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THOMAS BURKE

T.D. & BONESETTER

Courtesy of the Clare Champion — Ruairi 0 hEithir

The political career of Thomas Burke, T.D. and bonesetter, must rank as one of the strangest and most exceptional in the history of the state, a man who relied not upon doing favours, making flamboyant speeches or the backing of an organised party but just his own reputation as a public benefactor. In his day he achieved a nationwide fame and distinction won by few, if any, of the hundreds of other bonesetters then practicing throughout Ireland and, even today. he is still well remembered in his own County Clare.

Thomas Burke was born and reared in Dunsallagh, just outside Miltown Malbay at the end of the last century. He first began to set bones at the age of sixteen and from that until the end of his life he made himself available to all the people of the county and beyond, often travelling long distances to relieve their pain and distress. There was also a constant stream of patients to his house in Dunsallagh.

In examining the career of Thomas Burke, we see many of the traditions associated with the art of bonesetting in Ireland. One of the strongest is that the art must be inherited, not learned and then passed on to a future generation. Whichever of his immediate ancestors Burke inherited his gift from, he made no mistake about passing it on. He married twice. His three sons by the first marriage were involved in the IRA during the War of Indepen​dence, went on the run and emigrated to the USA. There, one son, Patrick, spent part of his time as a bonesetter for an American Football team. Again, two sons by the second marriage inherited the gift and one son, Joe, was still practicing up to a short time ago in Clare.

Another tradition about bonesetting is that the bonesetter must not accept payment for his actions, because the art is a gift from God and must be freely given to all (though patients might give gifts). Burke made a special point of never accepting monetary rewards and never refusing anyone who sought treatment. Indeed, one of the few times he was moved to public anger was when he was accused of refusing his services to supporters of political opponents.

From an early age Burke became well-known to the people of County Clare and their strong support of him was illustrated in 1912 in a case which came to the attention of the entire nation. A young farmer, John Sullivan, was driving his wife into Mass in Miltown Malbay when his horse bolted. He jumped down from the trap to catch the horse but fell and the wheel went over his right leg. A cousin, Peter Sullivan, went for Burke and he attended to the injury in the house of the patient's brother-in-law, Matthew Lynch. Burke pronounced the leg broken and bound it up with bandages and splints, covering it with Burgundy pitch to harden the bandages.

Burke visited the patient a number of times and, when Lynch became concerned about the colour of the leg below the bandages, Burke removed them. The leg was red but Burke said this would clear up soon. Lynch was still concerned and sent for the District Nurse and doctor. They rushed Sullivan to hospital where the leg was found to be gangrenized and was am​putated, but the patient died.

After a magesterial investigation, it was decided that Burke, then a mem​ber of Ennistymon District Council, was to be tried at the next assizes on a charge of manslaughter. The case aroused considerable interest throughout the country and the proceedings were closely followed. All the Sullivans and Matthew Lynch spoke favourably of Burke's care and attention to the patient and references were made to the immense good work Burke had done.

The evidence against him, given by Nurse Fitzpatrick and Dr. MacClancy, did indicate that Burke had badly misjudged the case. The autopsy showed that, contrary to Burke's diagnosis, the leg was not broken and, in addition, Burke had bound the leg up so tightly he had cut off the cir​culation. However, the judge pointed out that the accused could not be found guilty just because the treatment had been unsuccessful but only if he had undertaken the treatment of the patient knowing he lacked the skill and knowledge to do so properly.

That legal point apart, Mr. Justice Dodd did not show himself to be exac​tly impartial to the defendant. In his preamble to the jury he stated that Burke had caused the man's death by his mismanagement before any eviden​ce was heard. Not content with that, he delivered himself of the following summing-up to the jury before they retired (as reported by the Clare Jour​nal):

The farmers in Clare looked twice at a halfpenny before they would spend it and they were slow to give money to a doctor, or a lawyer, or their priest. The misery of it was something extraordinary. There was a poor man dying, and according to the evidence of Miss Fitzpatrick he even then refused to have a doctor. It was the going there and attending to the case of that kind without having the slightest skill or know-ledge to fall back upon if an emer​gency arose that made the prisoner so culpably wrong. It did not seem to his Lordship that it would be a great loss to humanity, or country, or anybody else, if the prisoner were compelled to attend to his own business as a farmer and leave people of some skill to attend to such cases.

The jury listened to this, retired for three-quarters of an hour and found Burke not guilty, to the evident an​noyance of the Justice who insisted on having the last word:

. . . he would not say that the jury were wrong. He supposed they were right, but he wished to call attention to a fact before letting the case go from them . . . He now warned the prisoner that any further practices of the kind would be attended with the most calamitous results to himself. If his Lordship had made his address to the jury in a different way, the result would possibly have been dif​ferent, but he yielded to mercy and the prisoner had got off.

Whatever the Justice's opinion of Burke, his description of the people of County Clare had already been proved wrong. As soon as Burke was commit​ted for trial at the assizes, the 'Burke Defence Fund' was set up to pay for his costs. Backed by the Clare Cham​pion, a huge number of people subscribed and raised the amazing sum of £300 by the end of the year. The people's feelings were also shown in another way — the nurse who had given evidence against Burke in the trial found herself totally ostracised by the people of Miltown Malbay.

This illustration of gratitude and public support for Burke was to be shown time and again in the course of his spectacular political career. It began in 1906 with his election to Ennistymon District Council. In 1914 he won elec​tion to Miltown Malbay Council by 25 votes as an Independent. He was elec​ted again in 1925 on the Labour ticket but moved over to Fianna Fail in 1928.

At this stage, with a secure council seat, he set his eyes on higher things. In 1932 he was put forward at the County Convention as a Fianna Fail candidate for the General Election but failed to win nomination. At this time there was strong competition within Fianna Fail and Burke evidently decided to go his own way. In the 1933 Elec​tion he announced he would run as an Independent but later withdrew. However, he did run as an Indepen​dent (Bonesetter and Farmer) in the 1934 Local Election and won, and kept his seat as an Independent until 1945.

In 1937 he again announced his in​tention of running as an Independent in the General Election. However, 1937 also saw the setting-up of the Clare Farmers Party, one of many groups that formed in the late '30's and early '40's to protest at the plight of the small farmer. At a meeting it was decided to adopt Burke as their can​didate. It was known that Burke was in Ennis that day attending to patients and a delegate was sent to fetch him. Burke arrived, heard their appeal and an outline of their policies and agreed to stand for the party. He then retur​ned to his duties, pausing only to fix the dislocated ankle of one of the delegates!

The picture is one of a party desperately looking for a popular can​didate and a candidate only too happy to accept help in his bid to be elec​ted. This was shown in the adver​tisements the party ran, stressing Burke's personality and renown.

. . . 'Tommy' Burke, as he is familiarly called, is worthy of suport on humanitarian grounds. Now is the time for those whose suffering he has alleviated to show their gratitude. He has gone to your homes at all hours of the day and night when you needed him and his fee was a handshake . . . the can​didate who does not make empty promises and humanity's best friend.

Burke came second in the poll behind de Valera and took the fourth seat of five. However, he did not attend the count or a number of post-election meetings of the Farmers Party. He also. caused controversy within the party by abstaining on the vote for President in the Dail, although the par​ty hierarchy later said he had done so on their orders.

It soon became clear that this "marriage of convenience" was not working. Burke was at best an infrequent attender of meetings and by the 1938 Party AGM complaints were already surfacing. The chairman, in a speech otherwise supporting Burke, reflected this:

Some might describe their represent​ative as a Question Mark or say he did not represent anybody.

Dissension, however, was quickly buried by the sudden fall of the gover​nment and the onset of the General Election. A proposal was made to run additional candidates but this was decided against because of allegations being put around that Burke had refused his services to supporters of political opponents — a united front behind one candidate would be the best reply to this.

Again, the Farmers Party ran adver​tisements and photographs in the papers, reminding the people of Clare - of what Burke had done for them but this time they supplemented their effor​ts with another favourite ploy — an election song.

THE ELECTION CRY
OF THE CLARE FARMER

Election time is coming

While the honey bee is humming

And the Farmer is responding to the call
For, throughout the County Clare 
All the Farmers loudly swear: 
"THOMAS BURKE will return tothe Dail ".

II

The day at last is dawning

When the Farmers, tired of yawning, 
Will sally forth now gallantly and say 
With one loud ringing voice:

THOMAS BURKE will get our choice, 
We'll give HIM No. 1 on Polling Day. 
III

Now, remember THOMAS BURKE,
 Don't forget his noble work;

His county, and outside it, can proclaim.

That the bone his hand will touch,
It will never need a crutch,

For his county he will ever do the same.

IV

So Clare Farmers one and all

With your wives both big and small 
And your children who have come to Twenty-One.

While the sweat is on your brow

Won't you make this solemn vow 
To reward him for the good that he has done?

As Burke came third in the poll and took the third seat, this gem obviously had some effect. Burke actually ap​peared at the election count and, very unusually, made a speech. This was prompted by rumours which had been spread during the campaign by, accor​ding to Burke, a Fianna Fail candidate alleging that he had refused his ser​vices as a bonesetter to supporters of political opponents. He totally denied these allegations and said he was not going to worry about them.

The election triumph did not lead to improved relations within the Farmers Party — indeed the reverse. A major cause was an incident in 1938 when a motion was put forward in the Dail to increase the pay of deputies. Burke told the party he would vote against it, as he had always voted against any pay increase for any elected represen​tatives but, not surprisingly, the motion was carried (Burke referred to the dif​ficulty of getting deputies to vote against their parties: "The Whips are very strong, they have great lashes on them"). At a subsequent meeting Burke said he would pay the salary increase (£10 a month) into party funds.

The matter received little attention until 1943, when the calling of another election suddenly brought the accumulated disagreements and frustrations to the surface. Burke failed to attend a meeting to select can​didates and four candidates, including him, were selected — he claimed to be unavoidably absent. However, a second meeting brought matters to a head and led to the Farmers Party (now affiliated to Clann na Talmhan) disassociating itself publicly from Burke. They accused him of continually ignoring correspon​dence, refusing to attend meetings and particularly, of having failed to pay the £10 a month salary increase into party funds. He had been asked to accept the conditions which applied to all candidates and had refused.

Burke himself did not attend this meeting but sent a letter which was read out. In it he said that he was faithful to the party but had made it perfectly clear from the start that his first obligation would always be to the people of Clare as a bonesetter. He also said that he had a wife and large family to support and could not afford to pay in the £10 a month. He challenged them to run their three candidates against him and let the public choose. Many delegates spoke angrily against Burke and his treatment of the party, feeling that he had only been using them.

The question of who was using whom was swiftly resolved by the elec​tion results. While the three Farmers candidates' combined total was higher than his, their transfers scattered and Burke romped home to the fourth seat — two of the Farmers lost their deposits. Again he attended the count and thanked the Returning Officer, adding: "I hope we all live to see a free Ireland ".

The 1944 election ran along the same lines. Again, Burke's elec​tioneering was based on a few adver​tisements stressing his services to the county. The Farmers Party was in even greater disarray and finally picked a candidate who had not even known he was in the running. Their vote collap​sed and Burke was re-elected, though not as easily as before. Transfers were tightening up and the 1944 election in Clare was hard-fought as Fianna Fail took the Labour seat. Burke took the fifth and last seat, 585 votes clear of the Labour man.

At this stage Burke was obviously feeling the squeeze. Lacking the resources and party machinery of his opponents and seeing the transfers becoming more and more disciplined, he could see his position weakening. His answer was to go on the offensive — not against the other parties but against the electorate. When the 1948 election was called, he ran an adver​tisement in the Clare Champion in which he berated the voters for their ingratitude. For years he had helped people of all classes without reward and they had left him to fight desper​ately for the last seat in 1944. Why did he have to beg them?

This slightly unorthodox tactic seemed to work. Despite the new challenge of Clann na Poblachta Burke polled well and took the third seat (the Farmers Party, perhaps in desperation, had also chosen a can​didate named Thomas Burke, but did no better than in 1944). His preferen​ces fell to 55% of a quota but he did extremely well on transfers. Again,

Ballot papers 
were found with messages 
to him
including the following:

Here's one for Tom Burke, the Bonesetter.

When the Missus fell over her sweater,

He patched up her bones

And silenced her groans

Whether that was for worse or for better.

The crucial factor here, however, was the decline in his first preference vote. This had fallen from 78% of a quota in 1937 to only 55% in 1948. Up to now, his tremendous ability to pull in transfers from all candidates and from all parts of the county had kept him going but time was running out. The 1951 election was to prove his downfall. His first preference slipped to only 49% of a quota and this time the difference was too great to make up. He lost the fifth seat to the Labour candidate by a mere 107 votes, despite getting 89% of Patrick Hillery's surplus on the last count. in their reporting of the election the Clare Champion men​tioned the excellent organisation shown by both Fianna Fail and Fine Gael and remarked that "the independent can​didate suffered from lack of transport".

If this account of Thomas Burke's political career seems to have ignored his activities in Dail and Council cham​bers, that is because his activities were virtually non-existent. He often went to Dublin but that was usually to collect  his salary. He did attend debates but never voted either in a government defeat or in the vote for Taoiseach. The only exception was in 1948 when he voted for de Valera — this, accor​ding to local accounts, was prompted by a letter from his sons in America promising dire consequences if he did not do so.

The same applied to the County Council although Burke was slightly more active there. He spoke a few times, usually opposing increased ex​penditure or salaries and was appointed to many committees — the Clare Board of Health, the Clare Mental Hospital Committee and the Clare Agricultural Committee — although his attendance was irregular to say the least. He never operated on behalf of his constituents in the accepted Irish tradition — indeed, so little was he in​volved in the mechanics of local politics that he never succeeded in get​ting the road up to his own house repaired. After 40 years as a councillor, the cars of his patients still continued to get stuck outside his house and had to be pulled out by tractors.

It is clear that his support came totally from his activities as a boneset​ter. At election time a few adver​tisements and some personal can​vassing was all he relied upon. But when we examine the transfers, we see that he picked up votes from all districts and from all candidates. Republican and Farmer candidates were his best supporters, as well as Fianna Fail candidates in his earlier years. Transfers gradually tightened up as time went by although he could always rely on a good transfer from Fianna Fail when this last candidate had been eliminated.

Thomas Burke was not the only T.D. in County Clare to be a boneset​ter. Martin Sexton from Miltown Malbay, the son of an even more famous bonesetter — Michael Rua Sexton — was elected to the County Council in 1925 with Burke on the Labour ticket. He won a Dail seat for Fianna Fail in 1927, lost it in 1933 to a fellow Fianna Fail candidate and never regained it, despite being nominated again in 1938.

In his case, however, his bonesetting was very much a secondary aspect of his political life, though people often marked his ballot papers with tributes to his skill.

Thomas Burke died on November 20, 1951, only five months after losing his seat. His 40 years as a councillor and 14 as a T.D. are a fitting tribute to his skill as a bonesetter and a lasting in​dication of the gratitude and esteem in which he was held by the people of County Clare.
