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THE CONGESTED DISTRICTS were originally published in the Manchester Guardian. The latter
series the author intended to revise before reprinting, but his preoccupation with his dramatic
work, and eventually his illness, prevented him from doing so. They were, however, included
in the Collected Edition as they appeared, and are here reprinted under the title In
CONNEMARA, for although only the hastily written records of a journey through the West of
Ireland, they contain many characteristic passages which it is felt those interested in Synge’s
work will wish to have in this permanent form.

From Galway to Gorumna

SOME of the worst portions of the Irish congested districts—of which so much that is contra-
dictory has been spoken and written—Iie along the further north coast of Galway Bay, and
about the whole seaboard from Spiddal to Clifden. Some distance inland there is a line of
railway, and in the bay itself a steamer passes in and out to the Aran Islands; but this
particular district can only be visited thoroughly by driving or riding over some thirty or forty
miles of desolate roadway. If one takes this route from Galway one has to go a little way only
to reach places and people that are fully typical of Connemara. On each side of the road one
sees small square fields of oats, or potatoes, or pasture, divided by loose stone walls that are
built up without mortar. Wherever there are a few cottages near the road one sees bare-footed
women hurrying backwards and forwards, with hampers of turf or grass slung over their
backs, and generally a few children running after them, and if it is a market-day, as was the
case on the day of which I am going to write, one overtakes long strings of country people
driving home from Galway in low carts drawn by an ass or pony. As a rule one or two men sit
in front of the cart driving and smoking, with a couple of women behind them stretched out at
their ease among sacks of flour or young pigs, and nearly always talking continuously in
Gaelic. These men are all dressed in homespuns of the grey natural wool, and the women in
deep madder-dyed petticoats and bodices, with brown shawls over their heads. One’s first
feeling as one comes back among these people and takes a place, so to speak, in this noisy
procession of fishermen, farmers, and women, where nearly everyone is interesting and at-
tractive, is a dread of any reform that would tend to lessen their individuality rather than any
very real hope of improving their well-being. One feels then, perhaps a little later, that it is
part of the misfortune of Ireland that nearly all the characteristics which give colour and
attractiveness to Irish life are bound up with a social condition that is near to penury, while in
countries like Brittany the best external features of the local life—the rich embroidered
dresses, for instance, or the carved furniture—are connected with a decent and comfortable
social condition.

About twelve miles from Galway one reaches Spiddal, a village which lies on the border-
land between the fairly prosperous districts near Galway and the barren country further to the
west. Like most places of its kind, it has a double row of houses—some of them with two
storeys—several public-houses with a large police barrack among them, and a little to one
side a coastguard station, ending up at either side of the village with a chapel and a church. It
was evening when we drove into Spiddal, and a little after sunset we walked on to a rather
ex-posed quay, where a few weather-beaten hookers were moored with many ropes. As we
came down none of the crews were to be seen, but threads of turf-smoke rising from the open
man-hole of the forecastle showed that the men were probably on board. While we were



looking down on them from the pier—the tide was far out—an old grey-haired man, with the
inflamed eyes that are so common here from the continual itching of the turf-smoke, peered
up through the manhole and watched us with vague curiosity. A few moments later a young
man came down from a field of black earth, where he had been digging a drain, and asked the
old man, in Gaelic, to throw him a spark for his pipe. The latter disappeared for a moment,
then came up again with a smouldering end of a turf sod in his hand, and threw it up on the
pier, where the young man caught it with a quick downward grab without burning himself,
blew it into a blaze, lit his pipe with it, and went back to his work. These people are so poor
that many of them do not spend any money on matches. The spark of lighting turf is kept
alive day and night on the hearth, and when a man goes out fishing or to work in the fields he
usually carries a lighted sod with him, and keeps it all day buried in ashes or any dry rubbish,
so that he can use it when he needs it. On our way back to the village an old woman begged
from us, speaking in English, as most of the people do to anyone who is not a native. We
gave her a few halfpence, and as she was moving away with an ordinary ¢ God save you !’ |
said a blessing to her in Irish to show her I knew her own language if she chose to use it. Im-
mediately she turned back towards me and began her thanks again, this time with extra-
ordinary profusion. ‘ That the blessing of God may be on you,’ she said,  on road and on
ridgeway, on sea and on land, on flood and on mountain, in all the kingdoms of the world’
—and so on, till I was too far off to hear what she was saying.

In a district like Spiddal one sees curious gradations of type, especially on Sundays and
holidays, when everyone is dressed as their fancy leads them and as well as they can manage.
As I watched the people coming from Mass the morning after we arrived this was curiously
noticeable. The police and coastguards came first in their smartest uniforms; then the shop-
keepers, dressed like the people of Dublin, but a little more grotesquely ; then the more well-
to-do country folk, dressed only in the local clothes I have spoken of, but the best and newest
kind, while the wearers themselves looked well-fed and healthy, and a few of them,
especially the girls, magnificently built ; then, last of all, one saw the destitute in still the
same clothes, but this time patched and threadbare and ragged, the women mostly barefooted,
and both sexes pinched with hunger and the fear of it. The class that one would be most inter-
ested to see increase is that of the typical well-to-do people, but except in a few districts it is
not numerous, and it is always aspiring after the dress of the shop-people or tending to sink
down again among the paupers.

Later in the day we drove on another long stage to the west. As before, the country we
passed through was not depressing, though stony and barren as a quarry. At every cross-
roads we passed groups of young, healthy-looking boys and men amusing themselves with
hurley or pitching, and further back on little heights, a small field’s breadth from the road,
there were many groups of girls sitting out by the hour, near enough to the road to see every-
thing that was passing, yet far enough away to keep their shyness undisturbed. Their red
dresses looked peculiarly beautiful among the fresh green of the grass and opening bracken,
with a strip of sea behind them, and, far away, the grey cliffs of Clare. A little further on,
some ten miles from Spiddal, inlets of the sea begin to run in towards the mountains, and the
road turns north to avoid them across an expanse of desolate bog far more dreary than the
rocks of the coast. Here one sees a few wretched sheep nibbling in places among the turf, and
occasionally a few ragged people walking rapidly by the roadside. Before we stopped for the
night we had reached another bay coast-line, and were among stones again. Later in the
evening we walked out round another small quay, with the usual little band of shabby hook-
ers, and then along a road that rose in some places a few hundred feet above the sea ; and as
one looked down into the little fields that lay below it, they looked so small and rocky that
the very thought of tillage in them seemed like the freak of an eccentric. Yet in this particular
place tiny cottages, some of them without windows, swarmed by the roadside and in the



‘ boreens,’ or laneways, at either side, many of them built on a single sweep of stone with the
naked living rock for their floor. A number of people were to be seen everywhere about them,
the men loitering by the roadside and the women hurrying among the fields, feeding an odd
calf or lamb, or driving in a few ducks before the night. In one place a few boys were playing
pitch with trousers buttons, and a little further on half-a-score of young men were making
donkeys jump backwards and forwards over a low wall. As we came back we met two men,
who came and talked to us, one of them, by his hat and dress, plainly a man who had been
away from Connemara. In a little while he told us that he had been in Gloucester and Bristol
working on public works, but had wearied of it and come back to his country.

‘ Bristol,” he said, ‘ is the greatest town, I think, in all England, but the work in it is hard.’

I asked him about the fishing in the neighbourhood we were in. ¢ Ah,” he said, © there’s
little fishing in it at all, for we have no good boats. There is no one asking for boats for this
place, for the shopkeepers would rather have the people idle, so that they can get them for a
shilling a day to go out in their old hookers and sell turf in Aran and on the coast of Clare.’
Then we talked of Aran, and he told me of people I knew there who had died or got married
since | had been on the islands, and then they went on their way.

Between The Bays of Carraroe

IN rural Ireland very few parishes only are increasing in population, and those that are doing
so are usually in districts of the greatest poverty. One of the most curious instances of this
tendency is to be found in the parish of Carraroe, which is said to be, on the whole, the poor-
est parish in the country, although many worse cases of individual destitution can be found
elsewhere. The most characteristic part of this district lies on a long promontory between
Cashla Bay and Greatman’s Bay. On both coast-lines one sees a good many small quays,
with, perhaps, two hookers moored to them, and on the roads one passes an occasional flat
space covered with small green fields of oats—with whole families on their knees weeding
among them—or patches of potatoes ; but for the rest one sees little but an endless series of
low stony hills, with veins of grass. Here and there, however, one comes in sight of a fresh-
water lake, with an island or two, covered with seagulls, and many cottages round the shore ;
some of them standing almost on the brink of the water, others a little higher up, fitted in
among the rocks, and one or two standing out on the top of a ridge against the blue of the sky
or of the Twelve Bens of Connaught.

At the edge of one of these lakes, near a school of lace or knitting—one of those that have
been established by the Congested Districts Board—we met a man driving a mare and foal
that had scrambled out of their enclosure, although the mare had her two off-legs chained to-
gether. As soon as he had got them back into one of the fields and built up the wall with loose
stones, he came over to a stone beside us and began to talk about horses and the dying out of
the ponies of Connemara. ¢ You will hardly get any real Connemara ponies now at all,” he
said ; ¢ and the kind of horses they send down to us to improve the breed are no use, for the
horses we breed from them will not thrive or get their health on the little patches where we
have to put them. This last while most of the people in this parish are giving up horses
altogether. Those that have them sell their foals when they are about six months old for four
pounds, or five maybe ; but the better part of the people are working with an ass only, that
can carry a few things on a straddle over her back.’

‘ If you’ve no horses,’ I said, * how do you get to Galway if you want to go to a fair or to
market ?’



‘ We go by the sea,’ he said, ‘ in one of the hookers you’ve likely seen at the little quays
while walking down by the road. You can sail to Galway if the wind is fair in four hours or
less maybe ; and the people here are all used to the sea, for no one can live in this place but
by cutting turf in the mountains and sailing out to sell it in Clare or Aran, for you see your-
selves there’s no good in the land, that has little in it but bare rocks and stones. Two years ago
there came a wet summer, and the people were worse off then than they are now maybe, with
their bad potatoes and all ; for they couldn’t cut or dry a load of turf to sell across the bay,
and there was many a woman hadn’t a dry sod itself to put under her pot, and she shivering
with cold and hunger.’

A little later, when we had talked of one or two other things, I asked him if many of the
people who were living round in the scattered cottages we could see were often in real want
of food. ‘ There are a few, maybe, have enough at all times,” he said, ‘ but the most are in
want one time or another, when the potatoes are bad or few, and their whole store is eaten ;
and there are some who are near starving all times, like a widow woman beyond who has
seven children with hardly a shirt on their skins, and they with nothing to eat but the milk
from one cow, and a handful of meal they will get from one neighbour or another.’

‘ You’re getting an old man,’ I said, © and do you remember if the place was as bad as it is
now when you were a young man growing up ?’

‘ It wasn’t as bad, or a half as bad,’ he said,  for there were fewer people in it and more
land to each, and the land itself was better at the time, for now it is drying up or something,
and not giving its fruits and increase as it did.’

I asked him if they used bought manures.

‘ We get a hundredweight for eight shillings now and again, but I think there’s little good
in it, for it’s only a poor kind they send out to the like of us. Then there was another thing
they had in the old times,’ he continued, ‘ and that was the making of poteen (illicit whisky),
for it was a great trade at that time, and you’d see the police down on their knees blowing the
fire with their own breath to make a drink for themselves, and then going off with the butt of
an old barrel, and that was one seizure, and an old bag with a handful of malt, and that was
another seizure, and would satisfy the law ; but now they must have the worm and the still
and a prisoner, and there is little of it made in the country. At that time a man would get ten
shillings for a gallon, and it was a good trade for poor people.’

As we were talking a woman passed driving two young pigs, and we began to speak of
them.

* We buy the young pigs and rear them up,’ he said, ‘ but this year they are scarce and
dear. And indeed what good are they in bad years, for how can we go feeding a pig when we
haven’t enough, maybe, for ourselves ? In good years, when you have potatoes and plenty,
you can rear up two or three pigs and make a good bit on them ; but other times, maybe, a
poor man will give a pound for a young pig that won’t thrive after, and then his pound will be
gone, and he’ll have no money for his rent.’

The old man himself was cheerful and seemingly fairly well-to-do ; but in the end he
seemed to be getting dejected as he spoke of one difficulty after another, so I asked him, to
change the subject, if there was much dancing in the country. ‘ No,” he said, * this while back
you’ll never see a piper coming this way at all, though in the old times it’s many a piper
would be moving around through those houses for a whole quarter together, playing his pipes



and drinking poteen and the people dancing round him ; but now there is no dancing or
singing in this place at all, and most of the young people is growing up and going to
America.’

I pointed to the lace-school near us, and asked how the girls got on with the lace, and if
they earned much money.  I’ve heard tell,” he said, ‘ that in the four schools round about this
place there is near six hundred pounds paid out in wages every year, and that is a good sum ;
but there isn’t a young girl going to them that isn’t saving up, and saving up till she’ll have
enough gathered to take her to America, and then away she will go, and why wouldn’t she 7’

Often the worst moments in the lives of these people are caused by the still frequent out-

breaks of typhus fever, and before we parted I asked him if there was much fever in the
particular district where we were.

¢ Just here,’ he said, ‘ there isn’t much of it at all, but there are places round about where
you’ll sometimes hear of a score and more stretched out waiting for their death ; but I sup-
pose it is the will of God. Then there is a sickness they call consumption that some will die
of ; but I suppose there is no place where people aren’t getting their death one way or other,
and the most in this place are enjoying good health, glory be to God ! for it is a healthy place
and there is a clean air blowing.’

Then, with a few of the usual blessings, he got up and left us, and we walked on through
more of similar or still poorer country. It is remarkable that from Spiddal onward—that is, in
the whole of the most poverty-stricken district in Ireland—no one begs, even in a roundabout
way. It is the fashion, with many of the officials who are connected with relief works and
such things, to compare the people of this district rather unfavourably with the people of the
poor districts of Donegal ; but in this respect at least Donegal is not the more admirable.

Among the Relief Works

BEYOND Carraroe, the last promontory on the north coast of Galway Bay, one reaches a group
of islands which form the lower angle of Connemara. These islands are little more than a long
peninsula broken through by a number of small straits, over which, some twelve years ago,
causeways and swing-bridges were constructed, so that one can now drive straight on through
Annaghvaan, Lettermore, Gorumna, Lettermullan, and one or two smaller islands. When one
approaches this district from the east a long detour is made to get round the inner point of
Greatman’s Bay, and then the road turns to the south-west till one reaches Annaghvaan, the
first of the islands. This road is a remarkable one. Nearly every foot of it, as it now stands,
has been built up in different years of famine by the people of the neighbourhood working on
Government relief works, which are now once more in full swing ; making improvements in
some places, turning primitive tracts into roadways in others, and here and there building a
new route to some desolate village.

We drove many miles, with Costello and Carraroe behind us, along a bog-road of
curious formation built up on a turf embankment, with broad grassy sods at either side—
perhaps to make a possible way for the barefooted people—then two spaces of rough broken
stones where the wheel-ruts are usually worn, and in the centre a track of gritty earth for the
horses. Then, at a turn of the road, we came in sight of a dozen or more men and women
working hurriedly and doggedly improving a further portion of this road, with a ganger
swaggering among them and directing their work. Some of the people were cutting out sods
from grassy patches near the road, others were carrying down bags of earth in a slow, inert
procession, a few were breaking stones, and three or four women were scraping out a sort of



sandpit at a little distance. As we drove quickly by we could see that every man and woman
was working with a sort of hang-dog dejection that would be enough to make any casual
passer mistake them for a band of convicts. The wages given on these works are usually a
shilling a day, and, as a rule, one person only, generally the head of the family, is taken from
each house. Sometimes the best worker in a family is thus forced away from his ordinary
work of farming, or fishing, or kelp-making for this wretched remuneration at a time when
his private industry is most needed. If this system of relief has some things in its favour, it is
far from satisfactory in other ways, and is not always economical. I have been told of a
district not very far from here where there is a ganger, an overseer, an inspector, a paymaster,
and an engineer superintending the work of two paupers only. This is possibly an exaggerated
account of what is really taking place, yet it probably shows, not too inexactly, a state of
things that is not rare in Ireland.

A mile or two further on we passed a similar band of workers, and then the road rose for a
few feet and turned sharply on to a long causeway, with a swing-bridge in the centre, that led
to the island of Annaghvaan. Just as we reached the bridge our driver jumped down and took
his mare by the head. A moment later she began to take fright at the hollow noise of her own
hoofs on the boards of the bridge and the blue rush of the tide which she could see through
them, but the man coaxed her forward, and got her over without much difficulty. For the next
mile or two there was a continual series of small islands and causeways and bridges that the
mare grew accustomed to, and trotted gaily over, till we reached Lettermore, and drove for
some distance through the usual small hills of stone. Then we came to the largest causeway
of all, between Lettermore and Gorumna, where the proportion of the opening of the bridge
to the length of the embankment is so small that the tide runs through with extraordinary
force. On the outer side the water was banked up nearly a yard high against the buttress of the
bridge, and on the other side there was a rushing, eddying torrent that recalled some mount-
ain salmon-stream in flood, except that here, instead of the brown river-water, one saw the
white and blue foam of the sea. The remainder of our road to the lower western end of
Gorumna led through hilly districts that became more and more white with stone, though one
saw here and there a few brown masses of bog or an oblong lake with many islands and
rocks. In most places, if one looked round the hills a little distance from the road, one could
see the yellow roofs and white gables of cottages scattered everywhere through this waste of
rock ; and on the ridge of every hill one could see the red dresses of women who were gather-
ing turf or looking for their sheep or calves. Near the village where we stopped things are
somewhat better, and a few fields of grass and potatoes were to be seen, and a certain number
of small cattle grazing among the rocks. Here also one is close to the sea, and fishing and
kelp-making are again possible. In the village there is a small private quay in connection with
a shop where everything is sold, and not long after we arrived a hooker sailed in with a cargo
of supplies from Galway. A number of women were standing about expecting her arrival, and
soon afterwards several of them set off for different parts of the island with a bag of flour
slung over an ass. One of these, a young girl of seventeen or eighteen, drove on with her load
far into Lettermullan, the next island, on a road that we were walking also ; and then sent the
ass back to Gorumna in charge of a small boy, and took up the sack of flour, which weighed
at least sixteen stone, on her back, and carried it more than a mile, through a narrow track, to
her own home. This practice of allowing young girls to carry great weights frequently injures
them severely, and is the cause of much danger and suffering in their after lives. They do not
seem, however, to know anything of the risks they run, and their loads are borne gaily.

A little further on we came on another stretch of the relief works, where there were many
elderly men and young girls working with the same curious aspect of shame and dejection.
The work was just closing for the evening, and as we walked back to Gorumna an old man
who had been working walked with us, and complained of his great poverty and the small



wages he was given. ¢ A shilling a day,” he said, ¢ would hardly keep a man in tea and sugar
and tobacco and a bit of bread to eat, and what good is it at all when there is a family of five
or six maybe, and often more ?’ Just as we reached the swing-bridge that led back to
Gorumna another hooker sailed carefully in through the narrow rocky channel, with a crowd
of men and women sitting along the gunwale. They edged in close to a flat rock near the
bridge, and made her fast for a moment while the women jumped on shore ; some of them
carrying bottles, others with little children, and all dressed out in new red petticoats and
shawls. They looked as they crowded up on the road as fine a body of peasant women as one
could see anywhere, and were all talking and laughing eagerly among themselves. The old
man told me in Irish that they had been at a pattern—a sort of semi-religious festival like the
well-known festivals of Brittany—that had just been held some distance to the east on the
Galway coast. It was reassuring to see that some, at least, of these island people are, in their
own way, prosperous and happy. When the women were all landed the swing-bridge was
pushed open, and the hooker was poled through to the bay on the north side of the islands.
Then the men moored her and came up to a little public-house, where they spent the rest of
the evening talking and drinking and telling stories in Irish.

The Ferryman of Dinish Island

WHEN wandering among lonely islands in the west of Ireland, like those of the Gorumna
group, one seldom fails to meet with some old sailor or pilot who has seen something of the
world, and it is often from a man of this kind that one learns most about the island or hill that
he has come back to, in middle age or towards the end of his life. An old seafaring man who
ferries chance comers to and from Dinish Island is a good example of this class. The island is
separated from Furnace—the last of the group that is linked together by causeways and
bridges—by a deep channel between two chains of rock. As we went to this channel across a
strip of sandhill a wild-looking old man appeared at the other side, and began making signs to
us and pushing off a heavy boat from the shore. Before he was half-way across we could hear
him calling out to us in a state of almost incoherent excitement, and directing us to a ledge of
rock where he could take us off. A moment later we scrambled into his boat upon a mass of
seaweed that he had been collecting for kelp, and he poled us across, talking at random about
how he had seen His Royal Highness the Duke of Edinburgh, and gone to America as inter-
preter for the emigrants in a bad season twenty-one years ago. As soon as we landed we
walked across a bay of sand to a tiny schoolhouse close to the sea, and the old man turned
back across the channel with a travelling tea merchant and a young girl who had come down
to the shore. All the time they were going across we could hear him talking and vociferating
at the top of his voice, and then, after a moment’s silence, he came in sight again, on our side,
running towards us over the sand. After he had been a little while with us, and got over the
excitement caused by the sudden arrival of two strangers—we could judge how great it was
by a line of children’s heads who were peeping over the rocks and watching us with amaze-
ment— he began to talk clearly and simply. After a few of the remarks one hears from every
one about the loneliness of the place, he spoke about the school behind us.

‘Isn’t it a poor thing,” he said, ‘ to see a school lying closed up the like of that, and twenty
or thirty scholars, maybe, running wild along the sea? I am very lonesome since that school
was closed, for there was a schoolmistress used to come for a long while from Lettermullan,
and I used to ferry her over the water, and maybe ten little children along with her. And then
there was a mistress living here for a long while, and I used to ferry the children only ; but
now she has found herself a better place, and this three months there’s no school in it at all.’



One could see when he was quiet that he differed a good deal, both in face and in his way
of speaking, from the people of the islands, and when he paused I asked him if he had spent
all his life among them, excepting the one voyage to America.

‘I have not,” he said ; © but I’ve been in many places, though I and my fathers have rented
the sixth of this island for near two hundred years. My own father was a sailor-man who
came in hereby chance and married a woman, and lived, a snug, decent man, with five cows
or six, till he died at a hundred and three. And my mother’s father, who had the place before
him, died at a hundred and eight, and he wouldn’t have died then, I’m thinking, only he fell
down and broke his hip. They were strong, decent people at that time, and I was going to
school—travelling out over the islands with my father ferrying me—till I was twenty years of
age ; and then [ went to America and got to be a sailorman, and was in New York, and
Baltimore, and New Orleans, and after that I was coasting till [ knew every port and town of
this country and Scotland and Wales.’

One of us asked him if he had stayed at sea till he came back to this island.

‘I did not,” he said, © for I went ashore once in South Wales, and I’m telling you Wales is
a long country, for I travelled all a whole summer’s day from that place till I reached Birken-
head at nine o’clock. And then I went to Manchester and to Newcastle-on-Tyne, and I worked
there for two years. That’s a rich country, dear gentlemen, and when the payman would come
into the works on a Saturday you’d see the bit of board he had over his shoulder bending
down with the weight of sovereigns he had for the men.

And isn’t it a queer thing to be sitting here now thinking on those times, and I after being
near twenty years back on this bit of a rock that a dog wouldn’t look at, where the pigs die
and the spuds die, and even the judges and quality do come out and do lower our rents when
they see the wild Atlantic driving in across the cursed stones.’

¢ And what is it brought you back,’ I said, * if you were doing well beyond in the world ?’

‘ My two brothers went to America,’ he said, ‘ and I had to come back because I was the
eldest son, and I got married then, and I after holding out till I was forty. I have a young
family now growing up, for I was snug for a while ; and then bad times came, and I lost my
wife, and the potatoes went bad, and three cows I had were taken in the night with some
disease of the brain, and they swam out and were drowned in the sea. I got back their bodies
in the morning, and took them down to a gentleman beyond who understands the diseases of
animals, but he gave me nothing for them at all. So there I am now with no pigs, and no
cows, and a young family running round with no mother to mind them ; and what can you do
with children that know nothing at all, and will often put down as much in the pot one day as
would do three days, and do be wasting the meal, though you can’t say a word against them,
for it’s young and ignorant they are ? If it wasn’t for them I’d be off this evening, and I’d earn
my living easy on the sea, for I’'m only fifty-seven years of age, and I have good health ; but
how can I leave my young children ? And I don’t know what way I’m to go on living in this
place that the Lord created last, I’'m thinking, in the end of time ; and it’s often when I sit
down and look around on it I do begin cursing and damning, and asking myself how poor
people can go on executing their religion at all.’

For a while he said nothing, and we could see tears in his eyes ; then I asked him how he
was living now from one day to another.



¢ They’re letting me out advanced meal and flour from the shop,’ he said,  and I’m to pay
it back when I burn a ton of kelp in the summer. For two months I was working on the relief
works at a shilling a day, but what good is that for a family ? So I’ve stopped now to rake up
weed for a ton, or maybe two tons, of kelp. When I left the works I got my boy put on in my
place, but the ganger put him back ; and then I got him on again, and the ganger put him
back. Then I bought a bottle of ink and a pen and a bit of paper to write a letter and make my
complaint, but I never wrote it to this day, for what good is it harming him more than an-
other ? Then I’ve a daughter in America has only been there nine months, and she’s sent me
three pounds already. I have another daughter, living above with her married sister, will be
ready to go in autumn, and another little one will go when she’s big enough. There is a man
above has four daughters in America, and gets a pound a quarter from each one of them, and
that is a great thing for a poor man. It’s to America we’ll all be going, and isn’t it a fearful
thing to think I’ll be kept here another ten years, maybe, tending the children and striving to
keep them alive, when I might be abroad in America living in decency and earning my
bread ?°

Afterwards he took us up to the highest point of the island, and showed us a fine view of
the whole group and of the Atlantic beyond them, with a few fishing-boats in the distance,
and many large boats nearer the rocks rowing heavily with loads of weed. When we got into
the ferry again the channel had become too deep to pole, and the old man rowed with a
couple of long sweeps from the bow.

‘I go out alone in this boat,” he said, as he was rowing, ¢ across the bay to the northern
land. There is no other man in the place that would do it, but I’'m a licensed pilot these twenty
years, and a seafaring man.’

Then as we finally left him he called after us :

¢ It has been a great consolation to me, dear gentlemen, to be talking with your like, for
one sees few people in this place, and so may God bless and reward you and see you safely to
your homes.’

The Kelp Makers

SoME of those who have undertaken to reform the congested districts have shown an un-
fortunate tendency to give great attention to a few canonised industries, such as horse-
breeding and fishing, or even bee-keeping, while they neglect local industries that have been
practised with success for a great number of years. Thus, in the large volume issued a couple
of years ago by the Department of Agriculture and Technical Instruction for Ireland, which
claims to give a comprehensive account of the economic resources of the country, hardly a
word has been said of the kelp industry, which is a matter of the greatest importance to the
inhabitants of a very large district. The Congested Districts Board seems to have left it on one
side also, and in the Galway neighbourhood, at least, no steps appear to have been taken to
ensure the people a fair market for the kelp they produce, or to revise the present un-
satisfactory system by which it is tested and paid for. In some places the whole buying trade
falls into the hands of one man, who can then control the prices at his pleasure, while one
hears on all sides of arbitrary decisions by which good kelp is rejected, and what the people
consider an inferior article is paid for at a high figure. When the buying is thus carried on no
appeal can be made from the decision of one individual, and I have sometimes seen a party of
old men sitting nearly in tears on a ton of rejected kelp that had cost them weeks of hard
work, while, for all one knew, it had very possibly been refused on account of some grudge
or caprice of the buyer.



The village of Trawbaun, which lies on the coast opposite the Aran Islands, is a good in-
stance of a kelp-making neighbourhood. We reached it through a narrow road, now in the
hands of the relief workers, where we hurried past the usual melancholy line of old men
breaking stones and younger men carrying bags of earth and sods. Soon afterwards the road
fell away quickly towards the sea, through a village of many cottages huddled together, with
bare walls of stone that had never been whitewashed, as often happens in places that are
peculiarly poor. Passing through these, we came out on three or four acres of sandhill that
brought us to a line of rocks with a narrow sandy cove between them just filling with the tide.
All along the coast, a little above high-water mark, we could see a number of tall, reddish
stacks of dried seaweed, some of which had probably been standing for weeks, while others
were in various unfinished stages, or had only just been begun. A number of men and women
and boys were hard at work in every direction, gathering fresh weed and spreading it out to
dry on the rocks. In some places the weed is mostly gathered from the foreshore ; but in this
neighbourhood, at least in the early summer, it is pulled up from rocks under the sea at low
water, by men working from a boat or curagh with a long pole furnished with a short crossbar
nailed to the top, which they entangle in the weeds. Just as we came down a curagh, lightly
loaded by two boys, was coming in over a low bar into the cove I have spoken of, and both of
them were slipping over the side every moment or two to push their canoe from behind.
Several bare-legged girls, crooning merry songs in Gaelic, were passing backwards and for-
wards over the sand, carrying heavy loads of weed on their backs. Further out many other
curaghs, more heavily laden, were coming slowly in, waiting for the tide ; and some old men
on the shore were calling out directions to their crews in the high-pitched tone that is so re-
markable in this Connaught Irish. The whole scene, with the fresh smell of the sea and the
blueness of the shallow waves, made a curious contrast with the dismal spectacle of the relief
workers we had just passed, for here the people seemed as light-hearted as a party of school-
boys.

Further on we came to a rocky headland where some men were burning down their weed
into kelp, a process that in this place is given nearly twelve hours. As we came up dense
volumes of rich, creamy-coloured smoke were rising from a long pile of weed, in the centre
of which we could see here and there a molten mass burning at an intense heat. Two men and
a number of boys were attending to the fire, laying on fresh weed wherever the covering
grew thin enough to receive it. A little to one side a baby, rolled up in a man’s coat, was
asleep beside a hamper, as on occasions like this the house is usually shut up and the whole
family scatters for work of various kinds. The amount of weed needed to make a ton of kelp
varies, I have been told, from three tons to five. The men of a family working busily on a
favourable day can take a ton of the raw weed, and the kelp is sold at from three pounds
fifteen shillings or a little less to five pounds a ton, so it is easy to see the importance of this
trade. When all the weed intended for one furnace has been used the whole is covered up and
left three or four days to cool ; then it is broken up and taken off in boats or curaghs to a
buyer. He takes a handful, tests it with certain chemicals, and fixes the price accordingly ; but
the people themselves have no means of knowing whether they are getting fair play, and
although many buyers may be careful and conscientious, there is a very general feeling of
dissatisfaction among the people with the way they are forced to carry on the trade. When the
kelp has been finally disposed of it is shipped in schooners and sent away—for the most part,
I believe, to Scotland, where it is used for the manufacture of iodine.

Complaints are often heard about the idleness of the natives of Connemara ; yet at the
present time one sees numbers of the people drying and arranging their weed until night-fall,
and the bays where the weed is found are filled with boats at four or five o’clock in the morn-
ing, when the tide is favourable. The chances of a good kelp season depend, to some extent,
on suitable weather for drying and burning the weed ; yet on the whole this trade is probably



less precarious than the fishing industry or any other source of income now open to the
people of a large portion of these congested districts. In the present year the weather has been
excellent, and there is every hope that a good quantity of kelp may be obtained. The matter is
of peculiar importance this year, as for the last few months the shopkeepers have been
practically keeping the people alive by giving out meal and flour on the security of the kelp
harvest—one house alone, [ am told, distributed fourteen tons during the last ten days—so
that if the kelp should not turn out well, or the prices should be less than what is expected,
whole districts will be placed in the greatest difficulty.

It is a remarkable feature of the domestic finance of this district that, although the people
are so poor, they are used to dealing with fairly large sums of money. Thus four or five tons
of kelp well sold may bring a family between twenty and thirty pounds, and their bills for
flour (which is bought in bags of two hundredweight at a good deal over a pound a bag) must
also be considerable. It is the same with their pig-farming, fishing, and other industries, and
probably this familiarity with considerable sums causes a part, at least, of the sense of shame
that is shown by those who are reduced to working on the roadside for the miserable pittance
of a shilling a day.

The Boat Builders

WE left Gorumna in a hooker managed by two men, and sailed north to another district of the
Galway coast. Soon after we started the wind fell, and we lay almost becalmed in a curious
bay so filled with islands that one could hardly distinguish the channel that led to the open
sea. For some time we drifted slowly between Dinish Island and Illaunearach, a stony mound
inhabited by three families only. Then our pace became so slow that the boatmen got out a
couple of long sweeps and began rowing heavily, with sweat streaming from them. The air
was heavy with thunder, and on every side one saw the same smoky blue sea and sky, with
grey islands and mountains beyond them, and in one place a ridge of yellow rocks touched by
a single ray of sunlight. Two or three pookawns—Ilateen-rigged boats, said to be of Spanish
origin—could be seen about a mile ahead of us sailing easily across our bows, where some
opening in the islands made a draught from the east. In half an hour our own sails filled, and
the boatmen stopped rowing and began to talk to us. One of them gave us many particulars
about the prices of hookers and their nets, and the system adopted by the local boat-builders
who work for the poorer fishermen of the neighbourhood.

‘ When a man wants a boat,” he said, © he buys the timber from a man in Galway and gets
it brought up here in a hooker. Then he gets a carpenter to come to his house and build it in
some place convenient to the sea. The whole time the carpenter will be working at it the other
man must support him, and give him whisky every day. Then he must stand around while he
is working, holding boards and handing nails, and if he doesn’t do it smart enough you’ll hear
the carpenter scolding him and making a row. A carpenter like that will be six weeks or two
months, maybe, building a boat, and he will get two pounds for his work when he is done.
The wood and everything you need for a fifteen-foot boat will cost four pounds, or beyond
it, so a boat like that is a dear thing for a poor man.’

We asked him about the boats that had been made by the local boatwrights for the
Congested Districts Board.

¢ There were some made in Lettermullan,’ he said, ¢ and beyond in an island west of where
you’re going to-day there is an old man has been building boats for thirty years and he could
tell you all about them.’



Meanwhile we had been sailing quickly, and were near the north shore of the bay. The tide
had gone so far out while we were becalmed that it was not possible to get in alongside the
pier, so the men steered for a ledge of rock further out, where it was possible to land. As we
were going in an anchor was dropped, and then when we were close to the rocks the men
checked the boat by straining on the rope, and brought us in to the shore with a great deal of
nicety.

Not long afterwards we made our way to see the old carpenter the boatmen had told us of,
and found him busy with two or three other men caulking the bottom of a boat that was prop-
ped up on one side. As we came towards them along the low island shore the scene reminded
one curiously of some old picture of Noah building the Ark. The old man himself was rather
remarkable in appearance, with strongly formed features, and an extraordinarily hairy chest
showing through the open neck of his shirt. He told us that he had made several nobbies for
the Board, and showed us an arrangement that had been supplied for steaming the heavy
timber needed for boats of this class.

‘ At the present time,” he said, ° I am making our own boats again, and the fifteen-foot
boats the people do use here have light timber, and we don’t need to trouble steaming them at
all. T get eight pounds for a boat when I buy the timber myself, and fit her all out ready for
the sea. But I am working for poor men, and it is often three years before I will be paid the
full price of a boat I’m after making.’

From where we stood we could see another island across a narrow sound, studded with the
new cottages that are built in this neighbourhood by the Congested Districts Board.

‘ That island, like another you’re after passing, has been bought by the Board,’ said the old
man, who saw us looking at them ; © and it is a great thing for the poor people to have their
holdings arranged for them in one strip instead of the little scattered plots the people have in
all this neighbourhood, where a man will often have to pass through the ground of maybe
three men to get to a plot of his own.’

This rearrangement of the holdings that is being carried out in most places where estates
have been bought up by the Board, and resold to the tenants, is a matter of great importance
that is fully appreciated by the people. Mere tenant purchase in districts like this may do
some good for the moment by lowering rents and interesting the people in their land ; yet in
the end it is likely to prove disastrous, as it tends to perpetuate holdings that are not large
enough to support their owners and are too scattered to be worked effectively. In the relativ-
ely few estates bought by the Board—up to March, 1904, their area amounted to two or three
hundred thousand acres out of the three and a half million that are included in the congested
districts—this is being set right, yet some of the improvements made at the same time are
perhaps a less certain gain, and give the neighbourhoods where they have been made an un-
comfortable look that is, I think, felt by the people. For instance, there is no pressing need to
substitute iron roofs—in many ways open to objection—for the thatch that has been used for
centuries, and is part of the constructive tradition of the people. In many districts the thatch-
ing is done in some idle season by the men of a household themselves, with the help of their
friends, who are proud of their skill ; and it is looked on as a sort of festival where there is
great talk and discussion, the loss of which is hardly made up for by the patch of ground
which was needed to grow the straw, and is now free for other uses. In the same way, the im-
provements in the houses built by the Board are perhaps a little too sudden. It is far better,
wherever possible, to improve the ordinary prosperity of the people till they begin to improve
their houses themselves on their own lines, than to do too much in the way of building houses
that have no interest for the people and disfigure the country. I remember one evening, in an-



other congested district—on the west coast of Kerry—Ilistening to some peasants who dis-
cussed for hours the proportions of a new cottage that was to be built by one of them. They
had never, of course, heard of proportion ; but they had rules and opinions, in which they
were deeply interested, as to how high a house should be if it was a certain length, with so
many rafters, in order that it might look well. Traditions of this kind are destroyed for ever
when too sweeping improvements are made in a district, and the loss is a great one. If any
real improvement is to be made in many of these congested districts the rearrangement and
sale of the holdings to the tenants, somewhat on the lines adopted by the Board, must be
carried out on a large scale ; but in doing so care should be taken to disorganise as little as
possible the life and methods of the people. A little attention to the wells, and, where neces-
sary, greater assistance in putting up sheds for the cattle and pigs that now live in the houses,
would do a great deal to get rid of the epidemics of typhus and typhoid, and then the people
should be left as free as possible to arrange their houses and way of life as it pleases them.
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¢ That he made himself at home and was as well-liked by the people with whom he stop-
ped as one of themselves is evidenced by the kindly memories which many of them who have
since emigrated to America have treasured up of his presence among them and the quality of
his personal magnetism. That he was a strange man they felt, as one of them has confessed to
me; but that he was likable and that he became known throughout the islands as the man who
was staying at Patrick McDonagh'’s, is clear from the tone in which those Aran men and
women whom I have met speak of him.

Remember that to them he was simply a strange but kindly young man who was eager to
learn all the Irish that they could teach him, and was fond of picking up strange stories of life
in the islands from those who were prepared to tell them to him. And then remember also
how many philologists and young poets and dramatists flocked to the islands, and especially
to the home of Patrick McDonagh on the middle island of Inishmaan. Would it have been
strange if among all of these, most of whom doubtless consciously told of their mission, the
humble name of John Synge should have been all but forgotten ?°

EDWARD J. O’BRIEN
1911
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