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INTRODUCTION



Stones of Aran, Tim Robinson’s two-volume masterpiece, consists of Pilgrimage, published in 1986, and Labyrinth, which came out in 1995. It’s hard to think of another author in the literature of place who has managed to combine such intricacy and precision in the mapping of his home terrain with such a passionate, questing voice. Robinson’s adopted landscape in these books is that of the Aran Islands, rugged limestone outcroppings that arise to the west of Galway and Connemara. He organized Pilgrimage as a series of walks that took him around the entire perimeter of Árainn, the biggest of the islands, to which he and his wife, Mairead, had moved in 1972. In concluding that first account, however, he also recognized the need for a complementary set of excursions: “for a book to stand like an island out of the sea of the unwritten it must acknowledge its own bounds, and turn inward from them, and look into the labyrinth.” The labyrinth is Robinson’s image for the geological and historical tangle of Árainn’s interior—its crevices and bogs; its ruins, relics, and perennially resalvaged building materials; all its tales with their endless variations on the lives of saints.

From the start Robinson knows the exact spot where this second book will plunge into the interior—Túr Mháirtín at the island’s eastern tip, where the circle of his meditative stations began and ended in Pilgrimage. But the complexity of his new undertaking is compounded by the fact that his excursions must often rely on memory rather than direct observation, since his wife and he moved to the Connemara mainland more than a decade earlier, just before Robinson had finished the first volume. Further, he is determined now to confront more directly both his own mind and his motivation as an author. Specifically, he must grapple with a certain quality of obsessiveness that makes the achievement of any resolution difficult for him. In this regard, he will be both Theseus seeking the minotaur and the hidden inhabitant of the labyrinth.

Robinson is fascinated by every aspect of these flinty, windswept, but long-inhabited islands. Even when compared with a writer like John McPhee, who shares his fascination with the lore of plate tectonics, mineralogy, and weathering, Robinson’s geological investigations are extraordinarily tenacious and sustained. In his collection of myths about St. Enda and the founders of Aran’s monastic tradition, his genealogy of the O’Flaherty family and other prominent residents, and his accounting of archaeological discoveries at the various prehistoric dúns, or forts, his writing is similarly precise. This is one of the first things a reader notes about Labyrinth: facts and stories are not subordinated to a larger plot or used to reinforce an argument. Their accumulation is itself the central project: a determination to see and hear what this stony island-world has to say for itself. Such richness of details and connections helps a reader, too, feel the heightened alertness of an expedition into uncharted territory.

Robinson, who was already a cartographer before he turned writer, also manages to shape his books with a special force-fulness. As in the maps of the Aran Islands and Connemara produced by his company, Folding Landscapes, the literary terrain of Stones of Aran strives for a reliable correspondence with the outer world of shoreline, headlands, and roads. His Aran books and maps are similar, in fact, for their remarkably fine-grained interior detail. The key that accompanies Robinson’s map Oileáin Árann, with its scale of 2.25 inches to the mile, equally reflects his ambitions as a writer—with its symbols not only for Neolithic tombs, ancient ringforts, and mysterious grassy mounds, but also for buildings still in use, tumbled-down walls, and the boreens or paths along which farmers, hikers, writers, and readers may all thread this intricate realm.

In a section of Labyrinth called “The Clock,” Robinson reflects upon his book’s goal of arriving at a “coherence of mind” that is “in a connection that can be symbolized as spatial with that universal origin.” He strives to achieve a mode of thought and a quality of language that are precisely aligned with the origins, forms, and processes of these islands. As he walks along the faultlines of Árainn on their westward course he experiences something akin to the “songlines” by which Australia’s aboriginal people guide their own pilgrimages. Bruce Chatwin has discussed the way in which landmarks of the outback define hallowed paths across that island-continent, avenues that are inseparable from ancient creation myths and that also stimulate an immediate, spiritually charged awareness of the land. For Robinson, similarly, each stage in his exploration of Aran’s fissured surface tells its own story—one that implicitly encompasses the universe for an attentive listener. “Spatial,” as Robinson uses the word above, thus describes a mode of deep relationship to topography that comes from abandoning oneself to a certain moment in a particular place.

The recurrent references to Proust in Labyrinth—one section of which is entitled “In Search of Wasted Time”—express Robinson’s desire for a wholeness in which no moment is wasted, no object expendable. Proust insists upon the potential for such unity in his own search, as Ruskin does in another book which Labyrinth invokes—Stones of Venice. These are not merely literary references for Robinson. They are maps he has consulted in preparing for his own cartography of inwardness. Near the end of this book he sums up his enterprise in this way:


Pilgrimage, the ritual of attending to things one by one as we come to them, enacts a necessity forced on us by our limitations, our evolutionary stage of mind. In reality everything is co-present (or at least, and so as not once again to oversimplify, an uncountable number of stories struggle competitively through every event of space-time). Even a pilgrimage narrow-mindedly devoted to one end is endlessly ambushed and seduced by the labyrinth it winds through, while the most comprehensive course we can chart through the incomprehensible is an evasive shortcut.



But Robinson’s wry awareness of his inadequacy to the task he has set himself also allows for another of the most valuable aspects of Labyrinth. Again and again, playful moments spring author and readers at least temporarily from the rigor of his larger design. Like an Aran farmer dismantling and rebuilding a stone wall when he wants to move his cattle over to another field, Robinson knocks over his concepts and designs from time to time, in scenes that inject a certain silly quality into his quest. His embedded biographies, in both third person and first person, like the highly unsympathetic review of his own book he imagines at one point, cast a humorous glance at the ambitions of Stones of Aran.

Equally striking are a cluster of scenes in which the writer is shown in a more childlike light. Whether Robinson is evoking the gleeful muteness into which he and other patrons of Evelyn’s store enter when an unsuspecting tourist enters that modest establishment, his misadventures questing after sheep with Mikey, his attempt to be of assistance to a farmer taking his bull out to service a cow, or his giddy skipping down the scarps under a glorious sunset, he introduces an exuberant quality to Labyrinth. The seriousness of the whole endeavor is not lessened by such moments. Rather, it is illuminated by them, as the stony islands themselves are transfigured when bathed in light from the west. Long before page 540, where his exclamation “Off with you, nothing but a pack of marked cards!” recalls Alice in Wonderland, a reader of this book has had occasion to remember several of the classic English books for children. The Wind in the Willows and Winnie the Pooh remain potent for so many adults because of the ways they evoke long days spent poking about out of doors. Robinson’s own secession from institutional life when settling in Aran is a resolute and earnest business, but at the same time feels like a kind of spree. Perhaps Joyce’s word “jocoserious” captures this doubleness of intent.

Proust famously recovered his own childhood in the taste of a tea-soaked cake. In Labyrinth Robinson’s discovery of a nautiloid fossil reminds him of “a pearly nautilus wonderfully striped in carmine on rosy white” in “a book of my childhood days, The Story of Living Things and their Evolution by Eileen Mayo.” He recalls how “[t]his magically named creature used to conduct my imagination through phosphorescent seas across which jungle-archipelagoes breathed cinnamon and a diffuse longing for some incomprehensible adventure.” Such entrancing associations with a fossil preserved in the chiseled rock of Aran reinforce Robinson’s sense that this gray northern realm is itself a touchstone for all the largest geological and evolutionary transformations of our earth. They account for his decision to devote so many years to circling and then bisecting this island less than eight and a half miles in length and less than two and a half miles across at its widest. And they always remind him, amid his most painstaking investigations, that “the most comprehensive course we can chart through the incomprehensible is an evasive shortcut.”


 



—JOHN ELDER 
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However, it will already be clear that Aran, of the world’s countless facets one of the most finely carved by nature, closely structured by labour and minutely commented by tradition, is the exemplary terrain upon which to dream of that work, the guidebook to the adequate step. Stones of Aran is all made up of steps, which lead in many directions but perpetually return to, loiter near, take shortcuts by, stumble over or impatiently kick aside that ideal. (Otherwise, it explores and takes its form from a single island, Árainn itself; the present work makes a circuit of the coast, whose features present themselves as stations of a Pilgrimage, while the sequel will work its way through the interior, tracing out the Labyrinth.)

(from “Timescape with Signpost,” Stones of Aran, Vol. I, Pilgrimage)


 



From this point … I see once again the ruined watch tower perched high above the Sound, marking the resting-place of St. Gregory of the Golden Mouth. It suggests the possibility of going round the island once again, looking at everything in more detail, or in others of the infinity of ways of looking. Perhaps a second circuit would be more rewarding now that my pace has been chastened by so many miles, my breath deepened by so many words. But for a book to stand like an island out of the sea of the unwritten it must acknowledge its own bounds, and turn inward from them, and look into the labyrinth.

(conclusion of Pilgrimage)













I. EAST















SWORN TO THE TOWER



Unquestionable answer to unanswerable question, this volume must close what the first opened, so that I can store them away safely, like two mirrors face to face. Therefore I must begin now at the place where my circuit of the coast of Árainn ended, and from which I am to broach the interior. That place, determined long ago by the structure of the whole book, is at the eastern tip of the island, where a hillside of rock and weather-beaten grass rises from the arc of sand and shingle about a little bay to a small ruined tower. At what era Túr Mháirtín watched over the safety or the subservience of Aran is unknown; but for some years now, in my mind, its function has been to keep my place in the book, marking a promise to return from long wanderings in Connemara and see my way through this island. Old maps call the tower St. Gregory’s Monument. The saint of the golden mouth, even after years of prayer and fasting, felt himself unworthy of a grave in Aran of the Saints, and on the approach of death commanded that his body be consigned to the sea in a barrel. Port Daibhche, the port of the barrel, is where the corpse was brought ashore by a miraculous current, in sign of his worthiness of the holy ground. I have now to write myself back onto that ground, and without benefit of miracle.

But finding the entrance to the labyrinth is not the simplest of steps, for I find myself separated from it by another labyrinth. I no longer live in Aran; I cannot jump on my bicycle and go and have another look at that harsh grey hillside. My sight-lines and thought-lines to it are interrupted by the thick boggy hills and dazzling waters of Connemara. I am too far for touch, too near for Proustian telescopy. There is also a dense forest of signposts in the way, the huge amount of material I have assembled to help me. Here to my hand are a shelf of books, thirteen piled volumes of diary, boxes bursting with record cards, a filing-cabinet of notes, letters, offprints from specialist journals, maps and newspaper cuttings. Also, three ring-binders of writing accumulated over a dozen years towards this work, some of it outdated, misinformed, unintelligibly sketchy, some so highly polished it will have to be cracked open again in order to fuse with what is still to be written. What tense must I use to comprehend memories, memories of memories of what is forgotten, words that once held memories but are now just words? What period am I to set myself in, acknowledging the changes in the island noted in my brief revisitings over the years, the births and deaths I hear of in telephone calls? In what voice am I to embody the person who wrote that first volume with little thought of publisher or readership during a cryptic, enisled time, I who live nearer the main and have had public definitions attached to me, including some I would like to shake off—environmentalist, cartographer—and whose readers will open this volume looking for more of the same and will be disappointed if they get it? How am I to lose myself once again among the stones of Aran?

Looking around for inspiration in this quandary I remember that from the saint’s monument one can just make out a mark, a greyish dot, on the brink of the highest cliff of Inis Meáin, a mile away across the sound. This is Cathaoir Synge, Synge’s Seat, a low structure of massive stones like a roofless hut open to the west, of unknown date and purpose. Here the writer used to sit and brood upon the abyss:


The black edge of the north island is in front of me, Galway Bay, too blue almost to look at, on my right, the Atlantic on my left, a perpendicular cliff under my ankles, and over me innumerable gulls that chase each other in a white cirrus of wings … As I lie here hour after hour, I seem to enter into the wild pastimes of the cliff, and to become a companion of the cormorants and crows.



I would like to use Synge’s vision of it to situate myself on that black edge, the beginning of my work, but at this crucial moment he is alienated from me. In an essay on his book The Aran Islands that grew out of his intense meditations on the cliff-top, I wrote that Synge was mistaken in thinking that the Irish name for the maidenhair fern is dúchosach (black-footed), and that as he knew so little about it he was wise not to treat of the Aran flora. Since then I have heard Aran people call that fern the dúchosach, my earlier source was wrong, and I am caught out in a petty rival-rousness. As if Synge, with his deep, intuitive eyes, cares whether or not I have more facts on Aran than he! The sage turns from me, listening to those clamorous gulls, whose language, he says, “is easier than Gaelic.” I shrink back to my filing-cabinet.

My efficient record cards remind me, however, that that hillside I would like to refind myself on is called An Teannaire, the pump, from a recess in the cliffs below it where waves rush in and compress themselves into waterspouts, and that it has already been appropriated, if not by literature, then by the oral tradition.



Thug sé an Teannaire mar spré dhó …




He gave him the Pump as dowry…





This is from Amhrán an “Chéipir,” the song of the “Caper,” composed in his head by Taimín Ó Briain, of the poetical O’Brians of Cill Éinne, near the beginning of this century. The “Caper” was a young fisherman from Cape Clear in Cork, who came with a boat called the Lucky Star to work out of Cill Rónáin, and married a girl from Iaráirne, the easternmost village of the island. My translation is a rough piece of work—but so is Taimín’s original:





Molaimid thú a Chéipir

Ar thús na bhfear in Éirinn‚

Mar is tú a fuair an bhean ba géimiúla

Dár rugadh riamh san ait

San oíche a dtáinig tú dá hiarradh

Bhí an baile trína chéile,

Is gurbh fhearr leat bheith i gCill Éinne

Ná i do chléireach sa chaisleán.




Oh Caper, we praise you

Above all men in Ireland,

For it’s you that won the liveliest girl

That ever was born in this place.

The night you came to ask for her

The village was upside-down,

And you’d rather be in Cill Éinne

Than be a clerk in Dublin Castle.





But although she was fine-looking girl (and I am told the Caper “wiped the eye of the local lads”), her family were desperately poor, and all her father could provide as dowry was this salt-blasted hillside and the dunes just north of it, plus the gear for scratching a living off the shore:



Thug sé an Teannaire mar spré dhó,

Poll an Ghamhna agus Port Daibhche dhó,

Sin agus beart cléibhe,

Agus máilín ma mbaoití,

An gliomach a bheadh faoin áfach,

An portán rua agus an cráifisc,

Agus na duáin a bhí fágtha

A bheadh aige lena shaol.




He gave him the Pump as dowry,

The Pool of the Calf and Barrelport too,

Sally-rods to make a basket,

And the little bag for bait,

The lobster down in its hole,

‘The red crab and the crayfish,

And the fishing-hooks left over

Would last him all his life.





Can I imagine myself taking the island into my possession like this, in her penniless beauty? The welcome was generous enough:



Bhí arán is jam is feoil ann,

Is bhí ceathrar ag seinm ceoil ann,

Bhi fuisce is lemonade,

Fíon is punch dá réir ann …




Bread and jam and meat was there,

And four musicians playing,

There was lemonade and whiskey

And wine and punch as needed …





But while the girl’s father sat with his back to a creel of turf politely ignoring the goings-on and her mother started keening, the whiskey somehow disappeared into the night, the guests, ag deanamh “joy” den oíche, making “joy” of the evening, broke up the bridal bed, and nobody got a wink of sleep. Fortunately the weather was too bad for the steamer to bring out the fifty policemen who were to search the place or the Justice and Crown Attorney to try the cases arising from that night.

Nothing suits me in this precedent. The island is no longer the village maiden of ninety years ago. The identification of a territory with a woman, a theme of great significance in Celtic mythology and one which tempted Synge too, is nowadays fraught with tensions. And, although I trust prayer no more than whiskey, I would rather drift ashore in a barrel than accede to a holding of this island through such ructions.

However, through all this frowning over my scrawled difficulties and disorderly data, I find that I have now arrived, unbeholden to saint or sage or father-in-law, and by my preferred literary transition, a slinking behind my own back. Nothing could be better adapted to this broken ground, riven by quantum jumps and contradictions. Now, all those problems of tense and person can be left to piecemeal solution. In the glow and hum of my word processor I am already mooching about below the half-abolished tower, as tenebrous as ever, trying to understand what it is I am to understand, peering into the crevices of the crag like the wise old women of Aran, in search of a simple for a complex.









MAIDENHAIR



In shadow, a recessive shade. Greyish-green flakes floating in an elaborate and slightly dishevelled pattern. The eye slowly sorts it out into perhaps five or six triangular fronds. On a closer look an individual frond breaks up into a small number of triangular sprays of five or six leaflets the size of a little fingernail. Each leaflet is fan-shaped, with straight sides and a scalloped outer margin, and is attached at the apex to a fine stalk, which in its turn branches off the slightly thicker axis of the spray, and so is connected back to the stem of the frond. Even these stems are so slender that the fronds bend outwards under their own weight, so that each leaflet offers its upper surface to the eye and the whole array canopies a curved darkness below. The articulations are so delicate that a breath is enough to start a flickering fan-language of display and concealment, chaste provocation, coquetry—or so one reads it, prompted by the fern’s English name. The Irish goes bluntly to the root: dúchosach, black-footed. Part the foliage and see how the wire-thin stalks emerge in a dense bundle like a jet of earth-force from a crack in the rock, glossy brownish-black, grading  into green as they diverge into their parabolic trajectories. The peasant, sturdily rooted in the compost of its ancestors.

Adiantum capillus-veneris (to take up its Linnaean binomial as one would a magnifying glass for scientific objectification) is the Aran plant par excellence. It is extremely rare in Britain and in Ireland except on the Burren and Aran limestone, and the earliest Irish record of it commemorates the first visit of a scientist to the island. Edward Lhuyd, writing from “Pensans in Cornwall, Aug. 25, 1700,” says:


In the Isle of Aran (near Galloway) we found great plenty of the Adianthum verum, and a sort of matted campion with a white flower, which I bewail the loss of, for an imperfect sprig of it was only brought to me; and I waited afterwards in rain almost a whole week for fair weather to have gone in quest of it.



The campion would merely have been the common sea campion; Adianthum verum was the old name for the maidenhair fern; and without the rain there would be no such fern here. Lhuyd was Keeper of the Ashmolean Museum in Oxford, and catalogued its collection of fossils; he was at the same time establishing himself as a Celticist, and his visit to Aran was in connection with the preparation of his great work Archaeologia Britannica, described on its title-page as “giving some account Additional to what has been hitherto Publifh’d, of the LANGUAGES, HISTORIES AND CUSTOMS OF THE ORIGINAL INHABITANS OF GREAT BRITAIN: from Collections and Observations in Travels through Wales, Cornwal, Bas-Bretagne, Ireland and Scotland.” In his second chapter, “A Comparative Vocabulary of the Original Languages of Britain and Ireland,” I notice:


Adiantum … The Herb Maydenhair; Ir. Dúv-xofax … Black-fhank



which perhaps records the rusty voice of some Araner of nearly three hundred years ago. Another name for the fern I have heard, tae scailpreach (scailpreach meaning a place of rocky clefts), probably dates only from the last century when tea became such a comforter of the poor. Dinneen gives it in his Irish dictionary, with the remark that the fern was used as a substitute for tea; this seems unlikely, and I imagine it was the appearance of its sere and shrivelled fronds in winter that made people think of the craved-for drug.

But why does a plant of the warm south grow on these bleak islands, whose other botanical stars are the limestone bugle, from northern and mountainous areas of Europe, and the spring gentian, best known from the Alps? In an old encyclopedia I read that the maidenhair fern is “abundant in the south of Europe, where it covers the inside of wells and the basins of fountains (as at Vaucluse) with a tapestry of the most delicate green.” Fontaine de Vaucluse is where Petrarch retired to in a vain effort to forget his Laura. What brings the delicate Provençale to Penultima Thule? The answer begins to open up the labyrinth of Aran.

On a hillside like that leading up to St. Gregory’s tower (through which I am feeling my way into the matter of Aran) one sees the geometry of limestone exposed in black and white. Because this rock originated over a period of millions of years as the layered sediments of a sea that changed in depth, turbidity, temperature and living contents, its strata vary in their chemical and physical constition. Hence such a slope, carved out of a succession of almost horizontal strata of different resistances to erosion, consists of a number of more or less well-defined terraces separated by vertical “risers” of anything from a few inches to twenty or more feet. As one climbs, the rim of each step or cliff running across the hillside ahead shows up against the sky. Here, because of the particular direction one takes in coming up from the beach, these successive horizons have an extraordinary appearance that reveals another, vertical, set of divisions in the rock. Each rim, seen from below, has the profile of a row of blocks with gaps of a few inches between them; where the gaps are very close together the blocks are reduced to mere blades an inch or two thick, and the hillside looks as if it were built out of arrays of knives set on edge. These fissures are the surface expression of a system of cracks or “joints” cutting vertically through the limestone, the result of tensions in these strata caused by movements in the earth’s crust at some period after the Carboniferous. Rainwater has eroded out these hairline cracks into fissures of various widths and depths on exposed surfaces of the limestone; once opened up, the fissures receive all the run-off from the level rock-sheets and channel it underground. In the curious international jargon of geology such a fissure is a “gryke” and the flat rock-sheet is a “clint”—Yorkshire dialect-words, adopted because such formations are best known from limestone areas like Malham in Airedale. A limestone terrain with subterranean drainage, as here and at Malham, is called a “karst,” a term equally expressive of stony barrenness, borrowed from the name of such a region in the former Yugoslavia. In this particular corner of Aran the grykes are generally only a few inches wide and a few feet deep, but in other parts they are sometimes over two feet wide and ten or more feet deep. The principal set of grykes runs with amazing parallelism across the islands from a few degrees east of north to a few degrees west of south. This happens to be the direction in which one climbs towards the tower, so here the hillside is sliced before one’s eyes by the brightness of the sky.

This dissection of the rock not only underlies the detailed accidentation of the coastline, as I have shown in my first volume, but it orders many aspects of life, including that of humans, in the interior. Because of the general nakedness of the terrain, it immediately provides two contrasted environments for lime-loving plants. The differences between the “microclimates” of the flagstone-like ground-surface and the grykes are as sharp as those between two climatic zones hundreds of miles apart. In the shady water-gardens of the clefts the maidenhair fern can enjoy a mild, moisture-laden, Gulf-Stream ambience without the concomitant gales; a few inches above, the merest skim of soil provides for plants adapted to extreme exposure, good drainage, heavy grazing and high light levels. Because of this rare conjuncture of oceanic climate and karst topography, the maidenhair can survive so far north as to consort with plants that are equally far from their headquarters on mountain and tundra, here at sea-level in the ultimate west.

Thus the block of stone allots its frugal abstractions of horizontal and vertical to separate plant-communities, neither of which would prosper in fatter conditions. And each contributes to the support of a scavenging fauna. When Synge first stayed in Cill Rónáin in 1898 he walked out to the east end of the island, and on his way back two little girls followed him for a while:


They spoke with a delicate exotic intonation that was full of charm, and told me with a sort of chant how they guide “ladies and gintlemins” in the summer to all that is worth seeing in their neighbourhood, and sell them pampooties and maidenhair ferns, which are common among the rocks. As we parted they showed me the holes in their own pampooties, or cowskin sandals, and asked me the price of new ones. I told them my purse was empty, and with a few quaint words of blessing they turned away from me and went down to the pier.



Similar accounts by other visitors make one wonder how the maidenhair survived the Victorian passion for fern-collecting. Fortunately Aran’s human children no longer need to exploit this particular ecological niche, and one can still find its delicate, exotic, charm enfolded in the rocks.









SERMONS IN STONES



In climbing past the ruined tower and onwards to the crest of the hillside one has to clamber over a few loosely built drystone walls, or diverge from one’s goal to find gaps in them. But when the summit is attained (a mere hundred and forty feet or so above the shoreline) the eye is totally beset by walls. The plateau that comes into view here, slightly tilted southwards towards the Atlantic cliff-tops, and stretching, with just two interrupting lowlands, for eight miles along the island, is a walled landscape, uniting the monotonous grandeur of the desert with the petty territorialism of suburbia. This uninhabited back or dip-slope of the island escarpment is referred to as Na Craga, the crags, although most of it is less craggy and more grassy than the areas of bare limestone pavement on the terraces along the northern coast. The first section of it stretches away to the west-north-west for over two miles; then, beyond a valley invisible from here, the higher, central, section of the plateau forms a long, straight horizon declining very gently from north to south, blocking off the further half of the island.

Balancing on top of the nearest sound-looking wall to scan the disconcerting vista, one makes out that the pattern, for all its countless haphazard irregularities, is dominated by walls roughly parallel to that north-south horizon, and since the controlling direction of this volume is westwards, it is clear that progress is going to be problematic. The waist-high or head-high walls are so close-set that from this low viewpoint they hide the ground between them as if the better to conceal their purposes; they constitute an obstacle not merely to the body but to the understanding. The network seems too vast and repetitious to be the product of human intentions; the decisions of an individual brain in this transcendental structure are as the gropings of a coral blob immured in its reef. Usually nobody is to be seen in this desolation; if anything is being done or suffered here the act is hidden in the obliquity of the grille. If labour reveals its presence at all it is by sound, and almost solely by the clank of stone on stone. One hears how, over centuries, this landscape was created by the placing of stone on stone, how it is nowadays barely maintained by replacement of the fallen stone, and how it will lapse into rubble, stone by stone.

I have tried to reduce this inordinate perspective to arithmetic and geometry. The Ordnance Survey map at six inches to the mile shows the field-boundaries as an eye-tormenting tangle of fine lines. By superimposing a square-inch grid on the map and counting squares and bits of squares, I find that the thickly walled areas of Árainn total ten and a half square miles. (Another one and a half square miles, comprising commonage and big unenclosed crags, may be omitted from the following calculation as they contribute comparatively little to the results.) The number of fields in thirty randomly selected squares averaged thirty-seven. (In several squares that fell near villages there were over seventy fields, giving an average area of field of only 1240 square yards, i.e. typically thirty-one yards by forty.) Hence there are about 14,000 small fields, of average area 2300 square yards or just under half an acre. A random sample of twenty individual fields measured on the map suggests that their average perimeter is 233 yards. (NB: Sampling by such methods as dropping a pencil onto the map will produce a misleadingly large proportion of the comparatively big fields, and it is not easy to avoid this effect.) Since nearly all walls separate two fields, the total length of wall is 928 miles. Adding a bit to allow for irregularities that do not show up on the six-inch scale, and for some nests of small fields in the generally open areas omitted, and rounding off, I think it is not wildly inaccurate to say that there are a thousand miles of wall in Árainn. Inis Meáin and Inis Oírr would add about 300 and 200 miles respectively, giving a total of 1500 miles. So the islanders exaggerate when they say that the walls of Aran, put end to end, would stretch all the way to Boston—but that is understandable, since it is to Boston that so many of them have fled, rather than be sucked dry as dead flies by the economics of this stone web.

As to the general pattern of this field-system, it is clear that something so regular over such large areas, even if riddled with inconsistency and wilfulness, is structured by overpowering natural phenomena. In fact two elemental strengths have laid the foundations for this labour of generations. First, the cracking of the limestone by earth-forces acting on a continental scale. There are two principal sets of vertical fissure-planes or joints, the more fully developed one being oriented roughly north-south. (The bearing is about fifteen degrees east of north, but I will say simply “north” rather than “approximately north-north-east.” In fact, since the bearing is much more fundamental to Aran geography than true north or magnetic north, I could call it Aran north.) The other set is at right-angles to the first, and on certain levels of the islands a third, oblique set appears, confusing the pattern.

The second elemental force is erosion, which has been guided by the joint system. The small-scale effect of rainwater, widening the cracks into little canyons and dividing the surface into rectangular flags or long strips, has already been mentioned. Vastly greater was that of the huge thicknesses of ice pushing across this region of Ireland for a period of perhaps ten thousand years, ending about fifteen thousand years ago. The glaciers ripped out strips of blocks to create valleys of all sizes, from the sea-ways between the islands and the wide depressions that almost divide the big island in three, to narrow ravines and little glens, all oriented to Aran north. It is difficult even today to override this impressed topography, and in the past the currents of life had to flow with it. An oblique walk across an area of open crag is a continuous struggle with little cliffs and ridges and gullies, with no two successive steps on the same level, whereas if one follows the direction of the jointing, smooth flagged paths seem to unroll like carpets before one. Inevitably, walls accept these natural ways, and many of them spring from the natural pedestals provided by long unbroken ridges of rock. East-west walls often have to clamber down into narrow glens and then clamber out again, and tend to do this by the shortest way, confirmed in this labour-saving intention by the bearing of the minor set of fissures. Hence the fields tend to be rectangular and elongated north-south, especially on the plateau where the schema has room to spread itself. It is as if the walls make explicit the nature of the rock; the geometry that could be stepped over and disregarded underfoot is erected into barriers before one’s face.

Of course almost the only visitors who do stray from the boreens, the walled paths between the fields, are those with some botanical, archaeological or geological drive, and in the scientific literature there are many complaints about these walls. H.C. Hart, who made the first careful botanical survey of the islands in 1869, writes feelingly on the subject:


These barricades are erected with no consideration for the shins of scientific explorers. It seems unfair to kick them down, as the natives do in the most reckless manner, whether crossing their own or their neighbours’ lands. If you adopt the alternative of climbing, which is often an operation of considerable difficulty, it is most probable that your descent will be followed by an avalanche of loose stones—still, as the wall falls from you, this is safer than to kick it down in front, where there is a great risk of the stones falling towards and laming you. I found the safest plan was to climb up the wall with the utmost delicacy, balance yourself on the top, and then jump. It will be seen, however, that the frequent recurrence of such jumps for a long day’s work is a mode of progression that may prove both wearisome and slow.



A few years later the botanist Nathaniel Colgan took a bolder line:


My first day’s work among these stone dikes was so tedious and disheartening that on the following days I engaged a stout native boy who proved very useful, rather as a dilapidator than as a guide and porter. He carried my camera and vasculum, and cheerfully threw down with a push of his shoulder any uncommonly difficult or dangerous wall that happened to lie in our path. I should have hesitated to do this for myself; but the young islander, with an adroit touch of flattery, gave me to understand that though the natives would be loath to take such a short method with the walls for their own convenience, they would never dream of objecting to its use on behalf of a distinguished stranger.



These imperial modes reveal a blindness to the “native” and his ways. To cross a wall without bruising one’s shins or jolting one’s spine, one should look for stones that run right through the wall and stick out on either side, and step up and over on these as on a stile, refraining from leaning out from the wall and clutching at the topmost stones to lever oneself upright, but keeping one’s centre of gravity as close to the wall and as low over its top as possible. Araners learn this as part of learning to walk. I have seen an Aran father stand back, watchful but not interfering, as a toddler heads up a six-foot wall. If that child does not leave the island he or she will grow up able to cross walls with such fluency one cannot see how it is done. I remember an old man leading me across his land; before my eyes he repeatedly made the transition from being on the near side of a wall to being on the far side with no noticeable intermediate stages, complaining all the while of his rheumatism. A ghost’s proficiency in passing through walls would seem to be only the natural result of such a lifetime’s apprenticeship. But I suspect that that child will leave Na Craga to the old men, and the old men are already leaving it to its ghosts.

The range of rectangularity held up for inspection by the facets of individual stones in these walls, from dog-eared squares to thin bony oblongs, images the variability of the field-shapes; one could imagine that each wall is a map of the terrain it hides. The flaw in this fantasy is that whereas the partitioning of the land into fields is virtually complete and every square yard is appropriated with what comes to seem like a miserly and obsessive clutch or a scholarly fussiness over definitions, the stones in a wall are usually not tightly packed and admit a modicum of empty space, slippage and instability. An individual wall’s degree of compaction depends on its function, the sort of stone to hand, and the skill and taste of the builder. On exposed terrain like Na Craga an open-work wall will dilute the gale more effectively than a solid one which would merely provoke the wind to hammer down onto the ground a few yards to its lea side. Sunset skies often show up a wall like a lace trim to a horizon, a filigree of light and dark. In certain areas, for instance to the south-west of Túr Mháirtín, the loose stone on offer consists of shaggy crusts or scales two or three feet across like battle-hacked shields, and the field-boundaries there are scrawled in leap-frogging triangles made by leaning these shards together at capricious angles. Elsewhere, and especially along waysides, the walls are sober and solid uncoursed masonry-work of well-adjusted blocks; the more substantial “double wall” has two faces of carefully set blocks, bound together here and there by through-pieces of longer stones, and with a filling of small stones between them. To enclose a vegetable plot with some hope of excluding rabbits a claí fidín (which one could translate as “fragment fence”) is used; this consists of a row of pillar-like uprights (clocha mháthar, mother-stones) set two or three feet apart, the spaces between them built up with small stones carefully packed, and the whole finished off with a row or two of weighty blocks. A visiting preacher once took this type of wall as a metaphor for slipshod construction on inadequate foundations, thinking that the word fiáin sounded disparaging; let ye not be a claí fidín of the faith, he urged the congregation, but rather a soundly built wall. However, since the claí fidín is a highly regarded wall that demands care and patience in the building, his rhetoric fell flat. Some goatish spirits among his hearers might even have wondered if faith is better represented by those walls I mentioned south-west of the tower, which incorporate a lot of nothing by artful adjustment of non-sequiturs, the more economically to hem in the flock.

Some of the purposes of this vast communal construction will have emerged from what I have said about its structure. Since grass is scarce, especially on the crags used as winterage, cattle have to be confined to small areas so that they will eat up the less tasty herbage as well as the choicer stuff before being allowed into other fields. The walls give shelter to stock and crop, and loose stones littering the ground are piled along the tops of them—although excess stone is more easily stacked into ricks, and in many fields one sees a little ziggurat of stones standing on a rock outcrop.  Virtually all the appurtenances of the field system are of stone. Occasionally one comes across a small stone-built barn, usually roofless; though near Iaráirne two or three of them still have a decrepit thatch held down by ropes or bits of fishing net to pegs under the eaves. There are little stone hutches too, for goat-kids, and many walls have lintelled openings at ground-level, about two feet high, easily closed with a few stones, for letting sheep through. A more developed-looking item of field-furniture is the water-trough fed by the run-off from a slanting surface of stone or concrete. Springs are very few on the plateau, and in the old days there was a constant coming and going of women and children carrying water in small wooden stave-barrels to the cattle, until, it is said, these troughs were invented by a Cill Éinne man about a hundred years ago. While it may be true that this individual—a Roger Dirrane, whose dramatic contribution to island history I shall be recounting later on—brought the troughs to a standard form and propagated the idea, one finds on the open crags and in the fields examples from every stage of what looks like a long evolution, from natural basins improved with a dab of cement and filled by rainwater trickling down a shelving rock-face, to the roughly rectangular Dirranean trough of mortared stonework with a tilted surface like a draining-board of smooth and carefully pointed flagstones built along one side of it, or modern versions of this in concrete, grant-aided by the Department of Agriculture, with precisely squared and rimmed catchment-surfaces several yards long. These are the only signs of innovation on Na Craga, where no implements are of use other than the spade, the sickle and the scythe, and a granite boulder to sharpen them on.

Coming across such structures in rambling across this rather inscrutable terrain, one feels reassured that the field-system has or at least had its uses. But after an hour or two of struggling in its toils, the endless proliferation of walls seems inordinate to any practical requirements; one is forced to read it as the expression of an urge to control space for its own sake, to hug and hoard and hide away the land in minute parcels. In fact these walls are the fossilized land-hunger of the “Congested Districts,” of the Land War, of the Great Famine and above all of the century of population growth that preceded it. As such, they do not necessarily express bitter competition. A farmer in an equally subdivided tract of the Burren once told me about two brothers who inherited a few tiny fields there some time in the famine century. One of them was married, and it seemed the only future for the other was emigration. But on the eve of his departure the married brother said suddenly “Don’t go!”; and they took the wooden yardstick the wife used for measuring her homespun, and divided each plot equally, marking a line down the middle with small stones. The mearing-stones of brotherly love must have divided Aran’s fields as well and have been built up into walls between later generations grown apart. Down to the present day, the nuisance of holdings in scattered lots and acrimony over rights of way to them are part of the island’s patrimony. Having produced a map of Aran, I came to be regarded as a semi-official cartographer, and as I was almost the sole guardian of such occult lore as:


30 ¼ square yards = 1 square rod, pole or perch

40 square poles = 1 rood

4 roods = 1 acre



which I found in an old pocket-diary, I was often called upon to measure and divide land. Once I calculated the areas of no fewer than twenty-six patches broadcast over the hillsides of Cill Éinne for a man who was sharing the inheritance of them with his cousin in America, and found myself drawn into conniving with him in dividing them so that access to the absentee’s portions would be across my client’s land, putting him in a strong position to persuade the other to sell out. I took no money for it, I was paid as usual in place-names, in which these subdivisions are most prolific; nevertheless I am implicated in the peasant cunning of these crooked walls, and the devil has me in their net.











DISCREPANCIES



If there are only fourteen thousand fields in Árainn, it would not take a lifetime to explore them, devoting a day to each. I have probably looked into the majority of them in my obsessive coursing about the island. On the lower levels many fields are so overgrown they defy inspection, but on Na Craga they exhibit their little economies of grass as resignedly as nineteenth-century objects of charity. In one field there may be nothing but a grey, taut-looking sheet of rock crossed by a few shaggy lines of tufted, wiry stuff rooted in fissures; in the next, a hollow filled like a pool with feathery grasses and meadow flowers, with the stones that have been dredged out of it piled in cairns around its brink. The walls are all shifts and accommodations too; swerving from their rectilinear principals to incorporate a boulder too big to be removed or a heap of masonry that some residual use-value or superstitious regard has preserved from centuries ago. In spring and summer and autumn each field is a sample garden of flowers and butterflies so specific to the season that one could tell the date to within a week or two by them; in winter they are as cryptic as a jigsaw puzzle all made up of missing bits.

In exploring this terrain it is best to let oneself be led by its inbuilt directionality. A few fields in the possession of a single household will be linked into a sequence, nearly always running north-south, by gaps closed with stones if there are cattle to be confined and otherwise left open. It is often stated that the Aran farmer lets his cows into a field by knocking down a length of the wall and rebuilding it after them. This misconception arises from the fact that when the gap is closed with stones it looks superficially like the rest of the wall. However, this is an illusion, as was revealed to me by a rain-shower that briefly wiped across the island one day when I was wandering on Na Craga. The limestone, both of the ground and in the walls, was left black with wet, and took some time to evaporate back to pale grey when the sun came out again. But dotted all over the landscape around me were what looked like brightly glinting doors in the dark walls—the gaps, all filled with granite boulders. This focused my mind on the question of gaps, and after some research I wrote the following little treatise:


The Aran bearna or gap is no mere hole blocked with a loose assemblage of stones, but a specialized and adaptive structure. It is usually two or three feet wide, with an upright stone on either side, and often these jambs slant apart slightly so that the stones piled between them are held in the wedge-shaped space. The granite erratics brought over from Connemara by the last Ice Age and strewn here and there on Aran’s crags are preferred to limestone for filling the gaps, because they are naturally ovoid and very tough, so that the gap is easily “knocked” by tumbling the stones aside, and they do not crack up after repeated use. The Aran farmer and even his child can “raise up” such a gap in the time it would take an outsider to bruise his or her fingers arranging the first few stones of it. This temporary fence is unstable, and often a short length of briar or a blackthorn branch is wedged among its topmost stones to discourage cattle or horses from nosing it down. Clearly, the gap is not the place to climb the wall since it is built for collapsibility, but somewhere close to it will be a stile, or at least a through-stone or two adequate to the practised foot of the landowner.



Having thus formulated the Aran gap, I wandered out to have another look, eyes sharpened by theory. And behold! Every conceivable ad hoc concoction of concrete blocks, thornbushes, driftwood, worm-eaten oars, carcases of oildrums, iron bed-heads, complicated pipework looted from wrecks, bicycle-frames—anything and everything redundant and outworn will serve to stop a gap just as well as the granite boulder. So it is at least around the fallen world of houses and roadsides, but up on Na Craga, closer to the Platonic ideal of Aran, the classic gap exists, as theory prescribes.

But I see these things all wrong. It is the world of Na Craga that is outworn and redundant. I remember coming across an elderly man harvesting a rye-field in a sheltery glen up there. In fact I heard him long before I saw him, for when the straw is wanted for thatching, the rye is pulled up by the roots and the harvester slaps each dornán or fistful against his boot or the wall to knock the soil off it, and the spacious, lazy rhythm of this sound is characteristic of hot July and August days in the fields. It is sweaty and tiring work, and men hate it; the endlessly repeated, quietly vicious slaps sound out against themselves, against the walls that bind their lives. And yet every stage of the harvest is visually charming—the area of stubble or bare ground, decorated with the lines of fistfuls, slowly widening through the day as the standing crop dwindles, the sheaves each belted with a twist of straw, the plump stacks of sheaves topped off with an upside-down sheaf like a huge sun-hat, the donkey waiting to carry the stacks one by one to the outhouse. On Na Craga that day I learned the arithmetic of straw:



Cúig cinn de dhornáin a dhéanas punnán

Punnán ’is fiche a dhéanas beart

Ceithre bheart a dhéanas teach





—five fistfuls make a sheaf, twenty sheaves and one make a load (i.e. what can be carried roped together on one’s back), four loads make (that is, thatch) a house. My instructor, who had learned the hard way, added a footnote, that fifty fistfuls make a half-load. So the extra sheaf, the extra five fistfuls in the full load of a hundred and five fistfuls, is like the extra twelve pounds in the so-called “hundredweight” of a hundred and twelve pounds, and whether it is to be regarded as generosity or extortion depends on the perspective of power relations. For once, this man, who had no doubt always been at the thin end of that perspective, found that he had something of value to impart, his multiplication table, and extorted a little money from me. He was uneasy about it, simultaneously ingratiating and brazen; his earthworm-sad features told me he needed the money for drink. I imagine his daughter is one of the smart young women I see driving into Cill Rónáin as if they were on a freeway to a shopping mall, slamming themselves through the island’s spaces, trading them in for time; she runs a chilly, hygienic, tourist-board-approved B&B, and hardly tolerates her father in the back kitchen. He is a discrepancy, the old reprobate of Na Craga; he whines like a dog left behind as our world drives off into the future. I am, I know, less interested in the concerns of the forward-looking generations than I should be (perhaps because they are so tediously universal); my sympathies hang around with those trapped in or fascinated by the fading mazes of the past. Not all of these are old and despairing; they include, in Aran, some joyously creative souls. But all I can do for my man of straw is to reveal him in his predicament, while hiding away his identity in my cryptographic reconstruction of his island.









DWELLING



When the mind begins to weary of the intricacies of Na Craga and the body to balk at walls, one naturally welcomes any sequence of gaps that tends in the general direction of the inhabited, northern side of the island. And usually this homing instinct is rewarded, for it is the daily coming and going of farmers between house and field that have written those ways into the palimpsest of walls. There are two or three such escape-routes from the terrain west of Túr Mháirtín; they lead up the gentle rise of the back of the island to the ridge line and connect with narrow, walled paths on the steeper, north-facing escarpment, which in turn are gathered up by a wider track running across the slope, and so crookedly down to Iaráirne.

Pausing at the crest of the escarpment, it takes a few moments to ascertain one’s relationship to the suddenly opened vista. The cluster of a dozen cottages and bungalows is a few hundred yards down to the left, the north-west. Its background is an oval expanse,  of sea or of sand depending on the state of the tide, almost enclosed by long levels of dune-fringed grassland. A congregation of grey, standing forms is gathered on a knoll on the nearer rim of this bay, the gravestones of St. Enda’s ancient cemetery; from here they appear to float above the roofs of the village. Above them again, out beyond the western rim of the bay, a child has left a toy aeroplane; as one watches it teeters forward a little, turns and sniffs the wind, gives a puny growl, and takes itself off—one identifies it as the Aer Árann ten-seater—into a tremendous sky that has a tiny dark blue panoramic replica of Connemara’s mountains all along its foot. The road that passes just below the village goes by the graveyard and the airstrip and disappears into the crumpled patchwork of Cill Éinne’s walls and roofs nearly a mile away, among which the old castle ruin shows as a dark stain. In Cill Rónáin harbour, another mile away and on the far side of a further bay, breadcrumb boats maneouvre at a matchstick pier. The town itself is a spill of lozenges, some of them scattered up the treads of the hillside beyond.

In this perspective the terracing of Árainn’s northern flank is very clear; the island is visibly carved out of a small number of enormous beds of limestone laid one upon another. The geology is so simple in its nakedness that the lacy ribbon of habitation laid along it appears as a passing fancy, a frivolity, a plaything. And yet the pattern of settlement also has an impersonal structure to it; the two abstractions twine together in some paradoxical geometry of tenderness. One aspect of this relationship is obvious as soon as one begins to descend from the ridge-line and drops out of the prevailing south-westerly wind; the scarp-slope of the island offers a degree of shelter. Almost every one of the villages has its heart, its original core, snuggled into a concavity of the escarpment. At Iaráirne the ridge is quite low, but it rises close behind the village, and to the west a slight but distinct swelling of the slope tempers the wind to the old cottages and the modern bungalows occupying old sites; the newer houses off to the right and left forego this advantage, for the sake of privacy or the view. In other parts of the island houses have recently been built on heights not previously settled, and not only do they look uncomfortable and irremediably bleak, but unmannerly towards the landscape, disdainful of its hospitality. Admittedly, the degree of shelter to be enjoyed anywhere in Aran is small; in Iaráirne, for instance, it is obviously difficult to grow trees, and its two bent mountain ashes perpetually mime a westerly gale. But the traditional sites of settlement were determined by the coincidence of various small amenities of the rock, as I shall show, and while modern building technology may liberate us from this determinism, it can deafen us to old harmonies between house and land.

If the cardinal directions of the Aran field system are given by the joints criss-crossing the limestone, to understand the situation of the villages one has to descend into the third dimension of the rock and consider its natural horizontal partings. This dimension is time-wise; it arises from the succession of deposits on the Carboniferous sea floor. Sundry geographies came and went during that era, untrodden, unwritten-up, and were reduced to distinctive layers of sediment. In the sequence of Aran’s strata, the nearly horizontal beds of limestone are interleaved with thinner layers of shale. Where a hillside now cross-sections one of these it is visible as a dark band, usually two or three feet thick, with the limestone rising above it in a steep scarp or a cliff ten to twenty feet high. In places the shale seems to have been eaten back so that the impending limestone overhangs and shadows it. For instance that track leading down into Iaráirne—it is called Róidín Mháirtín, Martin’s little road, no doubt from the same shadowy figure whose name is attached to the broken-down tower further east—runs along the top of a north-facing grassy bank. At one point a few trodden footholds lead down from it to a recess almost under the róidín itself, from which the hart’s-tongue fern sticks out its long pointed fronds, and cool water lies in a small stone-lined basin below a thick ledge of limestone. A few flattish stones lie at the rim of the basin like uncomfortable kneelers before a shrine; if you stoop and peer under the great limestone altarpiece  you see the shale at the back of the recess. It glistens with moisture, and it comes away in horizontal flakes when you pick at it. It looks like the edge of a huge mouldering book, shut forever by the weight of rock above it, and in fact it is the history of one of those fleeting lands whose hills were weathered away and carried off as mud by rivers, and piled in layers on the sea-floor during the gestation of Aran. There are about eight such shale-beds running right through the body of the island, very nearly level but with the same slight dip to the south-south-west as the limestone. On the Atlantic cliffs they show as slots and ledges etched back into the rock-face by the waves. The very highest cliffs are divided into four stories by these recessed string-courses. On the northern side of the island the land steps up from shore to ridge-line in abrupt slopes or cliffs separating broad levels, and the same shale-bands crop out along the feet of these risers.

These north-facing scarps are hospitable to human settlement as well as to fern growth. The spring well by Róidín Mháirtín is Tobar Iaráirne, and it is the proximate reason for the siting of the village nearby. There are good green pastures all along the foot of the scarp here; a skim of soil weathered out from the shale-band has added to the attractions of the locality. The correlation of shelter, water and soil along particular levels of the island suggests the thought that all possibilities of life derive from material differences, just as electric currents are powered by potential differences. In Aran the difference is that between limestone—rigid, susceptible to fracture, soluble in water—and shale—plastic, foliated, impermeable. The joints of the limestone, enlarged by erosion down to a certain depth, do not penetrate the shale-bands. Therefore the rainwater they swallow off the surface is channelled laterally through the web of fissures until it seeps out of a scarp-face, trickling down the shale exposure and filling any natural or artificial basin at its foot, before overflowing and disappearing into the grykes of the next terrace, reappearing as another line of springs below the next scarp, and so on until it reaches the sea.

But why are there these scarps? Their formation obviously has to do with the different resistances to erosion of the alternating layers of limestone and shale, but the processes by which a hillside is sculpted into steps are not known beyond argument. Limestone exposed to weathering on a hillside will tend to degenerate into loose blocks, which further erosion (and perhaps glaciation) would eventually annihilate, whereas the limestone protected by a shale-layer will stand firm; one can imagine the terraces being roughed out in this way. On the other hand the shale itself is vulnerable to attack along its exposures, and just as on the sea-cliffs it is gouged out by the waves to leave grooves along the cliff-faces, so in many places it is being worn back under the inland cliffs, by weathering and perhaps by the spring-water perpetually washing out over it. The overhang of fractured limestone will eventually collapse, and in fact along many of the scarps there are huge fallen blocks of limestone. This rubble no doubt protects the shale for a bit but breaks down in the end, allowing the process to recommence. Thus once a scarp is formed it will slowly recede; in fact the whole sequence of terraces and steps will gradually bite its way back and consume the hillside. Something similar is happening on the Atlantic coast, where the cliffs, pounded by winter gales, are an ongoing catastrophe. On the northern slopes, however, sapping and ruination proceeds on a time-scale that human beings can live under; indeed it is the ground of their existence.

Because Cill Éinne bay takes a huge bite out of the eastern third of the island, reducing it to less than a mile across, the sequence of scarps and terraces is not fully developed here. Most of the other villages have terraces below them as well as above, but Iaráirne is unique in that immediately to the north of it is a wide tract of sandy land just above sea-level. Na Muirbhigh Móra, the big sea-plains, it is called; ecologists would describe it as “ma-chair,” from a Scots-Gaelic synonym of muirbheach that has been adopted into their terminology. Its smooth ground-hugging sward is a closely-woven web of plant-species resistant to salty winds and heavy grazing. Together with its long north-easterly extension, Barr na Coise, it is commonage, shared in proportion to their other land-holdings between about a dozen households of Iaráirne, and used for grazing dry cattle in summer. Milk-giving and calf-bearing cattle are kept in the meadows of lush grass watered by the springs under the scarp, handy to the village. Sometimes one sees the beasts galloping madly around these little fields, tormented by warble flies that puncture their skin to lay eggs in their flesh, edible housing for the grubs. This is another reason for not keeping the cattle on the crags in summer, where they would be more likely to break their legs in the grykes. But in winter the crags have the advantage of being well drained and comparatively dry underfoot, and as in this mild oceanic climate cattle do not have to be brought indoors they are wintered on Na Craga, and get by on its sparse grass and the occasional sackful of mangolds. (I am told, however, that the poor slóchtaí, the cattle brought in from Connemara for the winter, whose keep was paid for in turf, would spend it on the open commonage—though their Connemara owners may not have been aware of this frugal arrangement.)

Thus the economy rotates around the village like a year-hand on a clock, turning the land to best advantage with the turning seasons. Wells like Tobar Iaráirne are crucial to the mechanism, though since the village is now piped up to the mains coming from the big reservoirs behind Cill Rónáin, they are only used for watering the cattle. (When I revisited the well to refresh my memory recently, I found its water full of what looked like handfuls of chopped lettuce. I brought a bit of this stuff home to identify: Aneura pinguis‚ a liverwort. Liverworts, obscure denizens of wet and shady places, absorbing their nutriment directly through their leaves, and, having no roots or interior canals, rank below flowering plants in the Whig view of evolution. They are not a life-form that had much caught my attention previously, so I note here that Tobar Iaráirne not only supports Homo sapiens but also houses this other creature, and no doubt a thousand others to whose life-cycles I am oblivious.)

The róidín by the well long predates the main road, which was extended to Iaráirne only in this century. West of the well it winds down the scarp and enters the village without much changing its half-grassy half-stony nature; indeed the terrain hardly alters either, as there are little hayfields and tillage-plots between the houses, and overgrown empty sites where long-gone cottages have mouldered into craggy mounds. Coming from above in this way, one takes in the village by its roof-tops. The nearest is a dishevelled straw thatch sprouting thistles, nettles and yellow ragwort flowers; beyond it are old grey cement tiles, modern curved red tiles, thunder-blue slates, and—the very newest—a pin-sharp reed thatch that curves over an upstairs dormer window and has a decorative trim along the roof-ridge. The boreen branches within the village; each way leads down to the main road, and the little circuit knots together most of the houses, except for two recent bungalows that have strayed along the road to the east, the reed-thatched house isolated in the fields to the west and, a hundred yards beyond it, a guest-house that has recently expanded almost into a hotel, called Ard Éinne, Enda’s height, on the hillside above the old cemetery. One cottage has a little garden with eight-foot-high tree mallows brought over from the cliffs, a red rambling rose, nasturtiums, and by the doorstep a big clump of bloody cranesbill on which the baby’s bibs are spread out to take the sun. In the lee of one of the taller gables two Pittosporum, an evergreen shrub that does well on the western seaboard, have attained to tree-height. The long thatched cottage at the top of the village turns out to be disused except as an outhouse, and all the surviving cottages have had their thatches replaced with something less laborious in the upkeep. The smart reed thatch of the isolated house is of a style promulgated by government-funded craft training schemes, and this is its first appearance in the island; it makes one think of prosperous English villages, and has nothing in common with the shaggy Aran thatch roped down to pegs beneath the eaves like a woolly cap pulled well down over the ears in the face of the storm.

Iaráirne—the name is rather puzzling since at first hearing it seems to mean the western or back part (iar) of Aran, or of a ridge (ára). There is a similar puzzle about the name of the easternmost of the Aran Islands, Inis Oírr, pronounced very much as if the last element were iar. In the latter case the solution is clear. In some early sources the island is called Ára Airthir, the Aran of the east, or Inis Airthir, the island of the east. (For instance the Annals of the Four Masters record that in 856 the High King of Tara burned and plundered Munster and carried off hostages from every corner of it. One of these corners is specified as Ára Airthir; presumably the other two Aran Islands were considered to be in Connacht.) The more modern spelling, Inis Oirthir, first appears in the seventeenth century in Roderic O’Flaherty’s West or H-Iar Connaught. Since the word oirthear (oirthir is the genitive case) is not in use in Aran speech, it has been corrupted and simplified until hardly distinguishable from a word meaning the exact opposite. The same has happened in the name Iaráirne, which presumably started out as Oirthear Áirne, meaning the eastern portion of Aran. It is curiously easy to slip from east to west in the phonology of several European languages, in which north and south are kept poles apart. Perhaps the distinction between north and south, between shade and sun, winter and summer, demands so much commonsense from us, that the practical outweighs the symbolic; the other, the east-west journey travelled so quickly by each of our days, resonates with concerns we prefer not to articulate too clearly. From Aran, evening after evening, we see how the glorious career of the sun only serves to paint it into a corner, so that it has to escape down a mouse-hole into some cellar of the world in which, whatever its state, it is no longer the sun. Perhaps east and west are the names of buried hopes and fears that betray themselves in this slip of the Indo-European tongue.

All but one of the houses of Iaráirne have their longer axes east-west, and this orientation is dominant throughout the island. In my early years in Aran I took it that this pattern represented the alignment of the houses with the main road, which on the whole runs east-west, and was probably due to some bureaucratic ideal of neatness imposed by the planning authorities, so when a family in Cill Mhuirbhigh consulted my aesthetic sense in the siting of their bungalow I had them put it at an angle to the road; the result is disconcerting now that I understand that the pattern long predates the road. The island itself provides the level terraces running along its northern flank on which the villages have developed, and these have origins vastly senior to all human custom, as I have shown. However the alignment of individual houses answers not only to the topography and to meteorology, but to a complex mystique of westernness. Occidentation, rather than orientation, would be the best word for this simultaneously domestic and otherworldly compass bearing.

The houses of Iaráirne nearly all derive either by multiple extensions or by replacement from thatched cottages of the nineteenth century or earlier, and inherit their orientation from a tradition common to most of the west of Ireland. Several of these cottages were joined together end to end in twos or even threes, to save the building of a gable, and in such cases one could be sure that the westernmost cottage was the oldest. Dara Ó Conaola, a writer born in Inis Meáin and now living in Inis Oírr, explains this in his account of the richly meaningful simplicities of Aran’s domestic architecture:


Nothing was built onto the west of a house because “Fear níos fearr ná Dia a chuireadh fad as an teach siar” (“Only a man better than God would lengthen his house to the west”). It was thought that anyone who did that was showing he had no respect for God, and that no luck would come to him out of it. I never heard what the reason for this belief was. I suppose that it was because in the old days people thought God was in the west. In the pagan times they worshipped the setting sun, and the idea stuck in their minds long afterwards. That’s only what I think myself, but it stands to reason.



Front and back of these cottages were the same; the two doors were opposite one another, and which was in use depended on the way the wind was blowing. 


These houses were no wonderful palaces but they were comfortable enough. They were thought-out and suited to the times and the surroundings. Their design was simple enough—an oblong, with two walls and two gables. There was a door in either wall. There weren’t many windows because at that time even sunlight was taxed! One of the doors would be left open to do the work of a window as well as that of a door. It was called the sheltered door (doras an fhascaidh), or the open door, and the other was called the wind door (doras na gaoithe) or the closed door.



In Aran, keeping the driven rain out of the house during a gale is not easy, and the wind door often has old sacks stuffed under it, with a length of plank or something similar to hold them in place, and opening it is not just a matter of turning a key. Again before I knew about these things, when calling on an islander I would knock at what I took to be the front door because it was the one facing the road, and sometimes there would be an obscure shout from within, which I gradually came to understand as “Doras eile!” (“Other door!”). But the next time, if I went round to the back, I was just as likely to get the same response, the wind having changed.

If in the layout of the cottage the distinction between north side and south depends on the wind, east and west are sharply differentiated:


Our house had two rooms when it was built, but later on it was altered, and it had three rooms in my own time. When you came in at the door you would be in the kitchen. The kitchen was in the middle of the house, with the “big room” (seomra mór) on its west, behind the chimney, and the “little room” on the east. There were two beds in the little room, and not much room for anything else. The kitchen was about twelve feet square once the little room had been cut off it. That left it cramped enough, I suppose, but as the old man who lived with us used to say to anyone who came to the door, “Come in, if we’re cramped we’re not unwelcoming.”

There was a door by the chimney, the door of the big room. Above this door, next to the chimney and under the scraws of the thatch, was a way into the “small loft,” which was over the big room. It was a dark hole with no light but what leaked in from the kitchen past the chimney. It was a place for storing things, or of course for hiding them.

On the east of the kitchen above the small room was the loft, which compared to the small loft was spacious and well-lit. It was open to the rafters. It stuck out a couple of feet over the wall of the little room to make it deeper. There was a beam running across the house under this edge of the loft. Many a pig or beef carcass was hung from “the beam of the loft” in its day. Fishing gear, baskets of salted fish and so on were kept in the loft. People would put turf up there. Often when something couldn’t be found, they would say “I don’t know where it is, if it isn’t at the back of the loft.”

The kitchen was the main room, and the hearth was the heart of the kitchen, but the big room had its own importance. In our house two generations came into the world in it. Two generations died in it. Many a person breathed his last in it. There was a fireplace in it; we called it the little chimney, and it was at the back of the main fireplace in the kitchen wall. It had a wooden mantelpiece, plain but well finished. There was a press or cupboard set into the wall near the fireplace; muifid we called it. Any ornaments in the house would be kept there, and medicines, and perhaps a drop of the hard stuff. There was a big feather bed, and a coffer or chest which was their bank.



Dóite brúite suas amach

Bhfuil aon duine ag dul an bóthar

A chuirfeadh an chóra mhór amach?





[Broken up burnt out, is anyone going the road who would put the coffer out?] That’s what the old man said when he thought the house was on fire.



Thus the hearth is central, what is to the east is merely functional, and the west is heavy-laden with consequential matters. The uncanny sometimes taps on the western gable. When I happened to learn that a fairy path runs just west of a certain house, I was asked not to tell the young wife who was moving into it, lest she become anxious and start imagining things. (I only mention it now because I know she has long since bravely faced down what seemed indeed to be an initial spitefulness of the place.)

The bygone Iaráirne one can sense beneath the present layout dates, it seems, from the early nineteenth century, for the census of 1812 names all the fourteen villages of the island except this one, implying that there was not enough of it to be worth discriminating from Cill Éinne, whereas the census of 1821 lists eight households and sixty-one inhabitants here. (The population-figures for the island as a whole were 1785 in 1812 and 2285 in 1821; the first census may have been inadequate, but in any case this was a period of very rapid growth, for by 1841, shortly before the Famine, the figure was 2592.) Seven of the heads of Iaráirne households in 1821 were farmers with holdings of a quarter to one and a half cartrons (a cartron being a nominal sixty-four acres), and one was a labourer; two of the farmers and a few others of the menfolk also made kelp or were “boatmen,” probably employed in carrying kelp and seaweed to the mainland. Among the womenfolk three were wool-spinners, two flax-spinners, and one a stocking-knitter. Nobody is listed as “fisherman” (in contrast to Cill Éinne, a village of fishermen, net-makers and so on with no land), but no doubt most of the men fished for breams and rockfish from the shore. This was a self-sufficient community—self-insufficient, perhaps, for the famine known as the Famine was not the first—and not even a track linked the settlement to Cill Éinne until some time after the turn of the century; the wide open spaces of Na Muirbhigh Móra and Máirtin’s rambling róidín took it wherever it wanted to go: to the well, the crags, the shore.

In that census of 1821 a seven-year-old schoolboy, Edmund, is listed among the sons of a John Flaherty of Cill Rónáin. Ned Sheáin, as the child was called, later settled in Iaráirne, and from him are descended Muintir Neide, the Neds. Some generations later, probably in the 1930s when land-holdings were being rationalized, a Land Commission official came out to arrange for Muintir Neide to exchange their bit of land in Barr an Phointe near Cill Rónáin for a share of Iaráirne territory. He and Beartla, the Ned of that era, ascended to Carn Buí, the rocky knoll on the ridge-line behind the village, and surveyed the dreary plateau foundering seawards beyond it. “What’s out there?” he asked, waving his arm to the south-east. “Rock,” replied Beartla Neide. “Then you might as well have the lot!” said the official. So it comes about that today my friend Pádraicín Neide farms over eighty acres, much of it indeed rock, but with enough grassy little glens hidden among the crags for him to be able to sell off four two-year-old cattle each year. His farming is done before and after his day’s work as a builder, and so when I arranged to meet him, to hear how it is with the Iaráirne of 1993, it had to be late in the evening.

It was the end of June; the days were at their longest. At half past nine when I knocked at his door he was not yet home; his young daughter Cathy led me across the village, hopping over low walls and cutting through enclosures I don’t know whether to call fields or back-gardens, and pointed out his bent back showing like a boulder above the dense green foliage in the further corner of a big potato-plot. Pádraicín is a blocky, vigorous man in his early forties; he climbed out over the field-wall, slightly glistening in the last of the sunshine, all ready to fill me up with facts and opinions. As we strolled back to the house he told me what the other Iaráirneans do for a living nowadays. There are four fishermen, one working out of Cill Éinne harbour and the others out of Ros a’ Mhíl and Cill Rónáin. (The more recent, eighty-foot, trawlers of the developing Aran fleet cannot berth at Cill Rónáin, and in any case Ros a’ Mhíl, the designated fishery port of the area, has the ice-plants, auction halls and processing factories the industry depends on, which unfortunately leads to fishermen’s families leaving the island either temporarily or permanently for houses on the mainland.) The huge growth in tourism of the last few years is transforming even Iaráirne. A sparklingly white bungalow with its coign stones painted blue and scalloped beige blinds showing in its big windows belongs to the owner of some of the eleven minibuses that carry visitors up and down the island. Another villager hires out bicycles in Cill Rónáin; there are a thousand bicycles on the island now. However, apart from Ard Éinne, which is technically over the border in Cill Éinne territory, Pádraicín’s is the only Iaráirne house to keep guests in the summer. There are also one or two old-age pensioners, a teacher, a “retired Yank” (that is, an islander returned from the States), and a Dubliner whose wife stands in for the island doctor now and again.

Back in the big kitchen built onto the rear of his house, Pádraicín’s wife Nora broke off from cajoling the children into bed to make us sandwiches and tea. An eight-year-old daughter, Caoimhe, appeared in her nightdress and twisted up her foot to show him the progress of a white lump on her sole. While he filed away at the verruca and dabbed some medicament from a tube onto it, he talked about children. Four households here have clutches of three to five, whereas other villages have few or none coming forward to the primary schools. But fifteen of the nineteen children from Iaráirne and Cill Éinne starting school next year are girls. (“The nights weren’t cold enough!” said an Cill Rónáin man to whom I mentioned this odd fact the next day—which seems to imply that only great hardship drives Aran couples to the comfort of sex with the extra application necessary to create the male.) And since on finishing school girls leave the island more readily than boys, taking jobs in shops and offices, this is not a reassuring statistic. Every year the Vocational School organizes a survey of population that is less subject to chance distortions than the official census, and in 1992 for the first time the number of people living in the big island dropped below eight hundred.

Pádraicín is keen on sports and coaching the island children. There used to be a football field or at least a pair of goalposts on the muirbheach below the village, but when the thin sward was worn through the wind quickly excavated a sandpit there and exposed bare rock. What he had done to stop further erosion was, he told me, “unsightly but effective.” His youngest son Aodhán had silently added himself to our conversation, so Pádraicín scooped him into his arms and we went down to look at these works. The piles of old fridges and other rubbish he had brought with his tractor from the dump behind Cill Rónáin a year or two ago to plug breaches in the fringe of dunes around the beach still showed in one place, but in others they seemed to be trapping and stabilizing the blown sand and were already covered. We discussed coastal defences, a topic forced upon the community by the storm of January 1991 which, in near conjunction with a spring tide, ripped away the shore road or heaped it with boulders in various places, so that at Port Chorrúch and Cill Mhuirbhigh big concrete sea-walls are now in building. Was that storm a fluke? Are we squandering money on defences which will never be tested or which are quite inadequate to what is in store for us? Is global warming angering the earth against us, are we outstaying our welcome here? On this calm midsummer evening still redolent of disseminated sunlight, it was difficult to feel so. We walked eastwards towards Port Daibhche to see how the marram grass was doing, where during that storm the waves almost broke across the neck of the peninsula. It was too dark underfoot for me to be able to point out the purple milk-vetch, the great rarity among the many unusual plants making up this smooth flower-spangled sward. I remembered uneasily almost stepping on a lark’s nest here once, a cupful of life. A few years ago it was proposed to make Na Muirbhigh and part of Barr na Coise into a golf-course; when I heard of it I had hastened to inform the main proponent of the scheme, a Connemara-based politician, of the existence of the purple milk-vetch, and he was less than delighted to hear of it. The proposal was not pressed forward at that time, partly because it seemed no grants would be forthcoming for such a development in the habitat of a legally-protected species and an officially-designated “Area of Scientific Interest,” and also perhaps because some of the twelve commonage holders were unpersuaded that either they or the island in general would much benefit. But the idea is still in the air, and there are powerful arguments for it: the prospect of increased “quality” tourism, more jobs, more amenities to keep the young at home. When I talk to some of the islanders who are in favour, and try to explain why I think that area should be preserved inviolate, I find myself using wooden language: that “machair” is a rare landform, vulnerable to touristic developments such as caravan parks and golf-courses; that we must conserve biotic diversity not just in the rain forests but at home too; and so on. But if I suggest they read “Sand in the Wind,” Stones of Aran, Vol. I, for my deeper feelings about this little wilderness, I am in difficulties, for those pages seem to show that I was lonely and mournful out there, and that nothing would have taken me out of myself better than a game of golf.

By the time we reached the eastern shore, stumbling in the rabbit-holes—though the rabbits are gone; someone introduced myxomatosis, it seems—Aodhán was fast asleep in his father’s arms. We sat among the tussocks of marram above the empty curve of the beach, and Pádraicín told me about the days of his own father, when Port Daibhche was home to eight or nine currachs belonging to Cill Éinne and Iaráirne men. They used to row twice a day out to Na Carracháin off the southern cliffs after bream, and when they were seen coming back up the channel the children would rush down from the village on donkeys with pannier-baskets to carry up the catch. The bream were gutted, filleted, salted and laid out flat in the sun on the walls of the fields to cure. When they were hard as boards they were tied up in threes—an undersized fish could be passed off sandwiched between two big ones—and a “hundred” threes, that is three hundred and sixty fish, would buy a boatload of turf from Connemara. Hard-working times—those fishermen were also farmers with cattle and potato-fields to tend, and they kept their children busy every hour they were not at school.

What changes in the island since Pádraicín’s childhood! His worries about his own children in these strange times, he told me as we made our way through the twilight back to the village, are those of a city parent. Drugs are coming into the island; young men coming in for the summer season are sniffing something—he doesn’t know if it’s cocaine or crack or what, but it’s not snuff!—and sharing it with local lads; the gardaí are said to be “watching the situation.” Children might be visiting certain homes where they are allowed to watch who knows what sort of rubbish on videos. Pádraicín often supervises the Hall in Cill Ronáin when there is a dance, and afterwards has found teenagers hanging around in the street at two or three in the morning. With thousands of tourists pouring in during the short season, some islanders are so busy they have no idea what their kids are up to; they throw them the most expensive presents to be bought in Galway—but what those children are not getting is love.

Pádraicín, hunched over his burden, was breathing heavily as we climbed the path to his house. Love! It was as if at the very threshold of home he had stumbled on the word we had been searching for through the gathering dark. I could have founded this chapter on it, had I known it was going to turn up.









THE FITZPATRICKS



As one walks the road from Iaráirne towards Cill Éinne, the old farmhouse known as Killeany Lodge comes into view on the hillside above the harbour. A pair of tall monuments on a rocky terrace below it attracts the attention, obviously with the intention of making a public statement. But it is not easy to get close enough even to gather the nature of this statement, for they do not stand by the present way up to the Lodge, nor indeed by the older way shown on nineteenth-century maps, and when one has scrambled across field-walls to reach them one finds that they are sited so close to the brink of a scarp that viewing the inscriptions on their northern, and clearly frontal, faces, is awkward. They stand a few yards apart like huge gateposts, but there is no easy access to the past through them. However, the name “Fitzpatrick,” repeated in the inscriptions, catches the eye; clearly these are cenotaphs to people of consequence, who presumably lived in the Lodge or some predecessor of it.

The two monuments are rectangular masonry pillars with pyramidal caps surmounted by stone crosses, about twenty feet in overall height and eight by five in plan. Each has four plaques lettered in bas-relief, one set into each face. A few yards to the east is a much smaller monument not noticeable from the distance, with just one plaque.


PRAY FOR THE SO VL OF IOHN FFITZPATRICK WHO DYE D THE 3 DAY OF FEBRUARY ANN OD 1709



So one is bidden by the front of the tall cenotaph on the east. Its back says:


PRAY FOR THE SO VL OF SARAMSW EINY WIFE TO IO HN FITZPATRIC K WHO DIED THE 5 DAY OF NOVEMBER 1709



The left and right sides ask one to pray for the souls of a Florence Fitzpatrick who died in “Iannary” of that same year, and a Rickard Fitzpatrick who died in 1701. Two of the letters “Z” are back to front.

The western cenotaph has rather more elegant lettering, in which the uprights of the letter “H” in the words “THE” and “THEIR” also serve as uprights for the T and E, and the spaces between the words are marked with a small diamond-shaped point. The front and sides commemorate three Fitzpatrick men who died young: Dennis died in “Disember” 1753 aged 23, John died in “Ianvary” 1754 aged 25, and Peter died in March 1754 aged 17. And on the back:


PRAY • FOR • PATR ICK • FITZ • PATRICK • & • HIS • WIFE • MARGRETT FITZ • PATRICK WHO • ERRECTED • THIS • MONNV MENT • IN • THE • YEARE • OF • OUR • LOR D • 1754 • & • THEIR • POSTERETY



Surely it must have been the loss of three young men over the winter of 1753–54 that prompted Patrick and Margrett to build this memorial. (A local tradition, that is perhaps no more than an old speculation, is that the three died of typhus.) And perhaps the opportunity was taken of commemorating the loss of an earlier generation at the same time, for the two pillars are so nearly identical, apart from the lettering of the plaques, as to suggest that they were built as a pair.

Having puzzled out this much, one turns to the smaller monument, which has just one plaque. Above the inscription is an incised motif like a downward-pointing arrow, which I take to represent the three nails of the Crucifixion with their points together below. The inscription itself is illegibly worn, and only by taking a rubbing does one find, disappointingly, that it duplicates the inscription to “SARAMSWEINY” on the taller monument beside it. (Uncrabbed, her name must have been Sara Mac-Sweeney.)

But how can one pray for a soul of whom one knows so little? Only a believer in a vast essentialist bureaucracy of the hereafter can send up a prayer labelled with a name and a date of decease, and be confident that it will be credited to the right account. The secular equivalent is more difficult. These people, Sara, John, Patrick and the rest, have gone beyond hearing; they will not answer to our historical echo-soundings, and the pious best we can do—for ourselves, not for them—is to inform ourselves enough to understand something of them and their times, and so, by reflection, of ours.

Of course all biography is potentially interminable, and our brief lives demand brief pieties. Fortunately, without going beyond the first few chambers of the archival labyrinth, we can know something of these Fitzpatricks, thanks to the nineteenth-century Galway historian James Hardiman. Among the generous stuffing of miscellaneous information in the appendices to his 1846 edition of Roderic O’Flaherty’s West or H-Iar Connaught. is this:


In the early part of the last century the family of “Fitzpatrick, of Aran,” was one of the most opulent families of this part of Ireland; but the name is now extinct, or sunk in poverty. It may, however, be curious to trace it a little, in consequence of its having been, with some probability, supposed to be a branch of the ancient and noble stock of Upper Ossory. It appears … that in A.D. 1642, Richard Fitzpatrick was seneschal of Ibrickan, in the County of Clare, and receiver there for the Earl of Thomond; also, that Teige (Thady) Fitz-Patrick resided there at the time. Ibrickan lies next to Aran. In A.D. 1686, John Fitzpatrick, gent., resided at Loughmore … in the south island. His son Richard, in the same year, married Joan French, of Spiddle … Richard died A.D. 1701, leaving four sons, Scander, Denis, Peter, Patrick. John, the father, died A.D. 1709, at the house of his son-in-law, George Morris, in the west suburb of Galway … leaving chattels to the amount of £6000, and £1500 in silver and gold, which he kept in a cellar of his in that town. John had a second son, Edmond, who married Annable Martin, of Dangan, and died about A.D. 1717, leaving a son, Rickard. Annable his relict intermarried with Michael O’Flaherty, the son of our author [i.e. Roderic O’Flaherty]. Rickard represented Galway in the Irish Parliament for several years, and died A.D. 1761, without issue. Edmond Fitzpatrick, his nephew, sheriff of Galway, A.D. 1769 and 1797, left an only son James, who died without issue. Whether any of the name now exist the Editor has not ascertained.

In the reign of Charles I, Sir Stephen Fox granted leases of the islands of Aran to John and Richard Fitzpatrick, at £500 per annum; and afterwards made them abatements in the rent, for losses sustained on account of the frequent landing of the enemy’s privateers on those islands, and committing depredations there. In A.D. 1713, Sir Stephen, in consideration of £8200, conveyed the islands to Patrick French of Monivea and Edmund Fitzpatrick, of Aran, one moiety to the former, and the other to the latter, their heirs and assigns, for ever. Patrick French was trustee for Simon Digby, Lord Bishop of Elphin, whose moiety was granted, by lease for ever, to Edmond Fitzpatrick, at £280 per annum. On 15th February, 1744, Rickard Fitzpatrick, in consideration of £2050, released his moiety of the three islands to Robert French, in trust for Robert Digby of Landenstown, his heirs and assigns, for ever.



Identification of the various places, persons and times mentioned in this skeletal history will add some flesh and much blood to it, even if the resonant title “Seneschal of Ibrickan” may lose some of its spectral glamour. First, the surname Fitzpatrick: this is a pseudo-Norman anglicization of the Irish Mac Giolla Phádraic, son of the devotee of Patrick, and the ancient sept of that name was particularly associated with Ossory, in what is now County Laois. Fitzpatricks were prominent in Galway in the seventeenth century, and Hardiman’s History of Galway lists several of that name among the sheriffs and mayors of the city. Nevertheless the above implies that the Aran Fitzpatricks derive not from Galway but from Clare, where in 1642 it appears that a Richard Fitzpatrick was seneschal of Ibrickan and receiver for the Earl of Thomond. (Thomond, from Tuadh-Mhumhain, north Munster, included County Clare, of which Ibrickan was a barony situated on the coast a little south of Inis Oírr. The Earl of Thomond would have owned most of Ibrickan, and the intermediary between him and his tenants would have been his seneschal or steward and receiver of rents.) And this fact “appears” out of the fog of slaughter, for in 1642 there was civil war in England, and Ireland was in rebellion. The Catholic gentlemen who had taken up arms against the King’s Dublin government in 1641 had claimed to be protecting him and themselves against the ferociously anti-Catholic Parliament he was struggling with in England. By October 1642 Parliament had gone to war with Charles I, and had decided upon the final subjection of Ireland; the “Confederate Catholics” had met in Kilkenny to concert the rebellion, but were themselves divided between those who were ready to treat with the King’s forces in Ireland and those who cared nothing for King or Parliament but only for the Catholic cause. Barnaby, the Sixth Earl of Thomond, was a descendant of the O’Briens who had ruled Munster for centuries before the imposition of the English feudal system from which his title derived its legitimacy. But in the native hierarchy of the O’Briens he was not the mightiest, and in the rip-tides of rebellion he had to handle the ship of his own state very carefully, for, according to a contemporary account,


… the Brians in the county of Clare (not withstandinge the crubbing of the earle of Tomond to the contrary) observing the cause of comotion in the whole Kingdome to be one, and the oathe sworn by the Irish now in armies to be just and lawfull, thought it a blemish in their honors not to be conformable therto in defence of religion, Kinge and Kingdome joining hands together, whither Tomond would or not, took all the forts and castles that belonged to Protestants or puritans in all the countie …



It was Barnaby’s ancestor the Fourth Earl, loyal to his upbringing in Elizabeth’s court, who had brought in English settlers to his estates, creating a lasting fear among his Catholic neighbours of a Protestant plantation, at their expense, on the Ulster model. Some of these settlers were small yeoman farmers, others middlemen leasing large areas of land and subletting in smaller lots, and there were thirty or more small castles or towerhouses owned by such Englishmen in the county. The Sixth Earl had refused them permission to form themselves into a force against the rebels, and had warranted the captains of his own Irish army to disarm those of the English who did not dwell in castles. At the outbreak of fighting and pillaging the English inhabitants of unprotected farms fled to the shelter of the English-owned castles. When these strongholds were picked off one by one, the survivors in many cases fled to the Earl’s great castle of Bunratty, for he was trying to keep on terms with England—no easy task when its King and Parliament were at war—and at the same time with his powerful O’Brien cousins who had sided with the Catholic Confederation.

What might have been the role of the seneschal of Ibrickan—remembering his Old Irish family connections, and his long-established daily dealings with his Lord’s English tenants—in such events? As it happens, the only reason Hardiman (representing History, for our purposes here) notices the existence of Richard the seneschal is that he is named in a deposition given in the following year by a John Ward about the sack of his father’s castle of Tromra in Ibrickan. It was Colonel Edmund O’Flaherty of Connemara (as recounted in Pilgrimage) who led the assault, sailing via Aran from Galway where he had been engaged in the siege of the English fort. Ten years later, the rebellion having been crushed by Cromwell’s army, the fate of Tromra was recalled during O’Flaherty’s trial. The Colonel confessed as follows:


… that deponent and his company went in their boats to the countie of Clare, to a castle called Trennrowe, which was possessed by one Mr. Ward, whom he heard was an honest gentleman, and never heard of him before, and neither doth know of what religion or nation he was of; and came to said castle in the beginning of the night … they made some shotts from the castle at him, and continued suteing all night, with which shotts some of his men were wounded. And saith, they could not find the doore nor window of the said casle that night, but eleven of his men went to the hale which was joyning of the castle, thinking to get in, whereupon they threw stones from the topp of the castle, by which one of his men was wounded and bruised in his arm, and another in his back, and also they let falle a bundle of straw upon said halle by which it was burned, and the next morning they sett on to storm the castle, in which storm one of his men was killed, and three wounded. And saith he continued seige to the said castle, from Sunday night to Wednesday morning, at which time conditions were made by John Ward for his own life, which said John this examinent employed as a messenger to his father in the castle, desiring him to take quarter several times, but the answer of Peeter Ward was, that he would nott take the quarter of Belleek or Sruell.

Being further examined, he saith, that … the sonne and heire of the said Peeter came oute on tuesdaye, and was slained in the way…. And saith, that Peeter Warde did keep his chamber in the castle, from Tuesday night until Wednesday morning, and that the said Peeter Ward’s wife was slaine by a shott through the window of the said chamber, but who made the shott he knoweth not. And further saith that he ordered his men to keepe the said Peeter Warde awake, with intention to give him quarter, and the said Peeter Warde making a thrust out of the dorre with some weapon, was taken by the arme and drawen foorth, and there slained. And further said that he defended himself in his chamber, for foure and twenty hours after the rest went foorth. And saith, that he and his companie plundered the said house, and divided it, havinge first carried the said plunder to Straw island.



Peter Ward’s badger-like desperation in defence dominates this scene of war—war on a horribly intimate and domestic scale, up and down stairs, in and out of chambers—and it is only through his son John, who made conditions for his own life, and survived to make his deposition of 1643, that we glimpse our quarry:


The said Edmond continued siege to the said castle for three daies and three nights … murthered the said Alson and George … caused the castle to be fired … the said Peter Ward was then traytorously murthered, who together with the said Alson and George was stripped and they three buried in or neere the castle walls, from whence … they were removed and enterred in the parish church. Yeet notwithstanding the Mass-preist caused their corps to be digged up againe and buried without in the churchyard, for noe other cause but that they saide no unsanctified or hereticall corps of protestants (as they tearme them) must remaine within their churches. This deponent likewise saith, that the said Edmond O’Fflahertie was abetted, councilled, and assisted in the said rebellious and traytorous designe, by [among others] Richd. Fizpatrick (seneschall of Ibrackane aforesaid, and then and now receaver to the Earle of Thomond within the said Barony). That he saw and observed the said parties in armes at the seidge of the said castle, and divers times consulting and advising howe to surprise the same …



By the end of the Parliamentarians’ vengeful campaign of 1651–52 most of Clare had been left “totally ruinated and deserted by the inhabitants thereof,” and we do not know how Rickard the seneschal came through, or whether he suffered any penalty for his part (if he was actually involved) in the massacre of his neighbours and clients at Tromro. The next generation of Fitzpatricks was located, not in Clare, but in Aran. The earliest of them to be commemorated on the Cill Éinne monuments are the John Fitzpatrick who Hardiman says died possessed of a cellarful of riches, his wife Sara and son Rickard. One assumes, without proof, that John is the son of Rickard the seneschal, and therefore, cynically, that the latter had done well out of the war.

Aran, of course passed into Protestant hands after the Cromwellians’ victory. By 1686 John and his son Rickard were leasing the islands from a Sir Stephen Fox, former Paymaster of the Forces under Charles II. John was living in “Loughmore,” which is Ceathrú na Locha, the quarter of the lake, the nearest part of Inis Oírr to the Clare coast. Nowadays this would be regarded as an eccentrically reclusive address for a rich man, but at that period seaways were still more passable than land routes, and Inis Oírr, commanding a principal opening of Galway Bay, probably saw much traffic. Infestations of French privateers, though, were grounds for abatement of rent. John died in February and Sara in November of 1709—but the year began in March until the calendar reform of 1754, so it was John, not Sara, who was widowed. Hence no doubt, Sara’s separate little monument, made redundant by Patrick and Margrett’s later and grander retrospective memorializing but for some reason left standing.

In the next generation the family fortunes were assured by intermarriage with three of the fourteen great merchant families known as the Tribes of Galway. Rickard married Joan French of Spiddal (An Spidéal, a village nine miles west of Galway), a sister married George Morris (one of whose descendants, Lord Killanin, takes his title from the Parish of Cill Ainthín, west of Spiddle), and the second son Edmond married Annable, daughter of Richard Martin, the famous “Nimble Dick” who had obtained much of the vast territories confiscated from the O’Flahertys in Connemara and, although a Catholic, had been confirmed in possession of the largest directly owned estate in the Three Kingdoms.

In 1713 Fox sold Aran to Edmond Fitzpatrick and Simon Digby, the Protestant bishop of Elphin, and Bishop Digby leased his moiety to Edmond, who thus became effectively the landlord. Edmond died in about 1717, leaving a son, another Rickard or Richard. Edmond’s widow soon married the historian Roderic O’Flaherty’s son Michael. This must have been a troubled alliance, for her father Nimble Dick Martin had swindled Roderic out of five hundred acres, the only portion of the former O’Flaherty lands remaining to him after the post-Cromwellian settlement, and Michael was pursuing the matter through the courts at the time. In the event, her husband won his case against her father, and in 1736 assigned the estate to his stepson, Rickard Fitzpatrick.

This Rickard (or Richard, again) became sheriff of Galway in 1730, so he was probably the first of the family to become, at least in form, a Protestant. The trade of the city had been savagely curtailed by penal legislation against its Catholic merchants, and by the Wool Acts passed by the English Parliament in 1689 and 1698, prohibiting the exportation of woollen goods from Ireland. While Rickard was sheriff an attempt was made by the Galway council to persuade Parliament to designate the city as a port for the exportation of wool; this failed, but no doubt the council, which included several people sympathetic to the oppressed Catholic interest, turned a blind eye to certain moonlight activities, and in 1737 an informer reported to the authorities as follows:


Richard Fitzpatrick of Aran Esq. has so much a year from the King and he sees all this wool transported and he gives the runners no hindrance, for he has done well by the runners; he gets good bribes from them.



The accusation of corruption did him no harm, it seems, for in 1738 he was elected Mayor and later became one of Galway’s two representatives in the Irish Parliament. In 1744 he sold his moiety of the islands to the Digbys, and died in 1767 without issue.

According to Hardiman, Edmond Fitzpatrick, sheriff of Galway in 1769 and 1797, was the nephew of Rickard, but this conflicts with accounts implying that Rickard was an only son; perhaps this Edmond was a son of Rickard’s cousin Patrick (of the monument). Edmond himself had one son, James, who died without issue, and since Hardiman (who was born in 1790 and was the librarian of Queen’s College, Galway) did not know of the existence of any of the family in his own times, it must, as he says, have sunk into obscurity.

But it seems that it was not extinct. There are Fitzpatricks in Aran today—one family in Gort na gCapall and another in Cill Rónáin—and the evidence for a link between the former, at least, and the old “Fitzpatricks of Aran” is tenuous, but somehow convincing. I quote from an unpublished history of Aran written by the Parish Priest, Fr. Thomas Killeen, at the behest of his Archbishop in 1948:


There is an Aran tradition that the Fitzpatricks lived in Aran till 1798 in the house later occupied by Martin O’Malley…. Páidín Ó Confhaola of Inishmaan,  now nearly 80, told me that one day he was in Clare with his father a fuireacht caladh [storm-bound]. They met a very old man, who asked if any of the Fitzpatricks were still there. Páidín said there was a family of that name in Gort na gCapall. “Yes,” said the old man, “the family had to fly in the year of the Fleet Franncach, and one of them went to Gort na gCapall.” This meeting must have been in 1880—90 and the old man’s birth 1800—10…. What they did in 1798 is unknown.



One might guess that what they did in that “Year of the French” was to harbour rebels, for after the French fleet landed at Killala in Mayo and unleashed an unsuccessful Irish rebellion, many of the “United Irishmen” fled into the mountains of Connemara from the yeomanry’s revenge on Mayo, and some even crossed to Aran. It is said that a French officer was hidden by the O’Flahertys of Cill Mhuirbhigh, and if the Fitzpatricks were implicated in something of that sort they may well have had to leave the neighbourhood of the Cill Éinne garrison and bury themselves among the peasantry.

By what narrow paths between the gulfs of oblivion does even the basis of this speculation come down to us! An archbishop has the happy idea of asking his clergy to write up the history of their parishes; most of them never get down to the uncongenial task, but the Aran priest finds his vocation in it. An old islander recalls for him a tale heard in his youth while waiting for the wind to drop, in Fisherstreet, which he would have known as Sráid na nIascairí, near Doolin in County Clare. The tale is one an old Clareman remembers being discussed over his head when he was a child, not long after the Year of the French. And the hearsay that has been handed down in this way could well be mistaken, just as the accusation concerning the seneschal at the sack of Tromra could well be false.

As to the rest of the people named on the monuments, by juggling dates and ages I arrive at this: of Patrick, that he was, most likely, one of the four sons of Richard the son of John; of the three youths who died in one winter, that they were probably the sons of Patrick and Margrett (two of their names occur in Hardiman’s account among those of Patrick’s brothers, and whether this means he had evidence unavailable to me, or merely got as confused as I did in this maggoty-headed antiquarian pursuit of the lost generations, I cannot tell); and finally of Florence, died 1709, nothing.

What then do I recover of the Fitzpatricks of Aran, by bringing my books and arithmetic to bear on the two grey pillars on the hillside? At the best, lacunary personages, short of perhaps a birth-date or a definite relationship to another family member, or of any other of the properties as necessary to full existence as a definite weight or height, or a shadow. A life’s story is completed at or by death, but then begins its career of disintegration. The intangibility of ghosts is our ignorance of the dead; to pray for a soul is to wish it a life whole enough to be recognized. Recognized, at least, as one of ourselves, with our meaningless titles and void relationships and self-forgotten histories.









TALES FROM THE HILL



Killeany Lodge stands only a hundred and fifty yards from the Fitzpatricks’ cenotaphs, and according to the tradition preserved by Fr. Killeen was their home until 1798. However, a tale taken down in the 1930s from a Connemara story-teller asserts that it was built by a smuggler called O’Malley from An Caorán on the Ceathrú Rua headland of south Connemara, just opposite Aran. Certainly by the 1820s the O’Malleys had succeeded the Fitzpatricks as tenants of the Hill Farm, as the four hundred acres that went with the house were called. There is probably truth in both versions, and perhaps a core of older masonry is to be found in the fabric of the present Georgian farmhouse. This is a plain one-storied building with a small fan-lit porch facing east, and ramshackle outhouses and gapped orchard walls to the rear. High on the north gable-wall, eyeing one’s approach from the village, is a little diamond-shaped loft window that twinkles with a raconteur’s anticipation of a new audience for old anecdotes; it suggests a voice, a tone, that might tempt the past to show itself: 


Smugglers and rebels, all those Connemara O’Malleys, descended from Grace O’Malley’s piratical crew, the O’Malleys of Mayo. Odd corners of Connemara—Ballynakill, Streamstown, Bunowen—were thriving in those days; wool going out, wine and brandy and tobacco and silk coming in, common boatmen pluming themselves in éadach uasal, upper-class clothes, tailcoats, knee breeches, silk cravats from Guernsey, the funny old high hats they called Carolines. Máirtín Mór, the great O’Malley of An Caorán, was famous for old-style hospital ity—always a cask of wine in his house, the lid off and permission for all to fill their cup, and when he killed a cow or a sheep the whole beast would be eaten before he needed to salt it. He was only a ceithearnach, a middleman, though; his landlord was Colonel Martin, great-grandson of that Nimble Dick who grabbed all Connemara. The Colonel was a great man in Dublin and in London—it was the Prince Regent nicknamed him Humanity Dick for his kindness to animals—but for the Connemara folk his highest honour was to have O’Malley as his tenant. Tom Moore mentions the Colonel—



Oh! place me ’midst O’Rourkes, O’Tooles,

The ragged royal blood of Tara;

Or place me where DICK M-RT-N rules

The houseless wilds of CONNEMARA—





—but it was Blind Raftery himself put O’Malley in a poem, and that’s real fame. “Fiach Sheáin Bhradaigh,” the hunting of scoundrely Seán, another wandering ragged balladeer and a rival of Raftery’s. Raftery has him run out by the hunting gentry, tallyhoing him all round Mayo, up Croagh Patrick, down to the butt end of Connemara. Then Séan takes a boat to Aran, O’Malley drives him off to Kinvara, and in the end he’s torn to bits by the hounds of the Galway Blazers.

This O’Malley died in a duel. He had the Bishop of Kilmacduach to dinner one day—a day of abstinence, so it was fish for the Bishop, but without thinking O’Malley poured meat gravy on it. The bishop just put his plate aside without remark—but his nephew Lord French heard of it and took it as an insult; he challenged O’Malley and killed him with his first shot. Colonel Martin was a great duelist himself—his other nickname was Hairtrigger Dick—but he was sad about this duel. “O’Malley preferred a hole in his guts to one in his honour,” he said, “but there wouldn’t have been a hole in either if I’d been told of it.”

Martin O’Malley, O’Malley of the Hill as they called him, was Máirtín Mór’s nephew. His brother Pat was an excise man, travelling round Connemara collecting taxes, married a low-born Cill Éinne woman Martin disapproved of and sent his children to the hedge-school in Cill Rónáin. Pat’s daughter Mary must have been born in 1840 because she was 68 when the Old Age Pension came in in 1908. Martin O’Malley died some time before the Famine; they say he’s buried somewhere on the Hill. Then his wife—he’d married a Miss D’Arcy of the Dublin Distillery family—had the farm. When she was old and doddery the O’Flaherty of Kilmurvey made her an offer for the lease of it, a hundred pounds a year for the rest of her life. He reckoned she wouldn’t last long, but she hung on for sixteen years, and he was so disgusted with his bargain he never did much with the land.

Then the O’Flaherty died, and his son James died, and James’s son-in-law was drinking the estate. He tried to sell the lease of the Hill Farm to the Congested Districts Board but nothing came of that because the rent was too high and the Digbys wouldn’t reduce it. But the idea that the land should be bought out for the islanders was in the air, and the priest set up a branch of the United Irish League to press for it. They started refusing to pay their rents, and Roger Dirrane the bailiff—the fellow who invented those rain-tanks—was frightened to try and collect in case they boycotted the pub he had in Cill Éinne. Roger was in charge of letting out the grass of the Hill Farm. When Fr. Farragher finally persuaded the CDB to buy it out for the poor fishermen, Dirrane felt he should have got the land him self, and he started a quarrel with the priest. That was the Time of the Saucepans, June 1908. A terrible bang in the middle of the night—they’d bombed the priest’s house! Unfortunately Farragher was away, but his sister and the servant-girl got such a fright they didn’t put their heads out till morning Sittingroom window blown in, plaster dust everywhere—and bits of a saucepan on the windowsill. The RIC searched Dirrane’s shed on the quayside and found the tin cans they’d mixed the gunpowder in. They arrested him and a relative, Kilmartin. Dirrane had an alibi—a woman swore she’d seen him in his pub—but he got three years anyway, and the other man got three months. That wasn’t enough revenge for the PP though. He named them from the altar, refused confession to anyone who had anything to do with them or their families. So all the “Saucepans”—the Dirrane faction, “Lucht na Tincans,” the tincan lot—stopped paying their dues. Great ructions! It gave Liam O’Flaherty the idea for a book. The PP of course was President of the League, and he used it to get the Tinnies boycotted. One of the Galway newspapers said he was as big an autocrat as the Tzar of Russia!

There were some rebels, though. Costelloe’s donkey needed shoeing, but Costelloe was boycotted and the Cill Rónáin blacksmith wouldn’t do it. Costelloe had hopes of the Oatquarter smith, King. He saw him on the pier one day and tested him out tactfully—walked up and down past him saying he’d have to send his donkey to Galway on the steamer with a label round its neck. “I’ll put shoes on it for you,” said King, “and I won’t do it before dawn either, or after the sun has set, but in broad daylight!”

The boycott divided the island, engagements were broken off and so on; there were lots of old bachelors and maids among the Saucepans in the end. And suicide attempts. Mrs. Macdonagh found her son trying to hang himself, had to get the police to cut him down. He’d lost his job on the hulk the CDB stored ice in because he spoke to a Saucepan, and he was replaced by two members of the League. So politics came into it, and the Unionists took it up. Questions asked in Parliament, even! “Is my honorable friend the Chief Secretary for Ireland aware…?” The Saucepans made Westminster aware of this ridiculous little island! Some of the islanders still respect them for their defiance—I heard someone saying not long ago the bomber was “before his time”!

Fair play to the Saucepans, though, they stood up to the priests! After he came out of prison Roger Dirrane was walking up the Carcair one day, and one of the clergy went by, squeezed himself into the wall to keep as far off him as he could. Roger looked round at him, and the priest turned on him and said “Only for I don’t like, I’d put horns on you!”—people still believed the priests could do that, in those days, maybe some of the priests half believed it too. But Roger wasn’t afraid. “And if you did,” he said, “I’d ram them up your backside!” And once a cow of his died, and a lad from Cill Éinne helped him bury it. Farragher cornered the lad later on—in Bóithrín an Bhabhúin, that little dead-end by the castle—and told him off for helping with the cow. The lad’s father came along, and he said to the priest, “If there’d been an “altar” on it, you’d have been there yourself!”—the altar is money collected at funerals for the priest.

So that’s the history of the Hill for you. I suppose we’ll never know if it was really Dirrane that served up the gunpowder sauce to the priest! The fishermen got the stripes of land in the end, the boycott faded out, Farragher was moved to Athenry. The old lodge used to be let out now and again to summer visitors. In the Twenties the “Lá Breás” came and went—teachers doing Irish language courses; all the Irish they had was “Lá breá!,” “fine day!,” so they said it to everybody whatever the weather. Then for the most part the place was empty and falling to bits. Now it’s all spick and span, thanks to Celtic Spirituality—but that’s another story.



Those are the tales from the Hill I have picked up here and there—from a book of Connemara folklore, from an old, bedridden lady in Cill Rónáin, from the Aran postman met on the road—and strung together as a dinner-table amusement. But such anecdotes handle their subjects so uncaringly, dismissing them with holes in their honour, reducing them to single utterances of the sort that acquire a polish through retelling, that even the amateur enquirer into little local histories owes them better treatment. On professional historians, ambassadors of the past to present times, devolves the solemn duty of representing it in its integrity, but the humblest attaché in the Embassy of the Dead is also sent to lie abroad for his country, and must do his best with scrappy briefings.

While I was mapping the south Connemara coast I looked for traces of the smuggler O’Malley in the townland of An Caorán Beag (which means “the small moorland hill”), a mile or so south of the modern town of An Cheathrú Rua. A side-road serves the few houses of a village still called An Diméin, the demesne, and then becomes a grassy track between granite knolls and boggy hollows criss-crossed by drystone walls, going down towards the sea and the three grey silhouettes of the Aran Islands on the horizon. Within sight of the head of an inlet are traces of old walls, the remains of the O’Malley home, which the Ordnance Survey map of 1898 names as “Keeraun House.” I had been told about a chair-like rock called Suístín Uí Mháille, O’Malley’s little seat, from which he used to watch his sloop unloading in the creek below, but I failed to locate it and perhaps it has been removed to straighten the track. Presumably he was elderly when he sat there, no longer relishing the seas, happier dispensing the rough hospitality of scoops from the wine-cask and cuts from the freshly killed beast to his admiring followers, or looking forward to a meal intended to be more elegant, with the Bishop of Kilmacduach. How did he view his trade? His landlord Richard Martin was a Member of Parliament, first in Dublin and then at Westminster, having voted for the Act of Union in 1800. No doubt a proportion of O’Malley’s silks and brandy went to Martin’s house twenty miles away in the wilds of Ballynahinch; in 1796 the Chief Secretary for Ireland was informed that “Mr. Martin’s command of smugglers and fishermen cannot be less than a thousand,” and that the chief under him was “one O’Mealy, an old venerable man.” Such feudal prerogatives merely added the spice of the illicit to the Colonel’s urbanity in the ballrooms of London and Paris, but perhaps for O’Malley, on his bare Connemara foreland, smuggling had a deeper meaning, and the sloops nosing into the familiar muddy creeks of his black economy had in their sails winds from the age of the unconquered O’Malleys of old. “Terra marique potens,” a power by land and sea, was the motto of his seafaring ancestors; I hear him mumbling it to himself as I stroll down the green track by his little throne in the rock.

O’Malley of the Hill Farm is less recoverable to the imagination. The census of 1821 shows him in place: “Martin O Maley, 32, Gentleman Farmer”; also Mary Anne, his wife, his brother Pat, a “gentleman” called Pat Taylor, two servants, and living close by is his herdsman. It is noted that O’Malley holds a large tract of land in the Parish of Kilcummin (this would have been the demesne in An Caorán Beag) plus a large parcel of land in the Parish of Ballindoon (and this would have been the O’Malley territory near Slyne Head in the south-western tip of Connemara). Pat, the déclassé brother who married locally, I see as loitering between the Lodge and the village, neither one thing nor the other, ready to latch onto any chance comer. I owe this picture, probably quite false, to George Petrie, who met him in 1821:


The proprietor of the islands is of course an absentee. The aristocracy may be said to consist of two gentlemen, who claim the title more from ancient family rank than from wealth or landed possessions. We had no opportunity of becoming acquainted with Mr. O’Mally. His brother, a worthy Araner, met us on the shore at our landing, and conducted us to the house of Mr. O’Flaherty, to whom we had previously signified, through a friend, our intention of becoming his guests, and in the free spirit of the place, stayed with us for some days to add to our hilarity and comforts.



By 1857, according to Griffith’s Valuation, Hill Quarter was occupied by a Maryanne O’Malley; presumably this is the Mary Anne of the census, now a widow. I have no image of this dowager, long withering out O’Flaherty’s bargain; perhaps she retired to Dublin on the strength of his hundred pounds per annum and enjoyed her uncalled-for longevity there.

Other protagonists in the later anecdotes of the Hill Farm, such as the Kilmurvey O’Flahertys and Fr. Farragher the Parish Priest, will figure in various contexts further on in this book. The Saucepan episode was filled out with a bitter realism about island mentalities by Liam O’Flaherty, in his novel Skerrett, and Roger Dirrane, deservedly or not, will have to live with the character O’Flaherty gave him in this roman-a-clef (the key to which is simple enough: Moclair is Farragher, Ardcaol is Cill Éinne and Griffin is Dirrane):


This young man was very ambitious and greedy, quite of the priest’s own kidney; so that, at first, they got on very well together…. Now Griffin, becoming bailiff of the Ardcaol estate through Father Moclair’s influence, suffered his ambition to develop into a mania, like the frog that tried to swell into an ox. He wanted the estate for himself.



Liam’s childhood coincided with the period in which Fr. Farragher was beating the island like a recalcitrant donkey along the road to modernity; he served as altar-boy to the priest, while his schoolmaster, David O’Callaghan, was the original of Skerret, the progressively unhinged champion of “Republican nationalism, anarchism, and the cause of the Irish Language.” According to Fr. Killeen, Liam’s family, the O’Flahertys of Gort na gCapall, supported the Saucepan faction, and “as a result developed a bitter anticlerical attitude. Liam’s filthy novels illustrate the fact. Possibly there was unnecessary antagonism on the side of the angels.” But there are no angels in Liam O’Flaherty’s world; it is the violent and overbearing who are the carriers of history. In his version of the Saucepan events, which he uses to precipitate the culminating struggle between priest and schoolmaster, the origin of Griffin’s swelling ambition is clear:


[Moclair’s] avarice made life unpleasant and set an evil example to these simple islanders, who were quick to imitate their pastor’s character. Indeed, great though the beauty of a march towards civilisation may be, whether on a gigantic scale like that of the Greeks and of the Elizabethan English, or on a small scale, like that of this handful of islanders, the beauty is always stained by the demons which the advance lets loose. It seems a people cannot progress without losing their innocence in the cunning necessary for ambitious commerce; and that avarice brings in its train dissention, strife and manifold corruption.



So it was the demons of progress that puffed up the simple frog to its pathetic little explosion.

When the land was subdivided the Lodge was sold off by the Land Commission to a Mr. Smith, the representative of a British trawler company resident in Cill Rónáin, and later sold on by him to the McDonaghs of the pub by Cill Rónáin harbour. It was briefly the home of Coláiste Gaeilge Mhic Phiarais, which had been founded in Galway in 1919, and after a few years in Cill Éinne moved to Na Forbacha six miles west of Galway. In more recent years, left to the damp in the winter and subjected to raucous holiday lettings in the summer, it became more and more delapidated. Then, suddenly, in 1986, these deleterious atmospheres were replaced by the holy and the ecologically sound. The Lodge became the headquarters of an interdenominational community called Aisling Árann (roughly, Aran vision), led by Fr. Dara Molloy and inspired by the early Celtic Christianity whose memorials are all around one in Cill Éinne. Now it has been beautifully restored, and offers its hospitality to anyone ready to share its frugal and spiritual lifestyle.

But that took place after I had left the island, and for this and other reasons I do not feel competent to assess the transformation. Therefore, to end with, I go back to another vision of Aran, from the Lodge’s dozy middle years. In May 1895 two ladies in their thirties took it for a fortnight’s holiday: Edith Oenone Somerville and her cousin Violet Martin. Each was the daughter of a Big House, Edith of Drishane in Castle Townshend, Cork, and Violet of Ross House on the Galway side of Connemara. (The Martins of Ross were the senior line, from which that of Ballynahinch had diverged in the time of Nimble Dick.) The literary partnership of “Somerville and Ross,” which through the medium of Edith’s “automatic writing” was mysteriously to outlive Violet herself, had then been in existence some six years. Their equally longer-than-life love, which perhaps only revealed itself in the automatisms which haunt all writing, breathes in their account of this vernal fortnight, when “land and sea lay in rapt accord, and the breast of the brimming tide was laid to the breast of the cliff, with a low and broken voice of joy.”

If the Aran landscape proved worthy of their sensitive natures, most of its human aspects only awoke their patrician and sometimes overwrought sense of humour. Life at the Lodge on the hill, they wrote, had “aspects that were wholly ideal, and aspects that were unreservedly scullion.” Among the latter were the pampootied and beshawled creature that began the “strange, arduous, trifling day” by coming in with a bucket and the monosyllabic announcement: “bath,” and a glance of saturnine amusement at “the weakling of a later civilisation still in bed”; the lack of saucepans, obliging them to boil their eggs in a portly black pot and fish them out with the tongs; the “tall, brindled dogs that gnawed sapless bones in the porch, as in an accustomed sanctuary”; the tactless cuckoo sending its hoarse and hollow cry down the chimney—“Not thus does the spirit voice poise the twin notes in tireless mystery, among the wooded shores of Connemara’s lakes.” Ideal, though, was the outlook from the chief windows across a plain of sea to that beloved homeland:


When, at some ten of the clock the rooms in the lonely house had passed from gloaming to darkness, and the paraffin lamp glared smokily at the semi-grand piano and the horsehair sofa, the wild and noble outline of Connemara was still sharp, the gleam behind it still a harbourage for the day.



A fitting hour for the séances it is said they held in the Lodge, but of which they left no record. Perhaps on such evenings they called up Florence Fitzpatrick, so uninformatively memorialized by her relatives, and had her tell her story, or materialized O’Malley of the Hill, to find what manner of man he was. For the Lodge is full of ghosts unamenable to the séances of history.
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