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Rescue at Quilty
Currach men heroes
defy a hurricane
T
HE fiercest- gale ever recorded in Ireland and Britain struck Quilty. They are used to big gales there in the little West Clare village. Once, they say, a train was blown off the West Clare railway line. That is why they have an anemometer there, an instrument which gauges the velocity of the wind, which sets off an alarm signal in the station when the wind reaches a speed of 60 m.p.h. and sets off a louder one, a signal to stop all traffic, when the wind goes over 80 m.p.h.
When the alarm bell in the station announce-that it is unsafe for rail traffic on the wind-swept coast, then, God help the men at sea. It is time to take out the beads by the turf fire and think of them, and of the strapping men who were lost before in the seas off Quilty.
The West Clare railway wanders leisurely back there. Now a diesel engine does the pulling  instead of the famous old steam train. But it is still a homely, friendly little train that rambles half apologetically around green hills and by brown bogs.
There a white hen is squinting anxiously in through the window of a lonely cottage. A brown hare takes fright before the train and away he goes up a hill, kicking the remnants of a shower off the daisies. The brown rushes are bending in the wind.
And here is Quilty, perched this side of a cascade of pearl strings rolling in mile-long arcs out of the Atlantic until the strings are sheared by outlying rocks and the pearls are spilled in disorder onto the weedy coast.
There is the church with a proud round tower, dominating the cluster of houses. It is Quilty's only monument but the villagers would be prouder of none other.
It is a monument to the brav​ery and great hearts of the village fishermen who dared a raging sea in their frail currachs  and  snatched to safety the crew of a doomed ship. That was the great rescue of the crew of the barque, Leon XIII. In October,  1907.
The barque's story
THE  old  man spat in the heart of the turf fire. "There  were  over  40  currachs  fishing- from  here  then," he said.  His eyes drooped with contentment as he drew on the pipe and remembered.
"To be fishing- out. there they had to be good fisher​men. Else none of them would ever get to be buried in consecrated ground, and most of them  were, God rest them all." He sighed and told the story of the brave barque that drove in from the West one fearful morning find broke her back on Carraig na mBraoigheal, the Cormorants' Rock, a mile from the shore.
The  Leon  had  come  a  long way,  from  the  west  coast  of America, she was a fine, new three-master, built only five years. She had rounded the Horn safely and beaten up diag​onally across the Atlantic. She was heading for the mouth of the Shannon when the storm struck.
That morning they saw her from Quilty. She came out of the murk, her rigging broken and tattered, being driven at high speed by the wind and sea.
She struck with a splintering crash that could be heard above the howling of the storm, while they watched helplessly from the shore. It was the end of the voyage for the good ship Leon. The rocks had knifed
through the length of her hull and she filled instantly. Her stern sank but her bow remained over the water impaled on the sharp spurs.
Her crew sent up distress signals but all around them jagged rocks showed through the swirling foam. She was in the centre of the rock cluster and nothing could approach her.
Lashed by wind and spray, the 22 men of her crew clung desperately to the rigging and waited.
Anxious watch
THEY waited two days. The storm never eased and there was no approaching her. The sailors lived on the fermenting wheat that was bursting from the flooded ship’s hold.
On the second day, a lifeboat from Seafield along the coast manned by coastguards guards attempted to approach the Leon. The boat wag gripped by the sea, her oars snapped and wrenched away, and she was flung with a crash back on the shore.
One of her crew was left struggling in deep w a t e r, trapped in the slimy grip of tangled seaweed. A currach skimmed out to him and they pulled him to safety.
There was some activity on board the Leon. As they watched anxiously a makeshift raft of spars and rope was thrown over her side and left drift on the end of a line.
The raft heaved and tum​bled but was carried be​tween the jagged rocks in the right direction—towards the shore,
They hauled it back and two men got on it. They were swept clear of the ship and tumbled over and over in a welter of foam but they held on, swirling past razor edged rocks.
Homemade rafts
A CURRACH put out from the shore and an anxious murmur went up from the crowd, who watched.   Among them was the towering figure of the priest, Father Ned Scanlon. A  gasp  came  from  those  on shore when the cockleshell currach went into the rough water. She was now flung aloft, now  buried  deep  in  the heaving seas. Then, snatched up and flung by one great sea,  light  showed  clearly under  keel.  A  young  boy-knelt  down  and  began  to sob.
"Get up and don't be crying, they're not lost yet," called the priest.
They were not. With Martin Boyle," John Scully and Pat Ryan heaving at the oars like madmen the currach skimmed and slid and twirled through the seas to the raft. They took the two men off- and made it back to the shore.
Five more currachs were moving out now. Oars flailing they tossed on the raging sea and edged close as they dared to the wreck. One Frenchman jumped overboard and swam to​wards them. There was a cheer from the shore when a currach picked him up.
On the Leon men worked feverishly making rafts. They were odd bits of timber lashed roughly and hurriedly together.
Two more men went over the side clinging to one of these rafts. They were tumbled over and over in the waves, limbs flailing, but they held on.
Driven by deft oar strokes a currach swung in to intercept them. They grabbed the gasp​ing men by the hair, the clothes, and pulled them aboard the plunging canoe, then rowed hard for the shore. The villagers had warm food and dry clothes for the exhausted Frenchmen. 

A cry went up from the shore as one of the curraghs was upended by a wave and her crew of three and one rescued sailor flung into the raging  sea.  No  swimmer could  last  long  in  such water.   The  other  vessels sped to their assistance and  brought them and their up​turned boat safely to shore. The three men hurriedly changed  their  clothes,  drained their boots and put out again to continue the rescue work.
The last- man   
THE six currachs lifting and dipping wildly formed a cordon down wind from the ship and snatched the Frenchmen to safety as they were driven towards them on their rafts.
As the  light  failed  they had nearly all the men safe on shore. Only one sailor re​mained clinging  to the rigging of the Leon which was now being pounded to bits before their eyes. A naval officer had come from Cork with rescue equipment and he forbade the currach men to make the fantastically dangerous attempt to take the man off. After midnight a powerful naval vessel  came  around  the coast and succeeded in rescueing the last man.
The tired oarsmen trudged home and made the Frenchmen comfortable around their hearts. Outside the wind howled fiercely. Heads turned in the glow of the turf fired,
"Mal Bay is roaring to-night, they said. " Let it roar." And soon around the same hearth they were singing a new ballad:
"The women wailed as they watched from the shore,
For one coracle went down
Ana its crew of three and that sailor too
All seemed fated to drown.

"But some other men of Quilty, 
Some daring sons of Quilty 
They  rowed  up  out of breath and from certain death 
Took  their  brethren  back  to Quilty

.
"So here's to, the men of Quilty 
Of cowardice never guilty, 
They left their wives and risked their lives 
These dauntless men of Quilty,"

The names of those who took part in the rescue are remem​bered too:

 
"There were  Clancys, Connors, Boyles and Stacks, 
All of them fishermen brave, 
Kellihers, Kings and Mclnemeys too 
Were also there, to save,

"Scully,  Kenny,  Cunneen  and Ryan, 
Nineteen brave men in all, 
They acted the part of heroes there 
And answered duty's call."

Quilty  had no church then. The  nearest  was  three  miles away. When the news of the rescue spread throughout the country gifts of money poured in for the brave fishermen. Then the fishermen had an idea —they handed all the money over to their beloved Fr. Scanlon to build a church.
Today the little grey stone church, Teampall Realt na Mara, overlooks the seas which roll over what is left of the good ship Leon XIII. The gleaming altar bell is the ship's bell from the Leon. It disappeared after the wreck and turned up a few years ago at an auction in London.
Mr. Stephen E. Ebrill of Limerick happened to be there, knew the story of the Leon, bought the bell and brought it back home to the church in Quilty.
It rings out at Mass there to remind people of the lost ship and the heroic rescue of her crew.
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