated eulogy to avoid a further appearance in Court. He left his home in Deeleybridge, in the then parish of Killaspuglonane, joined the regiment of Limerick in 1721 and disappeared. A friend, Seamus O Tinn, wrote a doggerel lament and kept his memory. Knowing that poem I recall driving through Killshanny for the first time and seeing the name Tynne over the shop there. It was indeed time’s wall asunder. That's what places do to you
To adapt John Montague's lines, this landscape is not for me ’a manuscript I have lost the skill to read, a part of my past disinherited' It comes alive for me each year at the Merriman Summer School, the vibrant present imbued with the reassuring persistence of the past. To return to some places is to enter your own mind again, a reinheritance, a resumption. I hope to keep it that way.
It's that time of year again. I look at my giltframed photo of Tomás O hAodha. There's a glint of approval in his eye. I'm glad the Merriman School is being held at Lisdoonvarna this year. Who knows, we might yet see Cill Scoithin, the submerged city surge up beyond Liscannor, I can't wait to reach the Maid of Erin Cross again
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