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Tile view from Gortaree towards Cuilcagh. 
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Editorial note 

This book has been gathered from various places in which George 
Sheridan expressed his knowledge and his p ersonality. They include 
his own published and unpublished writing, toge ther with 
transcriptions from his speech, both directly and from video. We have 
not attempted to give precise references for each piece because 
material may be found in different versions according to date and 
circumstance. Rather it seems more appropriate to give general 
information on sources, remembering, of course, that his primary 
delight was in conversing with his friends and neighbours. 

Aside from material in the possession of his family, stories and 
information from George may be found in the archives of the BBC, 
the Ulster Folk and Transport Museum, Fermanagh County Museum, 
and the Department of Irish Folklore at University College, Dublin. 
He contributed to The Spark local history review through the 1990s 
and to the issues of Killesher Historical Society's journal A view from 
the Hanging Rock published in 1990 and 1992. He was a principal 
contributor to BBC Northern Ireland's four part television series The 

lives of our times, broadcast in 2000 as part of its special programming 
for the millennium year. 

All those concerned with this publication are very conscious that it 
is George Sheridan's book. Some measure of explanation is given 
where it may be helpful to the general reader. There has been some, 
but not exhaustive, work on spelling and punctuation where it was 
desirable to convey meaning, but there has been no change to the 
turns of speech which are an essential part of George's witness. We 
are also aware that the book may suggest areas of interest or 
elaboration which it does not explore itself, and that this may further 
emphasise its significance. 

In this book George Sheridan gives both direct information and a 
conscious elegy on a way of life which shaped and sustained him. 
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'I h111w who care about the troubled province of Ulster at the 
ht•g i11ning of the twenty-first century may look behind the hardships 
t•videnl in his narratives to see valuable parts of our past which are in 
d.1ngcr of being written out of the record by an oversimplification of 
Irish history. Within his open-hearted identification with the whole 
community in Killinagh and Killesher, George's incidental 
representation of the small farming Church of Ireland and Methodist 
families of south-west Ulster gives a glimpse of people who are 
unassailably indigenous, but whose recognition as an element of our 
society is vulnerable to ignorance and indifference. The humanity of 
the story, and stories, of a man whose place was in two mountain 
townlands on either side of an Irish border is presented with both 
pride and humility. 

'1'111' lln11ging Rock, Killesher. 

Brian Turner 

Saul, County Down 
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The way to school. The Sheridan children walked from 
Gortaree over the rocks at the north end of Legolagh and down 
the other side through Lanless to school in Blacklion. 
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FOREWORD 

It is a great privilege to have been asked to write a foreword to 
what is essentially an anthology of the life and writings of George 
Sheridan. This work, which has been so carefully gathered together 
by his stepson, David Wilson, encapsulates much of the local history 
and folklore of the Cavan-Fermanagh border country above and 
around Blacklion and the Marlbank. 

It is the detailed reminiscences of a man who loved the area and 
who loved its country ways and country life. George Sheridan's 
world is a world of turf banks, thatch, mummers, fairies and cures 
and charms. He was a renowned storyteller and we meet Lord 
Benbow of Benbow Mountain alongside local characters like Phil 
Bernard and Murty Duffy. It is a most significant contribution to the 
local history of two parishes on either side of the border between 
Fermanagh and Cavan. His memoir records the building of the 
mountain road which gave access to the Marlbank, the first ' tallies' 
in the town of Enniskillen, and the rise and fall of the cattle fairs 
during De Valera's economic war. 

George Sheridan was born on 16th November 1912 at Gortaree in 
the parish of Killesher, right on the Fermanagh border with Cavan. 
For most of his life he was never sure which day his birthday fell on 
-it did not seem to matter that much! The Sheridan family had lived 
in the adjoining townland of Legolagh in Cavan for about two 
hundred years. George' s father, Robert, who was himself one of ten 
children, moved to Gortaree, to what had been a Reid farm, in 1906. 

Robert Sheridan married Rebecca Elliott from Mooneenlum, near 
Manorhamilton in Leitrim, in 1910. They had four children with 
George being the only boy. His three sisters were Annie, the eldest 
(now Mrs Hassard in Bellanaleck), Mary or Molly (now Mrs Gout in 
Cardiff) and Raby or Rebecca (now Mrs Bracken of Toam,Blacklion). 

George was called for his maternal grandfather George Elliott, a 
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PI I.HI• Wh Methodist, but was baptised and raised in the Church of 
ln•ltt •H.I. llis fa ther belonged to Killinagh Parish, and though he 
ll H)vcd to Gortaree in Killesher he continued to keep up his 
nwmbership with the former. There was always a close affinity 
bel ween the two denominations around Blacklion and a great deal of 
intermingling of the families of both, particularly at harvest festivals 
and church picnics. It was the custom to use isolated households as 
preaching stations and the Church of Ireland held monthly services in 
the Sheridan home at Gortaree while the Methodists also held cottage 
meetings there until the 1930s. There was always tea for everybody in 
the Sheridan home after either event. This was the background that 
George Sheridan knew as a young man on the Marlbank. 

George and his sisters walked the three miles over fields and rocks 
down to Blacklion school. It was a happy time for him and he 
admired his teachers greatly. He was taught at first by a Miss Sale and 
then by Miss Barbour who later married William Johnston of 
Blacklion. It was an eventful time to be at school and George 
describes how one day the teacher kept the pupils later than usual as 
the Black and Tans had earlier fired off their guns in the village. He 
had a particular affection for Miss Barbour who came from Sligo in 
1923. Her appointment coincided with Partition and the school was 
invested with a new system under a new government. George now 
learnt Irish. He left school when he was fifteen and as he says himself 
"p ut his spade over his shoulder and became a spalpeen farmer." 

He worked the farm at Gortaree, tending cattle and sheep and 
mowing the upland hay with his parents until their deaths in the 
1950s. Robert Sheridan died in 1955 and his wife, Rebecca, in 1959. 
This left George alone then for eleven years until he met his wife Edie 
Wilson, nee Thornton, of Wheathill. It was at an evening when a 
presentation was being made to the local postman. His sisters said 
lhnl when he married in 1970 at the age of 57 it was the great joy of 
ll wir li ves. It was for George a parting of the ways as he left his 
IH·Ioved mountain farm and came down to live at Wheathill in the 
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low lands of the parish of Killesher. 

Mrs Sheridan became the sub-Postmistress at Wheathill in 1973, 
and George her able assistant. This was, of course, when he was not 
up on the Marlbank as he continued to work the farm until h e retired 
about 1978. His heart never left the mountain fields and he still 
retained ownership of Gortaree at the time of his death on 20 
December 1998. 

George' s abiding interest in his locality made him one of the prime 
movers in forming the Killesher Historical Society in September 1988. 
He was very much the spirit that kept it going in the early years and 
was the mainspring that saw the group produce their first little 
journal A View From the Hanging Rock in 1990. A second volume 
appeared two years later. He was also a regular contributor to the 
local history journal The Spark from its first issue in 1991 and 
contributed to all but one of its first 13 issues. It was through The 
Spark and my work with the Workers Education Association that I 
met George. He also contributed to Ulster Folklife and to a Fermanagh 
reminiscence book Yesterday Once More. 

I know that this compilation of George's work will have a ready 
sale far beyond the bounds of Killesher and Killinagh. He was known 
and respected throughout Fermanagh and much further afield. The 
distinguished folklore collector Michael J Murphy was a caller at his 
door, as were staff of our national and regional museums. His 
reputation as ·a seanachie was acknowledged by both television and 
radio and this anthology will reach into the homes of the Irish 
countryside with the direct appeal of its inside knowledge. His 
friends and neighbours who have waited patiently to see this book in 
print will not be disappointed. I have no doubt that it will be a 
treasured possession for all those who loved and admired the gentle 
spirit that was George Sheridan. 

Jack Johnston 
Border Counties History Collective 

Blacklion, County Cavan 
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George Sheridan, 1912-1998 



Chapter 1 EARLY MEMORIES 

Our home 

I
HAVE ALWAYS BEEN blessed with a good memory. When I was 
three years old I can remember playing with an old sheepdog 
called Nelson, trying to tie the turf basket to his tail so he could 

pull myself and my sister Annie. I can remember finding apples tied 
on a tree just beyond the turf gonnel.1 Years later I knew my father put 
them there because the tree was a whitethorn2 bush and all this was 
done to make us children happy. 

Ours was a very happy home. I was an only son and with three 
sisters, one older and two younger, I often found myself the 
ringleader of all our childish pranks. Our house had a very rural 
setting, and our farm was six to nine hundred feet above sea level. 
Technically it wasn't high enough to be called a mountain, but I was 
often referred to as being from the mountain and grew up proud of 
the fact that I was a mountain man, and no boy ever had a happier 
home. 

Often when I lift a glossy magazine and flick through its pages and 
see the ideal home, with easy chairs and dining room suite complete 
I think 'How silly!' The ideal home is where there is love and 
kindness even though the chairs may be hard and the kitchen table 
may have a short leg and maybe the children sit on creepy stools.3 

In my early memory, which was before 1920, people were always 
in and out of our house passing to the shop and leaving the milk out 
to the road, which was nearly half a mile from our door. I can 
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1'1 '11\l'mbcr going to our cabbage garden. Our moss garden touched 
l ) inny Nolan's and Terry McCorry's bottom adjoined too.4 While my 
ftllhcr worked his spade I could hear the cheery fun of Frank and 
Tcrcnce5 and crawled through the fence to find them throwing a piece 
of felt, which flew through the air on its edge. I joined in the game, 
because boys could be happy just throwing felt. Old William Elliott 
had put up a lean-to shed to the gable of the byre. It was built with 
rough boards covered in felt on the roof so the snis6 of felt made our 
amusement. 

Gortaree was the name of our townland and it adjoined the 
townland of Legolagh.7 Both townlands adjoined a little lake. 
Legolagh Lough we called it. Gortaree was in County Fermanagh and 
Legolagh was in County Cavan and when I was eight years of age 
Ireland was divided and we were on the Border. 

'1'/11• Lough Meadow, Legolagh. 
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llome ground 

Our uncle and his family lived in Legolagh. He had a family of 
eight and we all grew up together and were very close. (See 
nppendix) My father had been born and reared in Legolagh and had 
just crossed the marin8 ditch when he came to live in Gortaree. 

Uncle Sandy was always in and out of our houses. He was very 
genial and jolly and we always loved to see him come in. He told 
stories and sang songs and my father, who was a man of few words, 
used to say, "Don't listen to those old ditties." But I did and I 
remembered them and told them more than fifty years later when 
they were taped and recorded as folklore. 

When we had a sick cow we sent for Uncle Sandy and then perhaps 
we would send for a local cow-doctor. No-one had any faith in vets 
then, or maybe they thought they couldn't afford to pay them. Of 
course this was penny wise and pound foolish. In the springtime we 
might have a cow not able to rise or, to use the common expression, 
'a cow alifting'. This was quite common with us and our neighbours, 
and it was always when a cow would be heavy with calf. Then, when 
the calf was born, the cow would get up and be all right. Until that 
happened the neighbours would all gather at an appointed time and 
with ropes under the cow, they would all lift together and the cow 
would get on her feet and move round for a while. Next day they 
would do the same again. The neighbours brought good luck to her 
they would all say. Then they would lift again and stay in the loose 
house with the cow as they lit their pipes and smoked and talked in 
that leisurely way that, alas, is no more to be found. Simple people, 
great people. Now there's pills, there's antibiotics, there's calving 
jacks, and there is far better fed cows. So it's progress. 

Our house was the usual old time type of Irish country house, 
thatched roof, straight gabled with kitchen in the centre and a room 
each side of it with three rooms or lofts as we called them. It was 
warm and comfortable, and it was built between two rocks which 
gave it shelter from west and east winds. It looked south with a view 
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from our front windows of which I have never seen the equal. Our 
parents gave us all the care and love they could and I have always 
regarded myself as being one of the luckiest fellows alive. 

My mother read stories to us from The People's Friend, The Christian 
1-J.'erald etc in the cosy lamplight of our kitchen while my father 
smoked his pipe, and sat always on the same chair, in the same corner 
of the fireside. The People's Friend was passed to Uncle Sandy, Janie, 
and Mrs Reid of Clyhannagh. I can remember it being stitched with 
black thread to keep it together and its pages in order. 

The ceiliers came at night and sat round our fire and told stories, 
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.dw.1ys starting with, "Once upon a time when houses were thatched 
wi th pot-sticks and turkeys chewed tobacco." 

We ll, when you heard a story starting with those words you were 
ready to believe anything that came later, especially when you were 
a wee lad of five years old. 

We always kept a hired man - a 'servant boy' was the local 
expression - and when we children were small mother had a servant 
girl. Sometimes there was a bit of romance between them and when 
we kids would find them in close embrace we would rush to tell 
mother, "Jeremy was holding Mary." She would say, "Mary will be all 
right." 

I learned to play a game of twenty five in Terry's and I have always 
loved a game of cards, especially twenty five. The first song I can 
remember was The Yellow Rose ofTexas and it has always remained my 
favourite song. The Mummers used to come after Christmas every 
year. I loved to see them come. They always struck up a tune on the 
melodeon as they came near a house and then after saying their 
rhymes they would play music for their dance. To this day I think the 
melodeon is the sweetest music of all. 

The Lough was our favourite place to go. We would ask Uncle 
Sandy and Dad "Can we walk round the lough." It lay deep between 
Duckfield rock and our Gortaree rocks, although it's called Legolagh 
Lough and would be possibly a mile to walk round. It was full of wild 
fowl; waterhens/ widgeon, wild duck10 and coot and heron. They 
would build their nests on the little humps or islands along the shore, 
cranogs we called them. And the Duckfield scrub came down to the 
lough shore and there we found blackbird's nests, and when we came 
to the little river that drained the lough we crossed the Border. 

My earliest memories 

Although it is more than eighty years ago I still remember when I 
wns four years old. I remember Bobbie and Annie and I taking an old 
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metal kettle from Mr Sheridan's11 and when the old man appeared we 
ra n. Naturally we couldn't run with the heavy kettle so we dropped 
il and that evening Pee McCaffrey brought it to us on his way home. 

The first game we played was Ludo. Looking back it was just as 
good a game as any board game. I can still remember the four corner 
squares, one red, one yellow, one blue, one green. You had to shake a 
dice and couldn't get out of your home till you got six. And if your 
counter fell on the square wh ere there was a man already, you put 
him home. And if you had two counters on the one square you 
cu used a blockade and no-one could pass. We four children played it 
night after night and when Annie, Mary and I went to school Raby 
learned to count on that Ludo board. She shared her breakfast 
porridge with Swan our sheepdog and Pussy our cat. Then she fixed 
lhc ludo board and rolled the dice first for Swan, then for Puss, then 
for herself. She was as fair to Swan and Pussy as she was to herself. If 
Swan put up a blockade Raby didn't move it till she decided Swan 
would. Maybe it was because Swan was such a wise dog that we 
lreated her as an equal. In real life she was a yellow and white colour 
und had a lovely coat and she lived in all the imaginary stories we 
lold, and always played the star part. They say the battle of Waterloo 
was won on the playing fields of Eton. Maybe a strong, resolute and 
noble character was founded on a hard kitchen floor between a 
faithful dog and a busy tiger grey cat. 

Barney Bernard was our servant boy. He had never heard of ludo 
and seemed bowled over by it. When Barney was working the ass12 

you could hear him say "Ludo." He picked up a good bit of 
knowledge in our house and was a simple likeable character. He 
always wanted me to recite the poems I learned, like The Irish 

Immigrant which Barney always called 'I'm sitting on the stile Mary'. 
I can first remember sitting on the fireside or standing up in the hob 
corner. There was a hole in the jamb wall of the chimney corner and 
an old harrow pin was driven into it. It often held a wet coat and 
there it dried quickly. So if a coat was there I might have to stand in 
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lht' other corner, where the crane crook13 was hung. It was hard to 
s land so close to the crook and not swing it, at least it seemed so when 
you were four or five years old. Old Ketty14 used to tell me when you 
swing the crook you are washing the devil's shirt. I expect she 
thought that would stop me dropping soot on the kitchen floor. 

Above the crook there were boards nailed to a joist and then 
crossed to a stone in the chimney brace, this made a box like a shelf 
with an open end. It was far out of reach of us children so anything 
put up there was safe. 

Now it would appear my father had gone to an auction before I 
was born and had bought books. They must have been in a box of 
junk because they were without back, or indeed front, but they were 
called Stafford's books. That must have been where the auction was. 
Because they were out of my reach and because they were books they 
held an odd fascination for me. I can remember there was the picture 
of a wombat and duck-billed platypus at play, so they must have 
been Australian. And because they told about animals so far out of 
my reach I was always asking mother to take one down and let me 
read it or look at it. If I complained of a growing pain and then asked 
for a book I nearly always got one. Then someone sent us a Kiddies 
Annual and I heard all about Brer Rabbit and Brer Fox and, Oh the 
thrill it was to read about Dick Whittington and his cat and Jack and 
the Beanstalk. 

When Aunt Maggie left Carricktirrim15 and went to live in 
Florencecourt she gave me some old schoolbooks from her family. 
How I often wish I could have kept them safe and have them still. 
There I learned 'Jenny McNeill' and 'The Wreck of the Hesperus'. I 
remember thinking how clever Uncle Sandy was. He would pick up 
a book and open it and there on the second page was the Preface. He 
would ask me what this meant. Of course I couldn' t tell him. "Well," 
he sa id," I'll tell you. 'P' stands for Peter and 'R' for Rufus, so it reads 
li kt' this. 'Peter Rufus eating fishes after catching eels. ' Now if you 
r·v•H.I il backwards it goes this way, 'Eels catching alligator's fishes 
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eating raw potatoes."' 

Uncle Sandy had unwittingly illustrated a b ook for me, and from 
that on I knew the magic or magnetism of literature. Afterwards 
reading Mangan/ 6 I felt the thrill again. And reading Oman Khayyam 
'The moving finger writes and having writ moves on' I thought of 
Uncle Sandy's rough finger stabbing out P.R.E.F.A.C.E. And I 
remember when I first heard and read Shelley's 'Ozymandias of 
Egypt' I was moved to the heights of the angels. I remember stepping 
out into the misty night and thinking ... , and yet all I could say was, 
"Wonderful stuff." 

The chimney fire 

I have mentioned earlier how I as a little boy used to stand in the 
chimney corner at the crook. Well, this particular morning was in the 
month of January and it was the heart's blood of a wild stormy 
111o rning. The sheets of rain were carried by a strong wind and this, I 
'111ppose, w as why I was so close to the fire. I stood at the crook and 
g.t/.l'd up the chimney and suddenly I said, "Oh the chimney is on 
li l t'." I didn't do this for badness but when the sheets of rain hit the 
1 hi nuwy top they came down in big drops and from the reflection of 
11 l',nod fire underneath this looked to my childish imagination like 
I df, hl'ighl sparks. 

I I· now I)Ciddy and Mother both looked up the chimney and- why 
llu \ lhtHighl they were sparks I don't know- all at once it was 

11 • • pll ·d I hnl we had a chimney fire. Well, when anything was wrong 
111 11111 ltt lt iHl' we always went or sent for Uncle Sandy. When Daddy 

tld 1, •• w tHIId go for Sandy the girls, I think it was Annie, spoke up 
tll• I .. 11. 1"< >h l)nddy mustn't leave us, we will all be burned." So poor 
lll•tllu 1 h.u I lo go. She struggled into a coat and started out against 
lilt 1 t1 11 .utd Hlnrm. What a battle she had with the wind once she 
1111111 d dt t\\' 11 tlw well field past the ash trees, and sure she must have 
I 11 tl 1• 1\l ltt •d , h11l she said later once sh e got to Poll beag17 it wasn't 
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as s tormy and, anyhow, she burst in Uncle Sandy's door and shouted, 
"Fire!" 

The long ladder belonged to us but it was at Uncle Sandy's, so 
himself and whatever lad was there, I think it was Francy John Dan, 
got out the ladder and mother stayed to regain her breath and the two 
men started off. When they got to Gortaree byre the storm was 
turning them in all directions they had to get their head through the 
rungs and if the man behind got a big blow he ran the danger of 
decapitating the fellow in front and when Uncle Sandy came as far as 
the turf house and saw no black smoke bellowing he was puzzled 
and when he came inside the house and found Daddy and us 
children sitting comfortably round the fire he was suspicious and 
when he looked up the chimney his expression wasn't as benevolent 
as we were used to seeing. He found it very hard to contain his wrath 
and couldn't believe that it wasn't one of Daddy's practical jokes but 
when mother's drenched and anxious appearance came into the 
kitchen he settled for a good scolding for his elder brother. And so we 
had our first experience of the 'fire brigade'. 

Childhood 

I think the best way to remember our childhood is to live with 
children always. Perhaps a grandfather sees himself in a child, and 
maybe a child sees himself in his grandfather. If we take note of a 
little fellow of four years, or indeed a little girl of four, how little in 
our eyes it takes to put them in an ecstasy of bliss. 

We got a new hurricane lamp that burned paraffin oil and you 
pressed a wire lever and it raised the globe so that you could light the 
oil wick. The same procedure with the explosion of your breath 
quenched the lamp. 

ll seemed a wonderful gadget because the old lamp we had before 
i l wns a candle in a sconce with two small panes of glass, and the door 
h. Ill come off it. It was used when looking in the byre, a ritual no one 
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could do only Da. He would light the lamp and if the night was calm 
every thing was lovely, but if the night was blowy he had to shelter 
the lamp under his coat and someone had to open the kitchen door to 
let him out. Often the wind quenched the lamp before he reached the 
byre which didn't improve his humour. Often it was quite funny 
Mother and us, but we had to hide our smiles. 

Well, the first time our new lamp was used was when my parents 
took me to see the cinematograph in Blacklion. It was in the market 
house loft. I may have been five years of age. I know it was before I 
went to school and we went by Uncle J ames Nix on's in Carricktirrim. 
He came with us and we left the new lamp there and went down the 
lane to Blacklion. 

It was a travelling show and the market house loft was packed. I 
thought it terrific as I never saw anything like it before and I was 
away in another world. When I got back as far as Uncle James's I 
heard him tell Aunt Maggie that I was on my feet on the seat. Aunt 
Maggie's was our half way house in those days. Here we lit our new 
lnmp and crossed the big style up Carricktirrim rock into Lanless18 

past the scrunted bush and past Poll-a-hopalahee19 to the turn and 
ll wn into our own land and home. 

I remember one night I went to babysit for Philip and Mary Nolan. 
'l'ht•y were taking Gerard the baby with them so Sean and Phildys20 

Wl' t'l' left in my care. They would be eight and seven approximately.21 

llwy were in great spirits that I was coming to stay with them and 
llll'y w<.• re allowed to sit up later than their usual bedtime. Well, we 
l111 d gt'l'nl fun together and finally they got sleepy and I got them 
r••ndy lor· bed. They had no electric light at the time so I lit their lamp 
111tl lht•y sa id their prayers and asked God to bless me too. Then, 
\ IH'Il I h,1d lhem tucked up in bed, I turned their lamp low. I was 
lt ,, \' Ill)', 11 w room and I said "You are all right now lads?" 

"N11, ( :t•orgc, you didn't put the Holy Water on us and Mammy 
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I said "Oh, I forgot- where is it?" 

"There on the mantelpiece," so I uncorked the bottle and sprinkled 
those two lovely innocent wee lads. And when I came downstairs 
and sat alone at the fire I thought of how precious and how lovely 
childhood is, and I thought of lines by Thomas Hood, 'Now it's little 
joy to know I'm farther off from heaven than when I was a boy.'22 

I remember one day Tommy Nolan, who was home from England, 
came up and said to me, "Will you be very busy today." I said I 
intended to go to the bog to spread turf so he said, "I was going to 
take Mary and Philip to Bundoran and wondered if you would keep 
young Gerard." (The other two were at school.) I agreed and went 
down for the wee lad and his mother, Mary said, "Take him with you 
to the bog." I said "Gerard, we are going to the bog" and he was all 
delighted. I can still see him in his wee brown overcoat. We came 
back to Gortaree and packed a kettle and egg tin and all the eats we 
could gather and went to the bog. When I worked a while he looked 
for tadpoles. We went to the spring and got water and lit a fire and 
boiled eggs and Oh the glee on that wee face! What an adventure! 
Nothing could ever destroy the simple pleasure of that day for that 
wee lad. I would like to think it will live in his memory always, and 
that one day he will take his wee lads, sons or grandsons, to the bog 
and go to the Meeneen for water and light a fire and watch the turf 
smoke curl up to the blue sky and think of his first day in the bog. 

I remember having a drink with John Pryce in the Harp and Crown 
.in Enniskillen, when he told me this story. When he was a young man 
working in Cathcart's shop at Florencecourt Cross a woman, and he 
told me her name, came into the shop. She was wheeling a pram and 
had a lovely baby boy in it. Several other women came in and they all 
admired the baby. Now there was an old man there too, he was 
shabby, dirty and unkempt. He didn't join in the company at all and 
lohn said a thought came to him that maybe one day this horrible old 
11111n was a lovely baby boy. And then came another thought which he 
ll'it•d lo push away. Would there be any danger that this lovely baby 
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would one day be like this shabby old man? Yes, youth is lovely in all 
species and unless old people live with youth they are lost and 
damned before they leave this world at all. Charles Dickens describes 
children as idols of hearts and of households who have made him 
more manly and mild, and finishes by saying that he knows now how 
Jesus can say we must be like children to enter the Kingdom of God. 

Old Phil 

We had eight cows in our byre when I first remember being able to 
go to it. There was a wee grey cow, that stood next the wall, called 
Old Phil. Next to her there was a bigger grey cow, she was Young 
Phil, and next to her was a dappled red grey cow known as The 
Stripper. Both Young Phil and The Stripper were calves of Old Phil, 
so called because my father bought her off Phil a Phildes.23 He used 
lo say he bought her with a bull calf at her foot for £7. 10s. Od, old 
money, and she was a very lucky cow for she had a calf every year 
and he sold her in calf in 1921 at £21. She would have been sixteen 
years old. 

I learned to milk cows at a very young age and The Stripper was 
vt>ry easy to milk. She was a lovely cow, quiet as a lamb, but she was 
IIH' heart's blood of a thief. She often got us children into hot water 
w I I h Da because she could nip into the meadow in the spring and 
t'il t'ly summer and snap a quick illicit bit of sweet grass. We were 

11 pposcd to be watching the cows. 

Wlwn milking was finished in the evening we children were 
cnclt•n•d lo drive the cows as far as the old walls, the idea being that 
llll' y would drift over towards McCorrys and lie there till morning. 
11' Wil t lid say "Now don't leave them on the causey,24 put them past 
llu 11ld w.lll s." 

1 '"'' lltght we were going to Uncle Sandy's so Annie and I were 
1 111 11• d 1 i VI' the cows. It was a quick trip. We thought surely the cows 
Ill f'.''" "lllt•msclves when we were going to Uncle Sandy's. But The 



~ ~~ W/1('11 turkeys chewed tobacco ---------------------------------------
Robert and Rebecca 
Sheridan with their 
children at the door of 
their house in 
Gortaree, 1926. 

Stripper h ad plans too and next morning she couldn't be found. But 
some time later she was got in the Rabbit Rock Meadow, round as an 
'0' and happy as a cow could be. 

I had a tin that I could milk into with one hand. I suppose the cat 
got the milk, or Swan. I used to keep it inside the turf corner we had. 
Our mother had converted an orange case25 into a seat, which 
1-w parated the turf corner under the stairs from the rest of the kitchen. 
Molhcr had it covered with a bit of cotton and padded it so it looked 
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quite respectable, and inside this case I could hide my tin. Mother 
always got up first in the mornings and Swan, our sheepdog, and 
herself put the cows in. I always wanted to be there too for I loved the 
early morning dew and the smell of the wild thyme as the cattle 
crushed it under their feet. 

Looking back on our childhood I think mother was the only active 
one in our household. No wonder she got beat up with arthritis early 
in life. We had a servant boy summer and winter so why couldn't the 
men have made ditches fit to stop sheep and cattle? 

After mother came to Gortaree she wanted a flower garden so Pee 
McCaffrey put down stakes and netting wire, and there was a flower 
garden just as you went down the steps to the machine ring.26 There 
was a narrow iron gate at the top of the steps, hung by an iron hinge 
driven into the dairy wall. But our thief cow leaped the gate, and 
brought it with her, and one of the upright pointed bars of the gate 
went into the cow's body just at her inside hind quarter. She bent the 
gate spike but she healed up. It must have been only her gristle and 
sinew that was damaged and she was all right, but Dad would never 
allow the gate to be hung again. So mother's flower garden got 
trampled under the cattle's feet. Poor mother, it was only one of the 
many frustrations she suffered in Gortaree. Why, Oh why? 

School days · 

I went to school in 1918. I was six years old and I can still remember 
the first day. My father escorted myself and Annie over the way to the 
cove27 and here we met our cousins and so we went though rocks and 
heather, then Lanless scrub, and through the village to Blacklion 
school. 

I was very shy and for the first day or two I kept close to Annie at 
playtime because the big boys seemed so big. One of them especially 
was a rough bully and, although he never picked on me, I was afraid 
of him. 

I 



Blacklion School, mid 1920s. 
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Gradually I grew to like school. We worked with slate and slate 
pencil for the first year or so and it was easy to clean your slate and 
start over again if you made a mistake. Some of the slates had 
wooden frames. Others were lined with straight lines so you could 
write a headline. They were all gathered up and kept in the school 
cupboard. 

There was only one teacher for about thirty pupils or more and 
discipline was strict. We had a long walk to and from school.28 ln the 
mornings it was all downhill and we raced along because we had to 
be in by ten o'clock, but coming home we took our time as there was 
always something to see. We delayed in Blacklion if there was 
anything exciting there. Then there were sloes to pick at Mur tha's 
rock, or nuts to pull in Lanless scrub, or birds nests to look for, or 
whins to light in Ture, or throw our caps into Pull a hopalahee. When 
May came I threw off my shoes and went barefoot till September. It 
was often hard to get into boots again after being barefoot all 
summer. There would be a stone bruise or a grass cut or a thorn and 
your feet would have got so big there were problems with the shoes. 
We would put a woollen thread round our toe to cure a grass cut and 
a poultice of white bread for a stone bruise. But Oh, what would I 
give to be a barefoot boy again? 

Everyone knows Ireland was divided in the treaty of 1921/ 9 and 
although Blacklion was a small wee place it was on the Border and 
we as children going to school had some scary moments. The Black 
and Tans were a fearsome lot. 30 They came and went in Crossley 
tenders31 firing their rifles at anything they saw. I was scared out of 
my wits of them. They shot into the trees in our school plantation. 
Maybe they saw rooks in them, I don't know, but I know they shot a 
ewe on my Uncle Johnnie32 as they flew past. They were good 
marksmen, everyone said. 

I remember when the new Free State Army was doing drill and 
manoeuvres in the creamery field, which was opposite our school. 
The bigger boys at school put sticks on their shoulders for guns, and 

·----_-------
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one lad gave the orders as we tried to imitate the drill. I wanted to be 
in lhe line but I was rejected; I was small and barefoot. But, one day I 
persuaded the lad to let me in and I was marking time with such 
enthusiasm when I stamped on a bit of glass. I nearly cut the foot off 
myself and tried to staunch the blood with a bit of newspaper I had 
on my lunch. I managed to get into the desk and keep this ball of 
paper on the floor with my foot firmly pressed against it till the blood 
clotted. 

Our school had a residence underneath, and our teacher set, or let, 
half of it to a policeman who was stationed in Belcoo barracks. We 
didn't know it at the time but it seems he was an exile or an 
Englishman. He had a wife and two baby girls. There was a raid on 
the barracks one night and he was one of a group of policemen who 
were captured and taken away by the Sinn Feiners. When we went to 
school the next morning Mrs Scott was frantic with grief and our 
teacher couldn't leave her so she sent us all home. It was a day I never 
forgot because the grief of the wee woman and the fear that seemed 
to be in the village made a lasting impression on my young mind. 
When the new Free State army began to assemble in Blacklion there 
were plenty of local lads that we knew well. They came in their 
civilian clothes and might be a few days until they were fitted in 
uniform. They would wink at us and joke with us. There was one lad, 
who worked for my father, that I took a special interest in. He looked 
light and active in his new uniform. 

Our school field looked down on the house that the new troops had 
commandeered as a barracks. As we boys watched, the soldiers 
drilled so we also drilled, with sticks on our shoulders for rifles. We 
formed lines and marched round picking up the commands of the 
army drill sergeants. We heard rumours about raids on houses and 
vague whispers about irregulars who had taken to the mountains. We 
were too young to understand that there was a civil war in Ireland, 
but I always remember Barney our servant boy coming rushing in to 
tell us that Michael Collins had been killed.33 
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Years later, when I read the tragic history of 1922 and all the deeds 
of Michael Collins, I could always recall how stunned people were at 
Barney' s news. The new Provisional Government of the Free State 
didn't have any great effect on our farming community. Our milk van 
still went along the Marlbank road and into Blacklion creamery and 
we still sold our cattle and sheep in Blacklion fair. It wasn't until1932, 
when De Valera formed his Fianna Fail party, that we h ad tariffs on 
cattle and sheep. This started a new industry on our Border, the 
business of cattle smuggling. The economic war was to make great 
changes in the farming scene and some of these will come into this 
narrative later on. 

Another memory that is still very clear is the day the army burned 
their barracks. This house was one of the finest in the village and was 
known locally as John A's.34 When we got n ear the Black that 
morning, smoke and flames were rising sky high and when we got to 
the street there was wild confusion. Someone guided us past the heat 
and smoke and, when we got to the school, the teacher and all the rest 
of the children were outside, because they thought that all the houses 
in the row would burn. But men with ladders and buckets of water 
saved all but the one building which burned to the ground. 

Early in 1923 our teacher married a man that lived towards 
Lisbellaw and left. The new Irish Government wanted the Irish 
language taught in the schools and the teachers had to go to learn it. 
Although there was a new teacher appointed for the school, it was 
some time before she could come. The Rector, who was manager of 
the school at that time and who was in and out of the school regularly, 
decided to teach in the school himself, and so kept it open for a month 
or two. 

Now, although it's myself that said it, I was the brightest boy in 
Blacklion School and this man thought he had discovered a genius. I 
expect if he had been a trained teacher he would n ot have acted the 
way he did. He would call me up to answer a question that the higher 
class failed to answer and he called me 'professor'. This had the result 

-~-~=-~----- -
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of turning all the boys against me. At playtime they wouldn't play 
with me. "We are not good enough for the professor," they would say. 
Although there was no such exam as the 'eleven plus' in the 1920s, 
there were free scholarships. The Rector approached my father and 
mother and said he could coach me for a pass into Sligo Grammar 
School. After that I would get a scholarship into Mountjoy.35 I totally 
rebelled against this. All I wanted was to be back on the same footing 
as I was with the other boys before this man came to teach me. I 
wanted to stay away from school altogether and this couldn't be, so I 
decided to be a dunce. I learned nothing and this made trouble for me 
with the Rector. Well, after some time, the new teacher came and 
some short time later the Rector was changed to another parish, and 
so the professor faded into anonymity. 

The new teacher was a Miss Barbour from County Sligo. She was 
young and pleasant, and if we were slapped it was because we 
deserved it. The new system meant we learnt Irish: apart from that 
nothing much of a change. Our lesson books changed a bit, instead of 
reading about Richard The Lionheart and Hereward The Wake, we 
learned about Finn and Oisin and the heroic deeds of Cuchulain. 

A family named Elliott came to live in the townland of Cornagee. 
Violet Elliott came into my class and was all the opposition I had in 
all subjects. If the teacher brought the class round her table for mental 
arithmetic and kept a score, V for Violet and G for George were the 
only two initials that would ever go down. Sometimes she won, 
sometimes I would. Sometimes the teacher would say, "There's 6d for 
whoever writes the best composition in the next half hour." 

I left school in March 1928. My father said to me one day, "Do you 
still want to be a farmer?" I said, "Yes," and he said, "You stop school 
at the end of the week, the Spring's work is starting." 

On Monday morning I got my spade on my shoulder and went 
with wee Peter John Dan to dig corn ground in the moneens.36 I was 
a spalpeen37 farmer. 



Patrick Kavanagh talks about 

The casual labourer with an unskilled spade 
Unsimple ignorance was our only trade. 
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I was always fascinated by Kavanagh.38 Like him I was a bad 
farmer. Like him I spent too long looking at a beautiful sunset, or a 
wild flower growing in the moneens. When I had a bit of money I 
bought a book instead of saving to buy a mowing machine, or any 
farm tools. But I loved the work, the changing of the seasons, the 
friendliness of the neighbours, the way we swapped in the bog and 
borrowed and lent our asses, our horses, our selves. 

The bog was the nicest time of all. When the weather was good and 
the bog dry, we could all ceili together on the bog bank for an after 
dinner smoke. How I remember the jokes, the stories, and the 
laughter. The best stories I ever heard were told in the bog. 

Annie, Molly, and Raby 

I had three sisters. One of them, Annie, stayed at home. In the 
thirties there was no way of getting a job. It was nearly impossible to 
get work and emigration had stopped to America. The country was 
full of boys and girls. Molly (Mary) and Raby (Rebecca) both went 
across to England to train to be nurses. Both of them went into the 
Post Office first. 

I remember when Mary said she would go across to England. My 
mother worked in Belfast when she was a young girl. The eldest boy 
in the family she worked for was always interested in magic lanterns, 
flash lamps or anything like that. She would often maybe buy him 
something at a shilling, or maybe a wee gadget. He never forgot, 
because when he became a doctor and was in England he used to 
send her boxes of everything. When he got money, he said, "Send 
over your girls to me and I'll get them into a hospital on training." So 
he was a great friend. 

~ --~----------
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George, Mary, Annie, and Raby Sheridan, c1920. 

I thought Mary had ten heads on her wh en she told me she was 
going to England to learn the nursing, because she was working in 
Belfast in an office and had a p ound a week. At that time, for a pound 
a week, we could have a man working in the bog or alongside myself 
for two shillings a day. That w ould be only twelve shillings a week. 
A pound a week seemed some money that time. 

The two sisters trained as nurses. Th ey did their training in 
Middlesborough , then they did their midwifery in Durham. I heard 
Mary say that she never saw poverty until she went into the miners' 
houses in Middlesborough during the thirties. We had n o money but 
we had everything else. 

Annie stayed at home and married a farmer. A farmer generally got 
a fortune39 with a girl, if she had stayed and worked so long at home. 
That was the way. Mary went on with the nursing and when the war 
broke out she joined the QA's.4() She was at the campaign in North 
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Africa and worked in a hospital where there were just tents. When 
you went from one bed to the other, you could spill the water and the 
sand soaked it up. She went through a lot. When the campaign in 
Africa was over she was in Italy. There she met her husband, an 
Englishman. 

Raby came back and married a farmer. She came home in 1941, 
when the war was on, and nursed in Enniskillen, The Health Service 
came into vogue then. I think Raby and a Nurse Grogan were the two 
first health visitors in County Fermanagh. She had to go to England 
again to train to be a health visitor. She spent so many years as a 
health visitor and then married Gerard Bracken, a man that she was 
at school with in Blacklion School. Gerard is dead. Raby is still there, 
busy farming and spending time looking after animals. She is more 
interested in animals than in people, although she is a very 
knowledgeable woman and a good nurse. 

The Big Stile 

The big stile was five steps, or flags, built into the big wall so when 
you crossed the wall it wasn't a case of going straight across; you 
went parallel with the wall. To get to my Aunt Maggie's41 you had to 
cross the big stile. 

Then you saw the house, which was low and tidy with its thatched 
roof and white walls. The garden gate opened to a short flagged path 
to the door where my aunt always welcomed us. She was small and 
neat and her hair was snow white. 

The first memory I have of going there was with my father and 
mother. They would not allow me to cross the stile in my own power; 
my father went first and stood on top while my mother handed me 
from below, then I was guided down the other side. I was so mad at 
not being allowed to cross this high wall by myself. I waited my 
chance to steal out when the grown-ups were talking and I crossed it 
by myself. It was my first big challenge in life. 

Aunt Maggie was my father 's sister. She was twelve years older 
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than he was and, as she married much younger than he did, her 
children, my cousins, were all grown up and away from home before 
my time. 

I know she had four sons and one daughter, the girl being the 
youngest of the family. Her youngest son was named John and I so 
often heard my mother say that John Nixon was a bad boy. Then she 
would add, "No wonder his mother 's hair is white." It was years 
later when I learned the only reason why John was a bad boy was that 
he had stolen away one morning in February 1915 and enlisted in the 
British Army. He asked a neighbour man to go to his home that 
evening and tell his parents. 

Tom was the oldest boy in the Nixon family. He had grown up a 
clever likely lad and enlisted in the Royal Engineers, or Sappers as we 
sometimes called them. As a clerk in that Regiment he seemed all set 
for a good career but he was sent on foreign service and died of some 
tropical disease in Jamaica when he was twenty six years old. This 
was three years before the outbreak of the Great War, so when John 
enlisted and when another son, George, who was in the United 
States, was conscripted into the American Army, Aunt Maggie had 
two sons in the fighting forces. Fortunately both came through it all, 
and it must have been a great joy to her when some twelve years later 
George and his American born wife and two children came home to 
visit his parents. He had prospered and got rich in that great country. 

As a child I used to love to visit with my mother in that quiet home 
and listen to the grown-ups talk about the neighbours. I would hear 
names like Hughy McCaffery whom I knew, and sometimes I would 
hear 'the Kaiser' and wondered who he was. 

One thing in that kitchen that was tantalising to me was a little 
bookcase. It was made with empty spools strung with cord through 
three pieces of wood which made place for two rows of books which 
hung on the wall. The books were Aunt Maggie's children's school 
books which she had carefully kept. Years later I got some of them. 
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One day I went with Uncle James to the spring well for water. This 
well was a good distance away. My uncle took a wooden hoop and 
two buckets and I had a wee can. As we travelled back along the 
narrow lane Uncle James strode along with hoop-balanced buckets 
and did not seem to need any rest at all, while I kept changing the can 
from one hand to the other. Just as we arrived at the garden gate I 
tripped and fell and spilled the precious water. Aunt Maggie was 
there, kind and gentle, making sure I wasn't hurt. Oh, how I envied 
Uncle James who could step into his hoop and carry two buckets of 
water so easily! 

I was nine years old when my uncle and aunt left Carricktirrim.42 

They gave me most of the books from the little bookcase and what a 
golden treasury they were to me. There was Byron's Vision of 
Belshazzar, Bingin on the Rhine, and The Wreck of the Hesperus. 

What a wealth of knowledge there was in the old sixth book. I still 
have some of these Nixon books on our shelves. The boys had written 
little scraps on some of the blank pages. One bit went like this -

When I am dead and in my grave 
And all my bones are rotten 
This little book will tell my name 
When I am quite forgotten. 

And it was signed 'Tom Nix on'. 

I think it was 'then I learned that Tom Nixon had died far away 
from home, and again I could hear mother saying, "No wonder her 
hair is white." 

Well, Carricktirrim was sold to strangers, and we no longer crossed 
the big stile but went past it on our way to school. The Nixon 
daughter married a farmer in the parish of Killesher and when he 
told them that a small farm quite close to him was going on the 
market, they bought it. The house was much bigger than their old 
home. It was situated quite close to a quiet country road, and best of 
all, it was close to their daughter. 

~ ---



Naturally we saw less of them and we missed that friendly halfway 
house to Blacklion. When we children went to visit them we stayed a 
weekend and we were always welcome. Uncle James especially 
wanted to hear all the news of Carricktirrim and surrounding area, 
for there was a bit of his heart always there. 

As they grew older and as I grew into my adult years I could see 
what a perfect partnership they had, a real'Darby and Joan. Their son 
John resigned from the RUC43 to look after them in their old age. Aunt 
Maggie got a bit deaf but still kept straight and neat. 

Uncle J ames would reminisce and tell us about his courting days, 
and how our aunt went against her parents' wishes and married him. 
His rival was much better off and was always welcomed into the 
house while Uncle James, who had only five cows, could only hang 
about till the girl appeared. 

One day, when her parents were arranging her marriage settlement 
with his rival, James gave her brother two pennies to drive the cows 
from their usual pasture into a wooded glade. When my aunt came 
looking for them he was there and, whatever he said to her, he won 
her heart. There was a tear in his eye when he finished. Then he 
raised his voice to call Maggie; she came and sat on his knee to hear 
it over again. Then she would nod and smile for, through cloud and 
sunshine, they were one. 

Not long ago I was in Killyblane44 asking her granddaughter for 
more information about Maggie, especially about her oldest son Tom. 
She went upstairs and returned with some letters tied with a bit of 
ribbon. One was from his commanding officer to his parents telling 
them how sorry he was to lose this promising young soldier. Then 
there was a letter with a black mourning band from a girl in 
Edinburgh written to his mother. She said she met Tom five years 
before when he came to Edinburgh and that they had written to each 
other since. Then a short time later he told her he was very ill and 
could not marry her and he said goodbye. 

-- ----
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When I read this letter I cannot describe the profound and intense 
stirring of emotions it caused me. Nancy Spalding had written such a 
nice sad message to the grieving mother and asked if she could have 
more details of Tom's death. She said : 

When I got his last letter I was hurt and sorry. I thought he should have 
loved me more than to say he could not write again. Now I see he did it all 
for the best. I know he was good and true and will be happy where he is now. 
It is hard to write down in a letter what one feels. If only I could speak to you 
it would be so different. 

and she signed herself 

Yours in Sorrow, Nancy Spalding. 

The poignancy of her letter written in 1911 was still there. I asked 
myself if Nancy could still be alive. I wrote a letter to that address in 
Caledonian Place, Edinburgh, but received no answer. I wonder if 
Nancy ever married, or if she remained true to her first love. I think 
of lines written by Thomas Moore: 

She is Jar from the land where her young hero sleeps 
And lovers around her sighing 
But coldly she turns from their gaze and weeps 
For her heart in his grave is lying 

Weddings in Legolagh 

We were invited to Frank's for Mrs Clanaghan's45 wedding. It was 
January and I remember seeing the bridal party going off on foot that 
morning. The ceremony was in Killinagh 46 and the bridal party all 
returned to Frank's after nightfall. Mother, Dad and we four kids 
were all invited to the marriage feast, which was always in the bride's 
home, a good old country wedding. I was eleven years of age and it 
was my first wedding. 

There was a fiddler and a melodeon player to supply the music and 
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there was the flagged floor of the kitchen to dance on. My mother and 
Aunt Lizzie and a few other neighbours had all gathered the day 
before to clean and pluck chickens and to help prepare all the food. 
On the day of the wedding they all went back early to cook. 

When everyone had eaten a huge meal the dancing started and was 
in full swing when the Strawboys came. I had never seen them before 
and thought it was great. The captain came to the door, tapped it with 
his stick and asked," Any admission for the Strawboys." He was bade 
welcome and came in with possibly a dozen lads in straw. He had 
them numbered 'No 1', 'No 2', and so on, and knew which number 
could sing a good song. After wishing the bride and groom a long 
and happy life together, he asked them to take the floor and lead the 
dance. Then he asked two of his men by number to take the floor for 
a set dance. Some of the girls had never seen Strawboys and were 
delighted to dance with them. He would ask Number 6 for a song 
and then he would ask some of the guests to sing. In this way the 
Captain of the Strawboys acted as Master of Ceremonies. They then 
went off, calling all sorts of blessings on the house. After going a little 
distance they would make a pile of the straw hats and light them. 
With cheering fit to make the echoes ring they would be off in high 
spirits, for hadn't they been at a wedding. Sometime before morning 
or before daylight the wedding was over. 

Eighteen years later there was another wedding in Legolagh.47 It 
was the month of October and the bride was my cousin. The 
ceremony was in Killinagh church and afterwards a cavalcade of 
motorcars went on a drive to Sligo. There we drank whiskey and had 
a rousing time until the more sober of the party lined us all up for 
home where we had a lovely hot meal. Then there was dancing and 
Strawboys and I was in the thick of the fun, being young and in my 
prime. I remember there was a girl with very fair hair, lovely golden 
hair, and pink and white skin. She was my girl for that day and my 
heart was as light as my feet as I danced on the flagged floor of Uncle 
Sandy's house and of course my pockets were light too. 

- ~---- --~----------- - -
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The light hearted banter and mobbing went on too. One of the 
Strawboys would say, "There's a grand wee lassie Albert is dancing 
with now, he will be taking the damp out of Coheen before twelve 
months is over." We still have a photo of a group of us taken that day. 
We are all lined up at the boxwood hedge. It's only a snap taken by 
one of the guests, but it is a memento of happy times. 

Legolagh, home of beauty rare, 
When summer charms are nigh, 
The cuckoo warbling in the grove, 
The skylark soaring high. 

The fragrant air with music hums, 
Bright dew on flower and lea, 
'Tis heaven round you little lake 
By lovely Gortaree. 48 

Emigration 

I was fifteen years old when my cousin Rebecca emigrated to New 
York. She was four years older than me and most of the young people 
I grew up with emigrated to the USA. They usually went about the 
age of eighteen. Emigration stopped in 1930 after the Wall Street crash 
and the world depression which followed. 

It was the custom for all the near neighbours and friends to gather 
that night to say goodbye and 'God speed' to the girl or boy. There 
would be no sleep for the household that night so most of the people 
stayed until it was time to go to catch an early train.49 As relatives and 
close friends we stayed till the last. There would be dancing and 
music and everyone trying to be cheerful. As the people said goodbye 
and left Rebecca stood near the door. They would slip her a wee 
token, maybe five shillings which they could ill afford, or some other 
small gift. All our tears flowed freely that night for we knew that if 
ever we saw her again it would be at least ten years. 
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In those days the people travelled by ship and for the first years 
they were in America they sent all the money they could afford to 
their parents back home. Then if they married and made their home 
there they never came back. Most of the girls did come back home 
when they had saved up money, and married local farmers. It was 
easier to rear a family in an Irish farm than to try rearing a family 
maybe fourteen stories high in a New York tenement. 

When a boy or girl was going to America they always went round 
the neighbour's houses to say goodbye, especially to old people who 
wouldn't be able to go to their house the night before. How many 
young people have I seen call in to our house, the tears wet on their 
cheeks as they said goodbye to mother because she was beat up with 
rheumatism and couldn't leave the chimney corner. My mother's 
tears flowed too for those young brave people who had to go so far 
to make good. 

I remember we had a man hired and h e was a wee bit odd or droll. 
His name was Tom. I was about eight years old a t the time. When he 
had all his papers ready he left, and as he had no near relatives of his 
own my parents were helping him with everything. I can remember 
how my mother cried because he had not a suit of clothes. He went 
off for Boston wearing a pair of brown trousers and a blue serge Tag 
coae0 and a brown paper parcel under one arm, and that was his 
luggage. One of our neighbours met him on the railway platform at 
Belcoo and asked him "Where are you going Tom?" and Tom said "To 
Boston." 

When Yankees came back for a holiday they always caused a great 
stir. We called them Yankees although w e knew them as neighbours. 
The girls especially always caused excitement. The local girls hadn't 
a look in with the lads when the Yankee lasses were at a dance or fair. 

What always puzzled me when I was in my teens and a simple 
youth was how girls that came home from America would end up 
with some old farmer who didn't know 'A' from the gable of a house. 
But then, maybe a farm in Ireland, especially when it could be 

- - ---- - -
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propped with a few hundred dollars, would be a much more 
easygoing place than New York. There would always be time for a 
cup of tea and the half door would keep the hens out even if they 
were hungry. 

Sheerin's shop 

Owen Sheerin's shop was the hub of our universe. It was on the 
roadside and just opposite to our house although a quarter of a mile 
away. If we hung the metal kettle on our crook I could race to 
Sheerin's and have a loaf back while the kettle boiled. I often delayed 
longer than that, however, because everyone seemed to meet at the 
shop of an evening when work was done, and you heard all the news 
of the district. In winter we sat in the old kitchen which adjoined the 
shop and played a game of twenty five. We always stopped at 11.00 
pm and only played a half-penny game, except the last game which 
we called 'the conqueror' and it was for sixpence. So there wasn't a 
lot of money involved. In the 1930s there wasn't a lot of money 
floating round and often, when I was a lad of seventeen, I was glad 
to accept a cigarette from Tommy Sheerin who was my age. Pat, his 
brother, was two years younger and they had two sisters, a couple of 
lovely girls that were a great attraction for the local lads. 

I often think to myself what a smart 'go ahead' man Owen Sheerin 
must have been. He was born in the townland of Curlagh quite close 
to the Shannon Pot.51 He went out on hire as a servant boy when he 
was very young and by saving all his wages, investing his money in 
buying a few cattle every year and sending them to graze for pay he 
made enough money to buy his wee farm in Marlbank. I remember 
he told me once that he was the talk of the fair of the Black52 one 22nd 
of May when he got £6 7s 6d for the half year. 53 

There was a country shop further over towards the broad path 
road. 54 That was Fitzpatricks, and it was when they gave up the shop 
Sheerin started a shop in its place. What a venture for a man that had 
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no experience of the grocery trade! I remember the Reids telling me 
Lha t as Maggie Reid and Maggie Murphy, two young girls at the time, 
lingered at Reid's turfstack one night they heard the clink of tins and 
chains. It was Owen Sheerin coming with weighing scales on his back 
in an indian bag. He had bought equipment from Fitzpatrick's and 
was hurrying to start a shop in case someone else would have the 
same idea. 

The shop flourished and Sheerins became well known in the 
locality. He went to Enniskillen every Tuesday morning with a horse 
and spring van55 and brought his supply of goods. It was a long trek 
in and out, especially in winter, but he never trotted that horse even 
on the way in on a flat road with an empty spring van. I have been in 
Sheerin's on a bitterly cold winter's night and saw him come home 
famished with cold, a couple of big coats on him and his big 
umbrella, but he would be cheerful and bright. In later years Jordan's 
lorry delivered the meal and flour and most of the goods. The bread 
van came every Thursday and brought fresh bread and the local 
newspapers. Thursday was a red letter day in Marlbank. 

Time moves on and most of the Sheerin family emigrated to 
America. The shop shut down,56 because big stores and supermarkets 
closed all country shops and the pace of life got faster, even in 
Marlbank. To be in Sheerin' s on an evening or night was the uppermost 
thought in all the young lad's minds, and sometimes the shopping they 
wanted was light. I remember one night the old kitchen was full of 
lads, and the Sheerin girls were in the midst of it all when in came Mrs 
Sheerin. It was nearly bedtime anyway so she asked "Are you being 
attended to or what are you waiting for?" She went behind the counter. 
"What do you want Charlie?" "A box of matches, right." "What do you 
want Pat?" "A woodbine," said Pat. And so it went on, and she served 
every lad but had very little money in the till. 

Pa trick Sheerin comes home from New York now and then, and 
w hen we get together we talk all the time about Murphys, Reids, 
Macs, Fees, - names that are gone, and only memories remain. 
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I don't know when you should stop writing your life story. When 
an author or writer writes a novel, to be successful one must have a 
plot, a beginning and an end. There must be a hero and perhaps a 
'baddie', and most important of all a heroine, and when the hero gets 
the heroine the story ends. 

My story may seem dull and drab to the reader and yet I would go 
so far as to say I have sampled or experienced everything that is 
worthwhile in this life. This may seem a laugh to the dashing slick 
city dweller and yet I am convinced I am right. 

To live in a happy home with an upright and caring father and 
mother and three loving sisters. To be blessed with health and 
strength to go out on a summer's morning to gather in the cows for 
milking; to tread on the dewy mountain thyme and get the lovely 
smell of it in your nostrils; to feel the pleasant pangs of healthy 
hunger; to get the smell of new mown hay, the noise of milk hitting 
the milk bucket and the pleasant healthy aroma of cudding cows; the 
laughter and tears of good neighbours; it was all there in lovely 
Gortaree. 

The race for the doctor 

Dinny Nolan was sick with pains one night. He was so bad that he 
had his wife and father very worried. The old man hurried over to 
Sheerin' s to ask could one of the lads cycle to Blacklion for the doctor. 
It was about 2.00 am. Tommy was called. He was then about fifteen 
years old. He couldn't very well refuse to go but he was a bit afraid 
because its a fairly lonely three miles down to the village. But a 
neighbour was in trouble and he had to go. 

He consoled himself with the thought that he would get back with 
the doctor in the car so he started off. He decided he would watch the 
circle of light made by his cycle lamp and not look right or left in case 
he would see something weird. 

He arrived in the village, roused the doctor and gave his message. 

----------------
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The doctor said, "Go away back and tell them I'll be there in an hour 
or so." This was bad news for Tommy, but what could he do only turn 
for home again all on this own. There's a mile long hill on the 
Marlbank road and so he had to push his bike, and as he climbed the 
houses on the roadside got fewer and the road grew more lonely. 
When he reached the top of the hill and was about to mount his bike 
he said it was the devil made him lift his eyes from the circle of light 
and look across the road. It was a sort of moonlight night and there 
looking at him was the biggest grey woman he ever saw. She seemed 
to stand ten feet tall and was all in a grey colour. Well he was hardly 
able to mount his bike and no one before or after cycled the next half 
mile as fast as he did. He got to Nolan's and said "The doctor will be 
here any minute now." Then he told his trouble, how he had seen this 
big woman in Brady's land, the biggest ghost that ever was. Mr 
Nolan was more worried about the sick son than any ghost, but he 
was a very understanding man and Tommy had gone for the doctor 
and, after all, he was only a gossan.57 So he put a hand on his shoulder 
and said "That was Brady's horse you saw. He was probably as much 
scared by your light as you were and that's why he reared his head 
so high." 

Nanny and Jenny 

Mother had a letter in the post one day and told us that Nanny and 
Jenny were coming to visit us for a day. 'Nanny' and 'Jenny'. The 
names had a musical sound to our childish ears. We had known 
women called Anne or Annie and we knew Janes and Janies, but 
Nanny and Jenny sounded nice. They were far out relations of 
mother's. Their father had been reared in Moneenlum, the townland 
mother was born and reared in.58 It was July and the weather was 
lovely, and we were winning hay in Gortaree. However, in two days 
time, when our visitors came, we hoped to have most of our cut hay 
gathered. 

The day dawned lovely and bright and we were finished with the 
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Rabbit Rock Meadow and were in the Moneens. We had Peter 
McCaffrey for our hired boy that year. He was known to us as wee 
Peter John Dan. He wore an old black straw hat of mother's to keep 
the sun off his head. It was much lighter than his cap. 

Nanny and Jenny came with Aunty Katie. They were middle aged, 
big and pleasant and we thought them really nice. They spoke well 
and they had a camera. This was wonderful for we had never had our 
photos taken. Dad used to say 'Our likeness' and we used to laugh at 
him. 

Mr Furlong, the rector in Killinagh, our parish, 59 had called one day. 
Mary, Annie and I were at school. He took a photo of mother and it 
was the first one of her I can remember. She sat on a home made 
kitchen chair with one arm akimbo. The black apron tied round her 
emphasised the slimness of her figure and her hair, worn on top of 
her head, looked youthful and luxuriant. How I often wished we had 
taken more care of that snap. How careless we are when we are 
young. 

Nanny lined us four children out on the rock, just above the turf 
gonnell, and we had our first photo taken. She took another of us all 
sitting in the gathered ring of a ruck60 and wee Peter John Dan was in 
this one with mother's black hat still on. People said, when they 
looked at the photo, "That's Mamie John Dan, but she was his sister." 

Nanny and J~nny left us that evening and we gathered the cows 
and milked them. The sun set. We had cleared a good bit of hay in the 
Moneens and had our likeness taken, so it was another happy day in 
Gortaree 

When we got the pictures, which were duly sent to us through the 
post, they were fairly large strips of cardboard and I don't think they 
were enlarged. We four children were in the extreme left hand corner 
and we looked very small. There was a good bit of our rock in the 
picture and a bit of Brady's rock too and plenty of blue sky above it. 
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The Corry Ass 

Uncle Sandy, Frank and ourselves all sent milk to the creamery in 
Blacklion. This meant we had to get it to the road on the ass straddle 
and mats.61 From there it was transported by horse and milk dray, or 
van as we called it. We went to the road one day, Uncle Sandy the 
next, and Frank62 the next. We had two asses, the black ass and the 
grey ass. Frank's ass was called Sally and Uncle Sandy had a nice 
quiet ass who was gentle, nondescript and anonymous. Frank's Sally 
died appropriately in the Sally garden. Frank then bought an ass from 
the Elliott' s of Corry thence 'The Corry Ass'. She had been a cart ass 
and was shod on all four hooves which gave her an air of superiority 
over our asses who only had light shoes on their front feet. This, 
however, gave them an advantage in soft or bog ground where they 
wouldn't sink or 'bog' as we said. 

Well one day it was our day to bring in the skim milk. Mary and I 
took scissors and cut the mane off the Corry ass. Frank. being quiet 
and easy going, didn't say anything. So the next week, growing 
bolder, we cut the tail off the Corry ass as well this time. Frank made 
a complaint to Da and Ma and we were severely reprimanded. 

One Halloween night we were going to Uncle Sandy's for a wee 
party and Mary and I were sent on first because we had to go round 
by Frank's and deliver the skim milk. The Corry ass, when she got 
past our turf house, turned up the wee field and tried to push 
through a narrow gap in the clay ditch. She got her straddle, tank and 
creel of stones off.63 Well, we got the tank straightened up before all 
the milk was spilt. We got the straddle on and tank and creel and off 
we went. We were dressed for a party but our hands weren't too clean 
and when we walked round the ass pass64 in the dark our boots 
weren't shining. But were we downhearted. Not a bit! Wasn' t it 
Halloween night and weren't we going to a party in Sandy's. There 
would be boxty65 and we would play dollagh66 and burn nuts and 
maybe hide a gate or ladder on Frank.67 

- )J 
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Scene on the M arlbank R oad, N ear B lacktion. 

'Daily scene on the Marlbank road, near Blacklion'. This early 20th century 
postcard from 'Coon's Irish Life Series' shows two asses coming up the Marlbank 
road with milk churns suspended from the straddle, with a horse-drawn milk dray 
behind; Lower Lough Macnean in the middle distance. (From an original in the 
possession of Anna Corrigan, Wheathill.) 

The Easter house 

When we were young we children joined with our cousins and Jack 
and Ettie68 and. had an Easter house in Gortaree. Our parents and 
Frank and Danny69 helped. We children gathered firewood and Uncle 
Sandy brought turf and drove an iron bar into the scalp of rock face 
and on that we hung our kettles of water and pot of eggs. Danny's 
Aunt Biddy came too. 

Biddy McCaffrey who was middle aged, or a bit more, lived with 
her brother Peter. Their house was very small. There was nearly 
always a calf in the kitchen as well as themselves. At least, any time I 
was in it. As children we used to be sent over there for cabbage 
plants. My father always said that Peter had a great strain of plant 
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seed and they would always gather into a hard white head. They 
lived in the townland of Monragh, which was just the other side of 
Legolagh. I can always remember the patch of house nig70 that grew 
on the gable end . It seemed to get enough moisture and growth from 
the sand and lime mortar between the barge s tones and it was a cure 
for sore eyes. 

Biddy's contribution to the feast was home baked buns which we 
were always supposed to eat. We would take one and then discreetly 
slip it into our pockets and, when it was time, put forth our hand 
again for the next morsel. 

What fun we had. The servant boy of ours and Danny and the men 
would maybe be digging corn ground and would be brought over for 
their tea and join in the revelry. How sad to think back. I suppose the 
half of those gatherings are dead and gone. And sadder too, the 
houses are gone. Peter Terry's gone, Legolagh's gone, Frank and 
Uncle Sandy's, Gortaree is gone. It is coming near Easter time again. 
How quiet those fields will be. No people, no children, no patches of 
corn ground. I feel like the poet of old. 

Backward, roll backward, Oh years in your flight, 
Make me a child again just for tonight. 
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Notes 

1. An open-topped space built into a slope where the turf was kept, and could be thatched. 
2. Hawth.orn: white thorn as distinct from blackthorn. 
3. Traditional rough wood stools. 
4. Moss garden and moss bottom were terms for low, damp, rock free areas which were 

good for growing vegetables. 
5. Sons of Tern; McCorn;. 
6. The noise as it flew through the air. 
7. Throughout this book the name of this town/and is given as George Sheridnn spelled it, 

'Legolagh'. The Ordnance Survey spelling 'Legalough',for both the town/and and the 
adjoining lough, is at variance with the present local pronunciation, which stresses the 
long 'o' of the second syllable, and with George's naming of the lough as 'Legolagh 
Lough'. 

8. Mearing- boundary. 
9. Moorhen. 
10. Mallard. 
11. Johnny the Gentleman, a relative who lived in Mar/bank town/and. 
12. The donkey. 
13. The swinging bar from which pots were hung over the fire. 
14. Kethj Melanophy, referred to later on. 
15. George usually uses 'Carrickcherm' (recte 'Carricktirrim'), and sometimes 'Corratirrim' 

interchangeably, for this neighbouring town land in County Cavan. The Ordnance 
Survey uses 'Corratirrim'. 

16. James Clarence Mangan, nineteenth century Irish poet. 
17. 'Poll beag' - A snwll hole in the ground. 
18. OS has Lanliss, but Lanless, with stress on the second syllable, reflects local 

pronunciation. 
19. 'Poll an chapaill an chaoich'- the hole of the blind man's horse. 
20. Philip. 
21. This would be about 1969. 
22. The point of this story is that George, as a Protestant, was innocently drawn into, and 

respected, a ritual which was not his own. 
23. Philip the son of Philip. 
24. The Lane. There were no gates and the point was to bring the cows Jar enough 

that they would not come back. 
25. Packing case that oranges came in. 
26. This was where the ass or horse walked round to power a 'machine' churn, before 

creameries became normal. 
27. This is a sheltered space between two rocks. 
28. The walk to school was two and a half miles each way over rough terrain. 
29. The Anglo-Irish Treat!; which concluded the Anglo-Irish War. 
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30. Reinforcements for the Royal Irish Constabulary hurriedly recruited from ex British 
soldiers and sailors in 1920 and 1921. They had a reputation for brutalihJ and were 
referred to as 'Black and Tans' because the shortage of uniforms resulted in their being 
issued with khaki militan; trousers and dark green police tunics. 

31. Long open-topped motor vehicles characteristic of the Black and Tans. 
32. John Elliott of Moneenlum, County Leitrim. 
33. Michael Collins (1890-1922). Director of organization and intelligence for the IRA 

during the Anglo-lrish war; became commander-in-chief of the new Free State army 
and was killed in an ambush during the Civil War. 

34. John A Maguire. 
35. Mountjoy Church of Ireland school in Dublin, now Mount Temple Comprehensive 

School. 
36. A bogg-tj meadow on the farm. 
37. Spailpin'- a labourer. 
38. Patrick Kilvanagh (1905-1967), major Irish poet; born in Mucker, Iniskeen, CounhJ 

Monaghan where he grew up on a small farm, the life of which provided the basis of 
much of his poetn;. 

39. A dowry. 
40. Queen Alexandra's Nursing Corps. 
41. Maggie Sheridan married james Nixon ofCarricktirrim, a town/and just south of 

Blacklion in County Leitrim. It is on the route the Sheridan children walked from 
Gortaree to Black/ion school. 

42. The Ordnance Survey names this town/and as Carrowtirrim, but it is locally also called 
Carricktirrim. 

43. Royal Ulster Constabulary. 
44. In Killesher. 
45. Frank Sheridan, a relative who farmed beside uncle Sandy Sheridan in Legolagh. Mrs 

Clanaghan was his sister, Mary Ann Sherida11, who married a second time, to George 
Nixon. 

46. Killinagh Church of Ireland, a mile and a half west of Blacklion and about a four mile 
walk from Legolagh. Legolagh, in CounhJ Cavan, is in Killinagh parish while Gortaree, 
adjoining it in Fermanagh, is in Ki/lesher parish. Nevertheless the Sheridans in 
Gortaree continued to regard themselves as belonging to Killinagh parish, where they 
had originated. 

47. Margaret Sheridan married Daniel Brady. 
48. Lines by Phil McCaffre-tj. 
49. The Sligo, Leitrim, and Northern Counties Railway. 
50. A jacket. 
51. The source of the River Shannon, Ireland's longest river, about three miles from 

Gortaree, in County Cavan. 
52. Black/ion. 
53. ie, for a half year's hire. 
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54. At the time George is referring to the mountain road had not been completed and 'the 
broad path' ended near this shop to the east of Gortaree. 

55. A light cart with springs. 
56. In the mid 1940s. 
57. Irish 'gasan'- a boy. 
58. In Glenfarne, county Leitrim, about eight miles west of Blacklion and four miles east of 

Manorhamilton. 
59. Gortaree is in Killesher parish but the Sheridans considered themselves to belo11g to 

Killinagh like their cousins in the ancestral town/and of Legolagh, adjacent but in 
County Cavan. 

60. Ruck - the small haystack built in the field and later brought in for storage in the 
hcn;shed, or built into a Larger hay stack. 

61. A pack saddle made from straw mats and a wooden straddle from which burdens could 
be hung. 

62. Frank Sheridan of Legolagh. 
63. The creel of stones would have been balancing the tank of milk. 
64. Narrow path used by donkeys. 
65. Bread made from potato flour and cooked on the griddle. 
66. The game 'Blind Man's Buff' Irish 'dal/'- blind. 
67. It was customary to do mischief at Hallowe'en. 
68. Clanaghan, children of Mary Ann Sheridan. See note 45. 
69. Danny McCaffrey, who worked for Frank Sheridan in Legolagh. 
70. Lichen. 



Chapter 2 FARMING 

The farming year 

THE 22ND OF MAY was the hiring fair at Blacklion and boys 
and girls were hired for six months, until the 19th of 
November. 

We always tried to have the turf cut by the 22nd May and then 
there was generally a few days with little to do because, when a new 
man or woman was engaged, there would be a few days holiday 
before they started for the season. 

Two good hot weeks could leave the turf in clamps1 and while this 
was happening we could mould the potatoes.2 We always had the 
spuds in the ground at 22nd April, and the corn sown. There was an 
old phrase, 'cuckoo corn', relating to the fact that the cuckoo was 
always heard from 20th to 22nd April. Any sowing after that was 
'cuckoo corn'. Another old saying was, 'If the cuckoo sings on a bare 
thorn, sell your cow and buy corn.' 

Corn straw was needed for thatch, and in the 1920s and 30s all our 
houses were thatched. The corn should have ripened before it could 
be cut. if it was not you couldn't thrash it properly and then the corn 
would grow on the roof of the house. The corn had to be cut with the 
shearing hook and kept tied tidy in small sheaves when you wanted 
it for thatch. We always spent a few days each early winter cutting 
hazel rods for scollops to hold the thatch. We picked the longer rods 
and called them creel rods and every year we made a couple of creels 
to draw our turf on the asses, back straddle and creels} or in our 
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language 'a girth' . 

Most of our hay was cut with the scythe and it was slow and hard 
work. We tedded4 the hay and lapped5 a lot of it, if the weather was 
showery, but sometimes we got it into the ruck without lapping. We 
usually started our hay in early July and sometimes it would be 
September before it was all won. Then it had to be got into pike stacks 
or hay sheds. We used to stipe or snig the hay by putting a tether 
round the ruck and two horses would pull it in. If the way was rough 
or the ground humpy we would use a slide car/ which was the best 
and cleanest way to gather in hay in mountain meadows. 

There would always be good help at a haystack, people swapped 
with their neighbours and when the stack was finished there would 
be eating and drinking and a good night's ceili, singing, story telling, 
and jokes and tricks. 

The digging of the potatoes finished the year's work or the end of 
harvest. We always tried to have them dug and in clay heaps before 
19th November. The tricks that were played on Halloween night 
included lads taking gates off their hinges, hopping cabbage heads 
off house doors or putting a lit candle in a scobed7 out turnip and 
setting it on a gate post. An old saying told us that where the wind 
blew from on Halloween night would be the prevailing wind for the 
winter. So if it blew from the east it meant a cold winter with snow. 

Round about the end of November we always killed our pig. It 
would have been bought in at 22nd of May. It would have been what 
we would call a good sucker, and sometimes we bought two pigs but 
we would sell one in the market. 

In those days we never worried about bacon being fat, so we 
would try to have a pig of two hundredweight or more at killing 
time. We reckoned the weather was cold enough at the middle or end 
of November. The pig would be killed one day and then cut up and 
salted on the next night. It was a big night for us youngsters, we had 
fried gristeens and everyone helped to grate the two stone bar of salt 

----=- - - -------- --------- - -
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and then pack the hams and fletches into a big wooden box or tub 
where it was left for three weeks. The pork bones and gristeens 
wouldn't save too long so we always shared them with our 
neighbours. Then, when one of the neighbours killed their pig, they 
gave the same to their neighbours. 

Our pig craw8 was a small low thatched affair. It had an enclosed 
small yard, where we kept the trough, and under the same roof was 
a goose craw where we set our goose when she had all her eggs laid. 
We usually reared fifteen young geese every year which we killed off 
for Sunday dinners and for Halloween or Christmas; 

Owen Sheerin was our local merchant and was a great help to the 
community. When you killed a pig on your farm you could take it 
over to Sheerins. He would then bring it into the Scotch Store in 
Enniskillen, where he went every Tuesday in a horse and spring van, 
summer and winter. He generally got all his groceries in Jordan's and 
I suppose he got them wholesale. He would sell the pig in the Scotch 
Store and bring home the price. He was a useful man in our 
community, he did well and made money in his shop. Five or six of 
his family had emigrated to New York and they brought him out for 
a holiday. It must have been about 1938 or 1939. I think it was on the 
Queen Mary just before the war. 

When Mr Sheerin was crossing the Atlantic on the Queen Mary, the 
ship's band played. He was a great singer and whistler, very musical 
and he requested the song 'Inniskillen Dragoons'. The ship's band 
went through all their music sheets and they couldn't find it. So they 
asked for the gentleman that requested the song to come forward and 
whistle or hum it. He went along and of course rendered the tune to 
them. He said that before the ship docked in New York everyone, 
from the smallest cabin boy to the Captain, were singing and 
humming 'Fare Thee Well Inniskillen'. 

When the mart came to Enniskillen they started a weekly cattle 
market. It used to be maybe a monthly fair but then farmers had 
started to sow fertilisers. In my young days the only fertiliser ever I 
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saw coming about the place was four stone of duanna.9 That would 
be for potatoes. Then there was special potato manure. As far as 
fertilising land, my father never sowed fertiliser. We were hill men. 
When the first subsidies came to the hills you had to be four hundred 
feet above sea level to qualify, and you had to sow a percentage of 
that grant in lime or crushed limestone or maybe slag. Now they 
shake on this ten-ten-twenty whatever it is, but they are actually 
destroying the land. Being an old fashioned farmer I condemn it 
totally. Men have got rich on it but they are polluting everything. We 
always had cattle out summer and winter. We would put in the milk 
cows in the winter long ago but we always let young cattle out. 

Extensive fertilising brought on extensive stocking and the country 
is so full of cattle now that you have to have a mart once a week. We 
had a ten cows place and we never got excited. We might have calves 
sucking on two of the cows. The milk was only 'tuppence ha'penny', 
a gallon so you never got excited about milk. Now you can sell a milk 
quota for the price of a farm of land. Things have changed inside out. 
We would have a certain number of sheep, young cattle, a certain 
amount of milk, and we kept hens, geese and turkeys. You would 
hear someone saying "He has seven cows place" and he'd just have 
seven cows. Maybe that place now is carrying twenty-one cows. 

Cuilcagh Bog 

The bog was more than a mile away going up towards Cuilcagh 
and a piece of bog was into your land. Things have changed 
completely now. Recently they have started cutting turf with 
machines but they were prevented from doing it because there is 
something happening to the land. The Marble Arch Caves people10 

are against it. They even had David Bellamy11 over. The bog is not 
being replenished.12 

A bog was very important. I remember in the thirties when land 
was a bad price and unless there was a bog bank to a farm you would 
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not be able to sell it. Now they will buy a farm and do not ask if there 
is a bog with it. 

The first buying out of land from the Land Commission was in 
about 1895 and our Gortaree farm was bought out then. The wording 
of it was that as long as there is turf on the land of say, Hugh 
McManus, you will have bog. They drew out a map of your bog and 
the number of your receivable order was the same number as was 
your bog bank. So you had a map of the bog into your land, and in 
our case we had free bog. It was a good Act for the tenant. You maybe 
had to pay so much for the upkeep of the gate, if you had to go 
through a gate, and so much if you had to go through a man's land. 
He was entitled to five shillings a year or something like that. When 
the land was bought out you paid what my father called a 'decadal 
reduction' - every decade you got a reduction from the Land 
Commission. What we paid came down maybe sixteen pounds a year 
and I think it was 1960 that we were clear so the farm is rent free now. 
In England a lot of the farmers are still tenants. 

Cutting turf in the bog 

When it was time to go to the bog I might go to a neighbour and 
help him to cut his turf and then he would come to me. We worked 
with what we called a full spade. A man stabbing with a spade, 
another man lifting the turves, filling them into a barrow and 
wheeling them out to the spread ground. Where my mother came 
from in Moneenlum, in County Leitrim, if there was three men going 
to the bog, the three of them would go and take a turf spade and they 
would throw the turf out in a big pile. 

My great-grandfather, Jared Stevenson,13 used to 'praise' turf_ what 
they called 'praising turf. Maybe some man would take a contract of 
cutting another man's turf. He would cut down the face of a bank and 
then would throw up a pile of turf- just cut them and throw them up. 
It would be like when I was going to school_ a contractor on the road 
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might put out a big pile of limestone out of a quarry, it would be built 
along the road side. An engineer would come along and measure it as 
so many cubic yards. He would say that was so many ton, and he 
would pay him for that. I don't suppose my grandfather worked on 
cubic measure. I don't know how he did it. He was supposed to be an 
upright man, and they would trust him. 

If I said to you "Will you cut my turf?" and you say you would, I'd 
say "OK throw them out," and Stevenson would praise them and 
both of them would have agreed on that, you see. Mother used to tell 
about one time this man was heard muttering that Stevenson had 
praised this pile of turf this man had cut for him. He was coming back 
from the bog and someone heard him. He wasn't happy at all. He 
thought he would have given him a better measure. They always said 
"on the bog" in Moneenlum. "We're on the bog today." We would 
say, "We're in the bog." 

Most of our neighbours had to go into the Earl of Enniskillen' s 
office and get what they called a bog ticket and pay the landlord for 
the bog. I suppose it was a good enough system. If there were fifty 
acres of bog on my land and you were next to me and I was only 
paying the same rent as you, it would be said that I wasn't paying for 
the mineral rights. As bad as the landlords were the system maybe 
was good enough. You never had it measured out in indelible ink, as 
my neighbour Dinny Nolan used to say. Once you had bought out 
your land from the landlord, through the Land Commission, you had 
a map of your bog and you had a right to cut it. You had free bog in 
other words. 

We drew our turf on asses. In fact we did nearly all our work on 
asses. An ass was a great way of working with straddles and creels. 
We would lend our asses to a neighbour to draw their turf from the 
bog. Then they would give their asses to us and so we would have 
maybe six asses and go six or seven times to the bog in one day. We 
called one trip 'a rake' thus we would bring seven rakes of turf in one 
day, roughly fifty ass loads of turf. It was hard on the asses. They 
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were often overloaded with hard black turf and often the crupper cut 
into their back end and every man hurrying to get his turf home. 

Our neighbour Tom the Man14 had a jinnet and he had a big 
straddle and big creels so that he could bring a clamp of black turf 
every time, and as well he could ride the jinnet back to the bog. 

Making hay 

It was h ard in our area to get rope hay, which needs to be good and 
long. You could make a thumb rope out of short hay. You got the 'tra 
h ook'15 and a man would shake up the pile of h ay. If there was a patch 
of sprae 6 in the field, and generally there would be a bit of grass 
growing through it, the spratty hay would make the ropes. People 
generally would leave a patch of sprat in the meadow. If my father 
came across a bit of long hay it would be left aside for making ropes. 
It w as not a job I liked. If you hadn't a ' tra hook' you had to twist it 
with a rake, which was very clumsy for a wee lad swinging a heavy 
rake. The ropes were used to tie down the rucks. 

You normally built a peck of hay from the hay. You made a ring, 
put plenty of rushes under it in case that the hay would take wet up 
from the ground. You would shake a grain of hay on it and you built 
your peck of hay. You would n ot have a damaged grain on the bottom 
if you had p lenty of what we called, 'styling' under it. The 'styling' 
was made of sallies and hazels and we p ut it under the peck. Then, 
when it was ready .for ropes, we pu t on what we called the 'crahan' 
made from a few sheaves of rushes. If you had no rushes handy a few 
sheaves of sprat would do and you shook that. It w ould be green and 
heavy on top of the h ay. That was the 'crahan'; it kept the wet out for 
a day or two, until you got it thatched. We thatched the top of the hay 
an d ran the ropes round it. 

The first hay that we would win would be out maybe for six weeks. 
We won our hay in throu gh-other weather. Our harvest was alw ays 
late and if you had h ay in side swathes, even if the weather was bad, 
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you could ted it out. We always tedded the hay with our hands and 
then we lapped it. My father would rake and when we were small we 
would lap the hay after him. You just took a grain of hay up in your 
arm, shook it and lifted it and put one arm under it, and wound it 
round your arm and set it down just in a way that there was a nice 
smooth coat on it. If there did not come a windy night that lap would 
keep its shape and turn the water. In another few days, if there came 
a windy part of a day you would get it into a ruck. It was a great way 
of winning hay. 

In a lot of cases the hay was put in on asses, and many a good s tack 
of hay was put in on asses. The man in the meadow tied the hay, he 
made thumb ropes with the hay. There would be a couple of men 
maybe in the meadow, tying the hay in four bundles. It was tied long 
with hay rope well down on each end of it. Any boy could draw hay 
on asses, the boy would come with ropes and spread out the bag 
ropes or hemp ropes if you were lucky enough to have hemp. There 
would be two bundles put on each side of the ass and hung on and 
balanced on the pin. 

Most of our hay would go in on the horse and slide car. But then 
you might have a mountain meadow or a meadow a bit away and 
you would tie it and take it down on the asses. It was not a cropping 
country. We did very little although we had a moss bottom.17 

Mowing 
18 With the strake and the coarse scythe-stone, a bad sharper would 

be able to rasp on a kind of an edge. The man, however, that had the 
real cunning in his hand, it's something! It's there or it's just not. You 
couldn't put it there. The sweet edge with the fine stone stayed on 
longest, especially in a mountain meadow. You were well tested 
when mowing in a mountain meadow because of the fog mosses.19 1f 
you had a sweet edge you kept above the fog. You mowed with twice 
the ease and your edge lasted twice as long. Any man could mow a 
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soft bottom, but get into the brae face, the old foggy braes, and you 
had to keep up out of the fog or you were stuck, killing yourself. 

If the grass was damp the mower might make a bit of hay rope, a 
'threheen', and tie it round his ankles to keep them dry; and maybe 
make another bit to put it round the top handles, or above the top, a 
durnyeen. The two durnyeens were on the sned.20 (Handle of scythe, 
that is the hand-grips). The first one was crooked, the other one was 
straight. The blacksmith gave the iron a bend to get the proper 
balance. A man could mow with ease if he had the sweet edge. No 
man had easier mowing than when he put on a good edge and kept 
his scythe up from the fog. The advantage of the durnyeen on the top 
of the sned was to balance it. 

Settlement in Gortaree21 

My father told me that his mother came as a bride to Gortaree the 
year before the famine, which was in 1845. There were then fourteen 
houses in the townland of Gortaree. Today there is only one. You can 
still see the remains of a few of the old houses, just dry built limestone 
walls with not even a bit of plaster inside or out. Even in my father's 
memory they were here and there, a few of them inhabited. The 
people might count the cattle for the summer months when they 
strayed far up the heather and they would dig out old turf or heather 
banks to burn in the cabin. Some of them took a creel on their back 
and went around the farmers' houses begging. They got potatoes and 
would often carry a full creel home. One old man dug out the hard 
white sand and took it all around the country side to the farmers' 
wives, and to SOJ_lle of the land owners' wives, who used it for 
scouring the churns and for that he would get a copper or two. The 
landless poor people have all disappeared this sixty years or more, 
but you can still see where the turf was so crudely dug out, and still 
see on an odd green spot of land the track of where the little field was 
tilled and let out to grass again in ridge and furrow. 
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Hay and corn 

If you had a horse it was used with a slidecar to draw in the rucks 
to the stack in the haggard. The slidecar was made from a young tree 
about twelve feet long and sawed or split up the centre. Six feet of it 
was left for shafts and three slats were mortised into the back of it, the 
longest one at the back so as to have the shafts narrow. There were no 
haysheds in the country and the putting in of hay was a big day. The 
neighbours all came. 

One man would be especially good at dressing and the s tack could 
not go in if he could not come and another would be good a t 
tramping or building and so on. There was always a quarter barrel or 
jar of whiskey, usually it was porter, and of course drink was cheap. 

When my father went to a neighbouring haystack he usually took 
his horse and slidecar, but sometimes he would go to places where 
the meadows were so scattered or inconvenient that he just brought 
his rope and all the men carried loads on their back all day. When 
dusk would come the haggard would be full of hay and the carrying 
would stop. The hay would then be built. They always were working 
after night long ago. Then there would be boxty, swimming away in 
butter, because there was never anything eaten during the day. You 
got your mug of milk and stirabout when you arrived and you 
carried hay all day on that. At the end of day when the hay was in 
there was eatin~ and drinking galore. 

The loads those men could carry was unbelievable. If you were 
walking behind a man with his load you could see his tracks in the 
grass of the meadow, like a wee horse, because of the weight that was 
on him. They were very healthy. There was no pay for this work. That 
was one thing you notice about long ago, there was little or no 
exchange of money. If you got a man for a day's work you gave him a 
day instead. And their amusement was just like their work, it was free. 

The corn crop22 was sheared with a hook. A man could cut a score 
of stooks (12 sheaves in each stook). When it was stacked it was taken 
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into the barn a stack at a time and thrashed with a flaiL 

They would make their first oat meal about Halloween. They 
would take five bags of corn at a time on asses to the mill. That was 
what they called a crop, or the size of the kiln head. You stayed at the 
mill and helped the miller to dry and turn and grind the corn. It was 
hot work. They used a bissom23 and a wooden shovel to turn the corn 
on the hot sheet of iron. 

Sheep 

We put out the dunghill of manure, what we called top dressing. 
You would notice it on the meadow. It put a nice even sole and 
believe me it was better than the way they are poisoning the land 
now. We used to get four stone of 'duanna' for our potatoes and the 
sheep ate the meadow. We had a good deal of sheep long ago because 
you did not have to win hay for sheep. We were high up the 
mountain which was good land for sheep. There wasn't much trouble 
to them. Maybe at lambing time, you might have a bit of trouble. 
Everyone has sheep now. It was generally on the hills that you got 
sheep that time, on the mountain. We did not do much work on the 
mountain. If I went to the mountain today and looked at the sheep, I 
might see your sheep. When I came back, I would say "I saw your 
sheep." Maybe the next week, if you were on the mountain, you 
would say "I saw your sheep." 

Generally you would have a lot of paint on them to see your mark. 
Then they 'grabbed' them. Grabbing was a great way of marking 
sheep, but it had to stop when the Ministry started talking about 
paying subsidy, fat stock subsidy on lambs. The man that would buy 
your lambs would say "I can't buy them lambs, they've got confusion 
on their ear." If a man was on the mountain and he had a ewe after 
lambing he would take his 'barber' knife out of his pocket and put a 
wee 'V' in the lamb's ear. Your grab might be a 'V' in the top of the 
ear, my grab might be a 'V' down low on the ear. Then another man's 
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grab might be a 'V' on the left ear and the next man's grab could be 
two 'V's' on the top. And you would be surprised, you could get a 
score or more grabs, different grabs, and it never went out of the 
sheep's ear. There was never any dispute, because if you had a ewe 
that wasn't clipped early enough on the mountain and she lost her 
fleece her paint mark would be gone so the only thing to identify her 
is the grab. It had to be done away with. You would not get any man 
grabbing sheep now. 

There were big losses on the mountain too, although the rent or 
rates was not much for mountain land. If you survived lambing time 
there was always the case where they could take the staggers. I am 
referring to Mad Cow Disease. It is strange but cattle took staggers as 
long as I remember and sheep took staggers. The only thing is then, 
when an animal died with the staggers, we buried her down deep. 
The scientists did not get to chop up the brains. 

Buying a cow 

In the nineteen thirties during the economic war we smuggled 
cattle to augment our income because farming was at its nadir then. 

To try and stop smuggling the police booked cattle on every farm. 
But if you sold cattle in Enniskillen Fair, and if the police did not meet 
you on the road and check them out of your herd you could go to 
Manorhamilton Fair two days later and replace them. So I went to 
Manorhamilton Fair on the 12th April and I needed a grey heifer and 
two black bullocks. 

The bus which the smugglers used arrived in Manorhamilton 
about 10 am. There would be a stampede to the Fair Green to see all 
the cattle on show. I never could push my way to the front, as a few 
of the shavers were in front of me. I saw the grey heifer the exact same 
as I wanted which was rather a rare colour - a white body with red 
head and neck and red socks, and anyway we called it grey. One of 
the smart lads rushed in and tapped the wee heifer. "Who sells that," 
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he shouts? 

It was then I noticed the man who was big and broad, maybe in his 
mid fifties, and he was standing straight upright and his stick was 
across his back and hooked under each arm and he was whistling 
'The Wearing of the Green,' and never did I hear it whistled better. 
Now the smart lad rushed to him and said, "What do you want for 
the grey heifer." 

The big man ignored him till he came to the end of the bar when he 
said "Five pounds." 

The smart fellow rushed away without speaking. His attitude said 
that he would let this fellow stand a while, he will be easier talked to 
in an hour or two. My heart warmed to this big man, as it is not easy 
to be brave when times are bad. Here he was standing firm like a 
good tough seller. I had often noticed this true grit in my father for he 
could hold out for a good price better than me or any man I ever 
knew. Now I thought to myself, this is my heifer and I will try to buy 
her. I am never noticeable in a crowd so I shifted round a bit never too 
far from the grey heifer and after five minutes or so I moved in and 
tapped the grey with my rod. "Who sells?" 

The big man came forward. "What would you be looking for 
there?" I asked. 

"Four pound," he said. 

"I'll give you three," I said. 

Now it was a full price for her, or maybe a bit more and his friends 
joined in. This strong cub, as some of them described me, because 
being small I always looked years younger than I was, means to buy, 
they told the big man. So divide a pound and the big man said "Yes." 

"Now," they said, "we will divide to ten shillings, and it is your 
turn to speak now," they told me, so I gave in. Three pounds and five 
shillings was the price of the grey heifer. 

The Pound yard in Manorhamilton is a big enclosure. When 
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business in the fair is over the jobbers gather to examine all the cattle 
that have been sold, and maybe if they see cattle that have been 
bought right they might offer a crown of profit. But when the judges 
looked at my heifer they said, "Ah £3.5.00. She's dear. Could be more 
than a crown dear there." 

When I paid the big man he gave me nine pence luck penny, three 
coppers which he said was lucky, and he gave me the well wish of 
her, for he said, "May she put ships on the ocean for you." 

As we walked the cattle home that day we passed road workers. I 
knew the ganger. He was Larry McDermott and was a close 
neighbour of my mother 's people in the townland of Moneenlum.lt 
was late when I got the cattle home and next morning, feeling a bit 
lazy after walking fifteen miles the day before, I got a shock to find 
the grey heifer missing. I had put the cattle in a small field that was 
well fenced and couldn't think how she got out. It was late that 
evening when I got a note written on a sugar bag in pencil. Larry the 
ganger had written a message for me with the man who drove the 
lorry that collected the cream from Blacklion to Killasnet.24 He had got 
his men to put the grey heifer in a house of Francis Flynn's, so next 
day I cycled as far as my uncle's place and got her closed in there. I 
asked them to keep her in for at least a week. Well when I finally got 
the heifer home she was thin, and when the Fair of Enniskillen came 
sh e wasn't saleable. 

We called her ·Tuckie, and because she was so quiet and gentle we 
decided to keep her for a cow. All cattle had horns then and were 
always tied to a stake, but often we never bothered to tie Tuckie. She 
would never fight or peg another cow and sometimes we might milk 
her on the field. If ever there was an emergency and milk wanted in 
a hurry someone would say, run and milk Tuckie. She had reservoirs 
of milk. She reminded me of an old folk tale our neighbour used to 
tell us children long ago about The Breifne Cow who could fill any 
vessel that was set under her. Then one day a smart lad milked her 
into a sieve and when the cow saw the milk flowing away, she gave 
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one big jump and went over Cuilcagh mountain and her udder 
knocked a big gap in the mountain that we could look up and see. 

The big man who sold her to me had said, "That she may put ships 
on the ocean for you!" Well she was one of the best cows we ever had, 
but she never had a heifer calf. I think it was fifteen bull calves she 
had when we sold her, in Enniskillen Fair. It was better to sell her as 
'in calf cow' than keep her another year and have to sell her for 
canning. She never made her way back to Gortaree. I suppose the 
world teaches wisdom to cows too. 

Selling cattle at Enniskillen Fair 

We had always gone to Blacklion fair with cattle. It was a very good 
fair, quite close to us, and we did all our buying and selling there until 
1932-33, when De Valera came into power. With the first Irish 
government there was no embargo on anything connected with 
agriculture. We just came and went as if there was still no Border. 
Then De Valera came to power and refused to pay the annuities to 
Britain.25 The British put a tariff on the cattle. Previously we used to 
just cross the ditch and go down to the Black, but then we could not 
go and had to go to Enniskillen fair. On top of this the price for cattle 
across the Border was poor and so things were getting really bad. 

My first trip to Enniskillen fair was on 10th August 1933. I 
smuggled two fat heifers for two neighbour men that lived across the 
Border in County Cavan, just beside the village of Blacklion. I had full 
authority to sell them, even to sell on the road going in if I could. That 
is what I did. I think I sold both cattle just on the edge of Enniskillen 
before you got to the Fair Green. 

I got eleven pounds each for the two fat heifers. It was a great price 
at the time because in a year or two after that cattle were much 
cheaper. I got ten shillings for selling each of the two cattle. A young 
lad that I was at school with me helped me bring in the cattle. I think 
I was nineteen at the time and he was something younger. When we 
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got our pound note for driving in the two heifers we went into a pub 
and got two bottles of Guinness and we were men, men of the world. 

I bought a bicycle round about that time by sending away to 
Greaves' in England. They worked on an instalment system and a 
neighbour man was the guarantor. I paid for the bicycle at, I think, 
two and six per month. The full price of the bicycle was three pounds 
seven and six so that will give you an idea of how tight money was 
in the thirties. 

I often tell lads now that when I was about nineteen or twenty, my 
father had no money - or if he had he would not give it to me - so I 
borrowed ten pounds from a relative, a teacher. I went to a fair at 
Dowra and bought three big bullocks. I brought them into 
Enniskillen and got a profit on them and from that on I went into 
Enniskillen fair. It was not so long until I was able to pay this relative 
back the ten pounds. It is hard to believe, with the price of cattle 
nowadays, that you could buy three bullocks for ten pounds. If I went 
to buy them now they would be up on two thousand. But cattle were 
nothing. Everything was for nothing in the thirties. But anyway we 
were young and we thought little of it. 

I would walk to Dowra or Drumshambo26 very early in the 
morning, buy cattle and walk into Enniskillen fair, which was fifteen 
miles from Gortaree. 

There was no boot as easy walked in as the nailed boot, the big nailed 
shoe we called it. We bought them in Sloan's in Enniskillen. Every year 
I bought a pair of these nailed boots. Sloan's doesn't sell them anymore 
as nobody wears them now. We always wore these big heavy shoes. In 
fact, my father went to the local shoemaker and got a measure made 
and got his nailed boots that way. Sometimes he wore clogs but I never 
did. While the clogs or the nailed boots were very good, if there was a 
frost on the road the fellow with the nailed boots might have to walk on 
the 'water table'27 and the fellow with the wellingtons drive the cattle. 
Apart from that we did not pass much remarks on weather or anything. 
If we were wet through we dried out before the fair was over. 
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It was hard to settle the cattle at first so you had to travel with other 
lads. The cattle would run and go through gaps for the first mile. 
Then they would soon get used to the road and we would dodge 
along after them. Sometimes their feet could get sore and we would 
not bring any cattle that had sore feet because it would spoil the sale 
of them. On the morning of Enniskillen fair we would make sure that 
we started in time and not rush them because there was fifteen miles 
to go to Enniskillen. 

We always cut an ash plant, which we called a root grower, for 
using with the cattle. If you got it growing from the root, it toughened 
as you seasoned it. A root grower or an ash plant was a great bit of a 
stick; it was better than the blackthorn because it wasn't as thorny 
and it was lighter. 

We were smuggling and were running the risk of getting caught. If 
you bought an animal in Dowra for about three or four pounds you 
would possibly come out with two pounds clear profit after your 
expenses. The expenses were not too much when you walked them, 
which you had to do because there were not many lorries on the road 
at that time. 

Some of the smugglers would buy a cow at a pound, maybe at ten 
shillings. Now, not round where I lived, but in places where they 
were afraid of cattle being lifted going across the Border, a fellow 
would drive the cow across and she would be lifted by the police who 
would jump out. They would have heard the cattle coming, lifted the 
old cow that was maybe worth nothing, and then when they were 
getting it away, and they thought that they had made a haul, the 
fellows would come across with the batch of cattle that was worth 
something and get away. 

We made a bit of money but we did not go mad smuggling. If you 
went mad at it you would get caught because people talked . Dinny 
Nolan used to say, "When the rabbit makes a pass you can set a snare, 
so don't make a pass going anywhere." Do it quietly you see. If you 
bought three cattle in Dowra on the third of the month and drove 
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them to Enniskillen fair on the tenth of the month you would make 
six pounds of profit and that would be as good as the month's milk. 
We had a big farm, we had plenty of acres, plenty of crop ground, 
plenty of turf. We had everything only money. We just had no money. 
Our month's milk might come to six pounds in the summer time, but 
if you put it on a level for twelve months it would not be six pounds 
a month. We sold the milk at two and a half pence a gallon, and a half 
penny of that went for cartage to the man who carted the milk to the 
creamery. We reckoned that we would make more money by 
smuggling three or four bullocks into Enniskillen fair on the tenth of 
the month, the profit would be better than our month's cheque from 
the creamery. 

There was a coffee van in Enniskillen. Ladies of the town gave their 
time free and I think it was the Presbyterian clergyman who took in 
the money. For six pence, six old pennies, we got a cup of tea and two 
buns, a Paris bun and an ordinary bun. I walked into Enniskillen fair, 
took my cup of tea and two buns and turned and walked back when 
the fair was over, back to Gortaree. The coffee van opened at eight 
o'clock in the morning and the idea was to keep the men out of the 
pubs. So it was open long before the pubs and if you walked from 
Gortaree, fifteen miles starting at maybe at two o'clock in the 
morning, you were glad to get a cup of tea. 

Our cattle would be bought in the Gaol Square in Enniskillen. If 
you had cows you went to the Green, the big fair green, where the 
Mart buildings are now.28 For young stock you just lined them along 
the Gaol Square which would be packed with cattle. Enniskillen was 
a great fair. You could have a man for anything and there was 
everything in it. Dinny Nolan used to say "Great to meet the fellah 
with the big chest and umbrella." You would meet carloads of dealers 
coming out and if the morning was stormy they would hop out with 
an umbrella to shade the rain off them. They were big stout men and 
we would look very puny beside them. If you did not sell the cattle 
on the road it could be very hard to beat that price. You would stand 
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maybe an hour until you would get it again, or you might not get it. 
Sometimes you would have to take cattle home. 

The dealers liked to buy on the road because when they got out of 
the car and looked at your bullocks they saw the way they walked, 
and that none of them were lame. There is nowhere that an animal 
looks as well as on the road. If you had them herded up in a fair, they 
would be over looking at them but there might be things that they 
would not detect. For instance, an animal might have a 'hog jaw' or 
one eye. They got a good look at an animal on the road and these 
fellas, well they generally knew what they wanted with just half a 
look. Sometimes if you just were not up to it they could buy cheap off 
you. You would run the chance of selling cheap rather than dear. 

A lot of dealers came from around about Portadown. They would 
tell you the cattle are going to a 'briared lawn'. That would have been 
around Armagh. I would say a lot of cattle went to Armagh. We 
might have to bring the cattle up to Enniskillen station where they 
would be loaded into p ens. Then they would be put in wagons and 
sent off. A lot of them went by train that time from Enniskillen. We 
used to go up the steep hill and turn in left at the back of Mackin's 
yard where I think Coulter's premises are now. Mackin's had a public 
house. It was a Frank Mackin and he had a cattle yard at the back. 
Down towards the shore road, not as far as Mulhearn's, there was a 
yard which we called Shannon's yard, another big cattle yard. You 
would either be told by your cattle dealer, "Put them in Shannon's 
yard," or "Take them up to the Great Northern station." There would 
always be a man there to take charge of them and put them in a pen 
to be shipped off to Armagh, Antrim, or wherever. 

Cattle were sold every day. The cows were sold in the big green 
and then when the sheep season came in the sheep went away down 
to the big green. The horses came into the Gaol Square and when they 
started to come in, at about twelve o'clock in the day, you might as 
well pack up your cattle and go home even if you had not sold. Men 
would be trotting the horses up and down and the dealers would be 
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looking at them. The cattle fair was early. If we went to the fair at 
Dowra, well you could go at twelve o'clock in the day, but Enniskillen 
was 8 o'clock. 

An odd time I've known a cow to be left on Enniskillen Fair Green 
-she wasn't worth the taking off it. We used to say there was a man 
for everything at Enniskillen fair. There was a man to buy old cows, 
a man to buy calves, a man to buy bullocks, there was a man to buy 
everything. 

Enniskillen was a great fair with great crowds and characters. 
There was an old boy, Eddie Cooney, who was a religious man. His 
followers, they used to call them Cooneyites long ago, are still there, 
and it was he who founded that religion. As the fair would slacken a 
bit, this old man with a flowing white beard would start preaching. 
He was a big man who generally had his coat off, and he was trying 
to tell us, possibly, not to smuggle cattle or go to the pubs. Of course 
we were running here and there after the cattle and had no time to 
listen to him. But he was one of the landmarks of the Gaol Square at 
that time. Eddie would be preaching, trying to get us all to mend our 
ways. The poor man, he romped about and he shouted and nobody 
listened much- when you were minding your cattle you just had not 
the time to give him full attention. But I can still see him romping 
round the Gaol Square and telling us what we should do and how we 
should live, and alas, I'm afraid we did not listen much to him. 

There were tolls in every town. You met the men - they generally 
were walking too to keep themselves warm - and you paid them 
three pence or four pence a head of a market toll. Every fair you went 
to had a toll. It might be three pence in one town and four pence in 
another and so on. When you paid for so many cattle they handed 
you the tickets for them. If you were sent out with a hundred tickets 
then, when you went back to your employer, you would have to 
account for them, so you could not put any in your own pocket. 

The street of Enniskillen has changed much over the years. You 
generally saw horses and carts in it, and even when the motors were 
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coming in. There was a manNed Johnston, he used to do point duty 
there at the Hollow, who was a sort of a landmark. He was a big man, 
and he had brothers who were cattle dealers. He came from the 
Manorhamilton/Killargy Border, between Manorhamilton and 
Kinlough. Ned was there every day directing. 

Some of the pubs were open. I know there was Frank Mackin's 
yard, I think it's Coulter's now, but Frank Mackin had a pub there 
and if you yarded your cattle you could get slipping in the back way. 
Many a man did, for a drink long before the official opening time. But 
I was young that time and a cup of tea did me. That was all I wanted. 

The men that would buy the cattle would say, "Now we'll pay you 
at the War Memorial at eleven o'clock." Generally at eleven o'clock 
the men would be there. They would have bought their cattle. They 
would have sized up how many they would have bought maybe, so 
many wagons. Sometimes we would have to put the cattle up to the 
railway station. Hand them over to a man the name of Palmer, we 
would be told. 

There was Shannon's Yard for calves. There was also the Depot Yard 
which was owned by Willy Wilson. I think it would have been where 
the Ritz Cinema is now. He later bought the present site of the 
Agricultural College. I can remember Willy Wilson well, a big tall man. 
After the Mart started he still bought cattle round about Enniskillen. 
He bought for a lot of butchers and was a great judge of cattle. 

When you valued cattle in the thirties you valued them to five 
shillings. I remember a man, to whom I sold a black polly29 heifer, 
saying, "Come along and see this, the heifer that's left in your heifer's 
place and she's a crown worse." So he was valuing the black polly 
heifer to five shillings. You go into a mart now and when you sell 
cattle there might be fifteen or twenty pounds of difference in the 
price of two bullocks that would be exactly the same. When you 
average out your price you are possibly far better off, but that time 
you had to know the price of cattle to within five shillings. Often the 
margin of profit would be five shillings. 
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A man might buy ten bullocks from you in Enniskillen and he 
might not have the price of one in his pocket. He would line them up 
and if he bought them right he would maybe get ten shillings a head 
on them and then he could come along and pay you when he got paid 
from another, bigger, grazier. 

Potatoes and corn 

We would set what we called the lee sod, the fresh sod. It would be 
set up with the spade in ridges. We would put the manure out on 
asses and pardogs.30 Sometimes, in the month of February, we would 
cope the ground, that is throw back down the sods. Then, when it 
would come to April, we would put in the manure, drop in the seed, 
put up the sods again and fill in the heart of the ridge. We might also 
have, what we called a second crop or 'auld ground' would be a 
common expression for it. That was when you put in two crops of 
potatoes on the same ground. You dug it out with the spade the next 
year and sowed corn. You could harrow it, it would not be a very big 
plot of ground and we would mostly do it with the horse and the 
harrow, with steel pins in the harrow. 

You would want to have your corn sowed before the cuckoo would 
sing, because cuckoo corn never ripened or so we used to say. We 
needed the corn to ripen as it was needed to thatch the roof of the 
house. It had to be cut with the hook. There was no other way of 
cutting it anyway, but when you cut it with the hook it was perfectly 
in shape. You then tied it in small shaves (sheaves) and put it in 
stooks. It was then thrashed with a flail, on the barn floor. It had to be 
ripe to get all the grain thrashed out of it. If you used corn for thatch, 
that was not ripe, when it got wet and damp it would shoot new corn 
from it. So, to keep your house properly thatched you had to cut your 
corn with the shearing hook and handle it carefully. 

Nothing would make hens lay like corn. It would not be good 
enough for milling but it was important to give it to the hens because 
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it made them lay. That was important, because the money we got for 
the eggs was enough to buy the week's groceries. A woman went to 
the shop with a basket of eggs and she would get as much as would 
buy the groceries. Now no one has hens, except when they have 
hundreds of them. 

The Economic War 

First, we had the economic war and we were living on the very 
Border. The man on the farm next to us - he was herding for William 
Elliott- had been caught smuggling. At that time, if the Free State 
Customs got you, you were fined a hundred pound or six months in 
jail. You might as well have been fined a million pounds because 
there was no way that you could pay. He had come across the Border, 
with only a two pound pot of jam and a half a pound of tea. He was 
bringing them from Sheerin's shop beside us and it was when he was 
back in his own territory that the Free State Customs caught him. 
There was another young lad with him who had two stone of flour 
roped on his back. The Customs took the two of them and they were 
fined a hundred pound or six months in jail each. 

The young lad stayed with the neighbour one night and then 
walked to Florencecourt Station the next day. He got the boat to 
England and worked there and when the war started he was 
conscripted. He was in the campaign in North Africa where he was 
taken prisoner. He was held in a prison camp in Italy until the war 
was over. I think he had lost a lung, so he would have been nearly 
better to have gone and done his six months in Sligo jail. But nobody 
knows what is before them. 

You could not live on the Border and not smuggle. Hugh came to 
live beside us. He was a very knowledgeable fellow, and was a good 
bit older than me but we used to have some great chats. He could not 
go into Blacklion for six years in case the Customs would get him. I 
remember one day, when I was working on the bottom,31 Hugh was 
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on the other side of the ditch and he ran for shelter out of this shower. 
We were sheltering under the one bush and Hugh said to me (he was 
quoting Colmcille's prophesy), "England's goin' to be beat," he said. 
"You know Colmcille's prophesy is about a war that'll start between 
the scythe and the sickle." Of course this war had started on the third 
of September. "And when the shamrock and the palm are worn on 
the one day Britain will have only three ships on the ocean." I do not 
know whether it was 1941 or 1942 but Palm Sunday fell on Patrick's 
Day. I was sure the Germans were nearly in on u s at that time. We 
were sure that Britain had only three ships on the ocean. We were 
afraid that we would be sent away to Siberia and Hitler would come 
and gather us up and send us for the work force. 

The period of smuggling was an awful time. I was always an anti
partitionist. I think it was the smuggling racket that made me one 
because I saw decent men go down and blackguards come up. The 
Border ruined the country, it ruined morals, it ruined Ireland, it 
ruined the people, it ruined everything. If you could smuggle and get 
away with it, it was grand. If you were caught, like poor Hugh you 
had to flee the country or you had to go to jail. I know lads went to 
jail and they were no more guilty than I am. I could have been in jail 
ten times for smuggling. If you were smuggling in an area where you 
knew every foot of the ground, you would always get away. If you 
had cattle, you might lose those cattle or you might lose goods. The 
Free State Customs were watching the stuff coming in. 

Across the Border in Cavan they were not at war but had the 
'Emergency'.32 During the Emergency they were on tighter rations 
than we were. For example, they only had half an ounce of tea. The 
flour was a brown colour. It was more like bran than flour. It really 
was lovely, but when you cannot get white flour you think that it is 
the 'bees knees'. The lads would come across and buy it in Sheerin's 
shop, beside us, for five pounds a pack and twenty-seven and six for 
a half pound of tea. We might give a half pound of tea to some of our 
relatives, kinsmen across the Border, and they would give us a pound 
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of butter, because they had butter. So you could always exchange. 
They had p lenty of cigarettes and drink but we were not interested in 
cigarettes. I never smuggled drink. The Yanks when they came, they 
would give any money for whiskey. Enniskillen was full of Yanks and 
the six counties were full of Yanks. They had pots of money and all 
they wanted was something for their money and so the lads would 
carry whiskey to the Yanks. 

But we smuggled cattle. I could tell you stories that would make 
you cry and I could tell you stories that would make you laugh. 
Looking back on it, I think the whole thing was sad. I remember one 
fair day in Manorhamilton where I would go to buy cheap bullocks. 
Albert Fraser, a fellow that was at school with me, lived just across 
the ditch, in the Free State. This day we had brought cattle out of 
Manorhamilton fair. There was a round pen in Fraser's and we put 
the cattle in it. We had cattle for other people too and we went into 
Fraser's house. It was wintertime and a dark night and we were 
enjoying our tea. 

Barney McCaffery, who would be my next door neighbour, had 
bought a heifer and we had brought it down for him. He lived on the 
Border in Fermanagh and had done a bit of shopping for the Frasers. 
They had gone out to a van that came up the Marlbank road and 
bought strawberry jam, and all the goods that would be so much 
clearer in the Republic. Barney was coming over to get his cattle and 
his mother said to him, "Bring that basket of goods to Fraser's." The 
Free State Customs were lying in ambush at an old rock. They caught 
him and took him and his basket down to Blacklion. 

He was brought before a Peace Commissioner and was fined thirty 
shillings. He was asked, "Where were you bringing the goods to?" 
He said, "I was bringing them to Fraser's." So Barne)" when he paid 
his one pound ten, was let go. This is where the Customs made the 
mistake, for of course Barney came like a lamp-lighter to Fraser's. We 
were sitting around Fraser's fire and the knock came to the door. I got 
a glimpse of Barney and I knew there was something wrong for he 
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was as white as a sheet. He said, "I was caught with your goods and 
I told them where I was going, but," he said, "all you have to do is 
deny it." Then Barney went off as quick as he could in case the 
Customs men would arrive with the basket of goods. 

We started running round, in case they would search the house. We 
were running around looking for anything that was made in Belfast 
or Dublin. If we got a pot of strawberry jam, an empty one that was 
made in Belfast or Armagh or somewhere it was dumped. Anything 
that was made in Dublin was left on display. 

So not so long after a pair of Customs men arrived, knocked on the 
door. 

"Mr Fraser, we brought you your goods," they said. 

"What are you talking about." 

"Oh, we brought you a basket of goods." 

"What on earth are you talking about, how would we have goods." 

"Oh now, we got a man carrying your goods and he was fined, 
there will be no more about it, just you take them in." 

"We will take nothing that is not our own." Everything up and 
down denied. So they said, 

"Could we have a look around your place?" 

There was one fellow, Pee Duffy and he had a pair of Northern 
wellingtons on him and was trying to keep his feet under the chair so 
that nobody would see them. He was a ceilidher just.33 

They said, "Strawberry jam, you are fond of strawberry jam." 

"Oh no, no." 

But anyway to make a long story short they went off, they had to 
go away with their basket. They did not make a thing of it. Of course 
there was thirty shillings gone, but had they got the Frasers they 
would have had them up and maybe fined them a hundred pounds. 
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That was the state of the times. The Customs were a law unto 
themselves. So, as I say, that was one case that ended in our favour. I 
remember another time, when I was getting the worst of it and there 
was a fellow trying to take a statement from me and I would not 
make a statement. The Sergeant said to me at the Customs, "You 
know, we have to win an odd round ." They did win an odd round. 

Notes 

1. An intermediate stage in the saving of turf, between spreading out to dry and building 
into large stacks. 

2. Earth them up. 
3. Creel - a large basket for cam;ing by donkeys (asses) or people. 
4. Tossed. 
5. A lap is an armful of hay gathered and folded to throw off rain, as part of the drying 

process. 
6. A slide car consists basically of two shafts harnessed to an ass or pony with a platform 

between the trailing ends, without wheels, like a North American indian travois. 
7. Hollowed out. 
8. Pig craw or crew- a pig house. 
9. There is some uncertainty about exactly what is meant here. 'Duanna' was a strong 

fertilizer used for potatoes, perhaps imported 'guano'. 
10. Marble Arch Caves Interpretive Centre, a few miles from Gortaree. 
11. British natural scientist and environmental campaigner. 
12. This was written in the 1990s. 
13. George's mother's grandfather. 
14. Tom Melanophy. A jinnet had an ass mother and a horse father. 
15. Rope twister. 
16. Long coarse growth, useful for binding long ropes. 
17. An area of land suitable for growing vegetables, mostly potatoes. 
18. Bat shaped wood with emery paper on both sides. 
19. Moss growing under the grass. 
20. The sned is the handle of the scythe, and the durnyeens are the two hand grips attached 

to it, one above the other. The lower grip is made crooked to balance the scythe so that 
appropriate force can be gained with minimum effort. 

21. George Sheridan was an early voluntan; collector and corrrespondent for the Committee 
on Ulster Folklife and Customs which was instrumental in founding the Ulster Folk 
and Transport Museum at Cultra in County Down. This short piece, and the following 
one on hay and corn were published in the journal Ulster Folklife, vol 5 (1959) to 
illustrate the value of the correspondents. 
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22. Corn, ie. oats. 
23. Besom - a brush made of twigs tied to a handle. 
24. The cream was separated at Black/ion and then taken to Ki/lasnet crea111ery in County 

Leitrim which was famous for butter. 
25. Eamon de Valera headed the first Fianna Fail government of the Irish Free State, which 

came to power in 1932. He refused to pay the land annuities for Janus which had been 
bought from the landlords, and took other action promoting Irish self-sufficieucy. A six 
year 'economic war' ensued. Ironically, George Sheridan is describing how De Valern's 
actions created the reality of an Irish border where it had not been obvious before. 

26. Dowra, County Cavan, about nine miles south of Black/ion; Drumshambo, County 
Leitrim, a further ten miles south. 

27. The grass verge. 
28. In the year 2001 this is the site of Dunne's Stores. 
29. ie Black with no horns. 
30. Creels with hinged bottoms which, hung in pairs from the donkey's straddle, enabled 

manure to be dropped where required. 
31. The vegetable garden. 
32. The term used in the Irish Free State for the period of the Second World War. 
33. A social visitor. 



Chapter 3 THE HOME 

Shopping in Enniskillen 

M y MOTHER WOULD GO INTO town on the train from Belcoo 
- the Sligo-Leitrim which went to Enniskillen.1 I used to 
hear my father say that men used to go in long ago to the 

Buttermarket. The Great Northern Railway had come into 
Enniskillen from Omagh. It was some years until the Sligo-Leitrim 
line came so men from Blacklion and around Marlbank might walk 
out from the Buttermarket to Enniskillen Station and come home and 
say they had seen a train. Well, the ones at home thought they were 
really travelled people. 

Money was scarce. You had everything except money when you 
lived on the land. Plenty to eat and drink. I suppose enough to wear 
in a plain sort of way. I did not wear anything on my feet except 
strong nail boots and the strange thing was, there was not a boot you 
would walk as well in. If you were walking now from 
Manorharnilton or from Drumshambo with cattle, you could walk to 
Derry in nail boots! If you had light shoes, even wellingtons, you 
would not go far at all without your feet giving up. You would think 
they should be heavy on your feet. They were not when you got used 
to them. They were very comfortable and just the right shoe for 
travelling. The price of a pair of nail boots at that time was about 
twenty-one shillings. 

My mother would have bought in bulk in Enniskillen and bought 
extra special things at Christmas-tirne. She might get raisins, you 
know for plum pudding. They were big raisins with seeds and they 
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had to be seeded. There was a lovely flavour of them long ago. I don't 
know if you can get them now. 

There was a man the name of Jason Law. He used to brag that he 
had anything and everything that you could ask for in his shop. 
There was a very clever man in our locality - we used to call him the 
'oul Minor'. His real name was McManus and he was very witty and 
clever and he would go in to Jason's shop. So one day he asked him 
for a 'Yard of butter milk' and smart things like that. 

Many and many a time I heard my father talking about the butter 
market. You could make a butt or a firkin. A firkin was a round barrel 
I think, and the butt was square. I think about once a fortnight they 
made a butt of butter. They went in every other week to the butter 
market to sell a butt of butter. It was 'augered'. The man that bought 
it would bore a hole in it and then put up the auger to see if it was the 
one colour. That was the way that they judged the butter. I do not 
know when the butter market disappeared out of Enniskillen.2 

The Scottish Co-operative Wholesale Society owned Blacklion 
creamery, where our milk went to. They paid their carters well. 
Anyone that brought milk to them they paid them well but they 
certainly took it off the suppliers. Then when we were stopped going 
in with cattle to Blacklion, the milk was also stopped and we had to 
go to a small local creamery, Gubbacrock. It was a creamery run by 
the Springfield Company, which was a farmers co-op. 

The Scottish Co-operative built that lovely cut stone building3 and 
I heard it said that they even brought the stone over from Scotland 
and brought over their workmen. They were no good for giving 
employment, although their factories for years, and their creameries, 
did give employment to local people. 

My mother would maybe buy two packets of candles, for instance, 
in Enniskillen. If you bought the candles in Sheerins, our local shop, 
you would pay a penny a candle maybe. Whereas I think it was two 
dozen used to be in a paper packet of candles, so maybe if she went 
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into do a bit of shopping she would buy maybe two packs of candles. 
In other words she would buy in bulk, to economise. 

Selling wool 

If we had sold cattle or anything and mother had a bit of money 
she would go in and spend it on buying in bulk. My father would sell 
wool, on the lOth of Jrme, to Henderson and Eadie who had an office 
in Church Street. He would put so much of the wool into 
manufacture - you would pick a pattern and they put so much of 
your wool to manufacture. They charged you so much for doing it 
but were supposed to do it reasonably because you were supplying 
them with your wool. So there was always a web of flannel or tweed 
in our house. As we were growing up a dressmaker might come and 
measure me for a pair of short pants or measure the girls for a wee 
coat. The tweed was there, to rrm it up into a coat or whatever. 

In addition to the wool for manufacture you might get a pair of 
blankets for instance and, oh boy, those blankets, they would be 
warm and so thick. Maybe you would get a rug. Some of the 
Lisbellaw rugs are to be had yet. I would think all their tweed would 
be heavy. You would see the men picking their tweed and giving it a 
feel with their fingers, judging it. They would not be looking for 
anything racy or loud or fine. 

Boots and shoes 

The price of a pair of nail boots would be about nineteen and six or 
twenty one shillings about that time. Our limestone streets were hard 
on boots. The nails might go but you could always get them fixed. 
There was always hemp and wax in the house and you could make a 
wax end and put a patch on a boot. There would always be a 'last' 
that you could put into the boot. 

You could always get a cobbler, someone you would know. For 
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example, Danny McCaffrey might cobble shoes. We would ask 
Danny to come in some night and put a bit of a half sole on my boot, 
and put a patch on the back of my boot or whatever. You could buy a 
bit of leather to make a half sole. You had to steep the leather before 
the man came in to put on the half sole. After an hour or half an hour 
it would be pliable. He would get a boot, take a piece of leather and 
put a patch on. 

In the house 

The chairs were home made. The seat was just cut out of a trunk of 
a tree and four holes bored for the legs. There would also be holes 
bored for the back, generally in a rounded shape. That was mostly the 
sort of the chairs that were in our house. 

There was a scrubbed table. We had what you called scouring sand 
-hard sand, it was used for scrubbing the table. There was a dresser 
and a big press opposite the fire in our kitchen - a big kitchen with a 
flagged floor. There was a bit tiled for a hall, but there never was a 
hall in it. Then there was the churn, a big churn, just beside the 
dresser and on the end of the dresser the knife board hung. It was a 
wee box, a long board with a hole on the top that hung on a nail on 
the dresser. About six square inches of it made into a wee square box 
that held 'bath brick' and pieces of cleaning cloth that the bath brick 
was on. Before there was such a thing as stainless steel a woman 
would spend every Saturday evening with the bath brick cleaning the 
knives. Bath brick was a hard substance that you could buy which 
would go into a sort of powder. You dampened a cloth and rubbed it 
on the bath brick and then you rubbed the knife until it shone. This 
kept the knife from rusting. The forks would be done in the same 
way. The knives had a sort of bone handle and they were big knives. 
The forks would also have sort of bone handles. Some of them had 
two prongs on them and some three. These were far better than those 
now with four prongs which break up the potatoes. That time of 
course there was a lot of potatoes, washed and boiled for fowl. 
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A group of relatives in 1938. Back Row:Robert Sheridan, Rebecca Sheridan, 
George Stewart, Rebecca Elliott, William Henry Elliott, Sandy Sheridan, Eva 
Elliott, Mary Stewart. Front Row: Ina Elliott, Raby Sheridan, Margaret Sheridan. 

For a hens nest we would maybe hang an old orange case in the 
fowl house with a grain of hay in it. There would be a couple of 
compartments in it where the hen would lay. We had a wee banty4hen 
one time and she insisted on laying on the plank of the dresser. I 
suppose we had her petted. We had two wooden dishes which you 
had to have to take off butter. This wee banty would insist on laying 
her eggs on the plank of the dresser under this wooden dish. She 
clocked on them and brought out bantys. The hens of course had to 
be looked after. They made a good deal of money at that time. When 
you took your basket of eggs out, Saturday or on whatever day you 
sold them, you could buy most of the goods for the house with the 
price of the eggs. Indian meal (maize) and potatoes, mixed, that's 
what we fed our hens on. We would thrash a sheaf of corn for the 
h ens. We never had any corn worth milling and any there was was 
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kept for feeding the hens. 

Anyone that came to the house, particularly a stranger, would be 
brought to the parlour where there was a big table and chairs. My 
mother would lay a tablecloth and then a smaller tea cloth where she 
sat presiding, with the cups. Generally in the country if people came 
to the house an egg was just a treat. You would have egg spoons and 
wee egg plates and egg cups. You would have big rougher egg cups 
but you could set your parlour table with daintier stuff. 

The parlour was generally kept for visitors. If the clergyman came 
or anything like that, he would be brought to the parlour. It was more 
private. We might have someone working of another denomination, 
and so when you have a private room and if the clergyman wanted 
to say a prayer, you went there. You had more or less privacy in the 
parlour. We rarely bothered about it, we just ate at the kitchen table. 

Stirabout 

My father was a great believer in oat stirabout, oat porridge. We 
always had oat porridge long ago which was made on butter milk. I 
remember Doctor Maguire came to my sister when we were small, 
and asked us about our diet. He never heard of porridge made on 
butter milk. "Oh really, made on butter milk, far too strong for 
youngsters." I think he was wrong, because I often walked down the 
mountain to school having eaten oat porridge, and fasted on it until I 
came home and did not worry what time I came home, so it was 
alright. 

We would have the Indian stirabout as well. You would buy a bag 
of meal, 'Waugh's' or maybe later on there was 'Golden Drop', or 
some that came in paper bags. We just had the porridge made from 
a bag of Indian meal. The flour would be bought in an eight stone 
pack and it would do us about four weeks. There was four 
youngsters, so that would be six of us and often there was also a boy 
and a girl.5 At that time you did not have much trouble getting help, 
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it was quite easy to get a girl and a boy for six months. Mother did 
not need to have a girl once the youngest was four years of age. At 
that time there was no hot and cold water. There were no 'mod cons' 
and so there was a lot of washing to be done and a lot of other work. 
A woman had to work outside looking after fowl, feeding calves 
and milking cows. If a girl could not do any of this, then she would 
mind the child. 

Vegetables 

We generally had a man until I was able to work on the land. Then 
for a few years we did not, and then we got back into having a man 
again. Any cropping we did was with the spade. We dug it out, let it 
out in corn ground and sowed grass seed. That was all done with the 
spade. We might have a horse to harrow, but never to plough. It was 
not ploughing land, we just cropped what was necessary. Nobody in 
our area ever sowed. We had a moss bottom and we grew cabbage, 
onions and carrots and parsnips, all the bigger vegetables and a patch 
of rhubarb. We did not market any but we never had to buy 
vegetables. 

The straddle6 

We made the mats from the straw and if you were cutting a hedge 
and got a bit of crooked sally, you would say "Now, that would make 
a straddle crutch." You got the set and you just left it, you could leave 
it for a year or two lying in some out house until it would have got 
light. A handy man would 'chap' it with a hatchet and chap it out into 
the proper set and put two side boards and bore it and leave it for to 
fit onto the mats. I often plaited the mat. 

Beds for privacy 

There were beds with canopies in the house and when we were 
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renovating the house we had to saw them because you could not get 
them downstairs.7 They were built in the place and there they were. 
You could never get them out of it. We did not rebuild the house from 
the foundation but every piece of wood in it was new and we had to 
put in new beds. I remember some of the old beds had the canopy. I 
remember we took the thatched roof off the house and I was the only 
one that stayed on in the house, sleeping in our loft with the roof off. 
I had this canopy over the bed and Wilkin Bracken8 came along one 
Sunday evening and as he was looking up at the bed I said, "I'm still 
sleeping here" and Wilkin said, "The fox will get you." 

The roof was being changed to one with slates and we had to buy 
new beds, more modern ones. The old beds were possibly made of 
oak, like an old four-poster bed, only in a crude way. You had a 
valance and curtains. A good bit of the idea was that in a farmhouse 
like Gortaree or Legolagh - there was nine of a family in the first 
generation in Legolagh and ten in the second - when a man and his 
wife got into bed and pulled the curtains there was privacy. They 
were in a wee room of their own and yet there was maybe six of a 
family sleeping in the one loft at the same time. 

Making wattles 

I often saw my father long ago, he would make a big 'flake'. He 
would cut the ~hick ribs and then cut lighter wattles and make a sort 
of a basket work, only bigger and thicker. He might make one 
nearly the size of a room, and it would be quite light. There was 
beams in the byre but no loft, and he would put this of top of the 
beams, and then put on sheaves of straw or anything like that, for 
handiness. If you wanted to put something small on it you could 
put a mat on top of the flake. You could make the mat any size. In 
fact some of the wooden beds had mats for a mattress which were 
made out of straw. 
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Shalfoskee 

Some of the houses, not many in my day, did not have a tight fitting 
door. They had a 'shalfoskee', a straw mat, like a curtain on the door 
which kept out the draft and that was the 'shalfoskee'. They were 
nearly all gone in the twenties. Once or twice I might have been in a 
house where there was a shalfoskee.9 

Wool and quilts and lace 

We would be clipping sheep when other men way down were 
making hay. There was a man and he always used to talk about 
"down Fermanagh," referring to the area nearer Enniskillen. When 
clipping the sheep, we would maybe be somewhere where we would 
get a view way down a good bit and see all the hay and we would 
say, "Oh we'll have to go and try and win hay." The sheep ate our 
meadows too late. That was about the only thing you had against 
them for they were very handy money. 

There were neighbour women who spun and my father used to 
talk about his sisters and all the patchwork quilts they had made way 
back. They would have spent their evenings spinning and rush 
candles was all they had for light. The tallow candle was in in my day. 
My father was born in 1863, although he could never actually get 
proof of his age, because compulsory registration of birth did not 
come in until 1864. Some of his sisters were older than he was and 
after some time they emigrated to America. But there were 
patchwork quilts in our house for years. My grandmother, mother 's 
mother, used to do the tea cloths with the lace when she was almost 
one hundred years old. She made one for all of her daughters when 
she was near the end of her days. It was hard work. She could read 
without glasses up until she was very old and was just blessed with 
good sight. All we had was a wee single burner oil lamp hanging on 
the wall. I think I mentioned how Mother used to read to us and 
sometimes we would say, "I can't hear you, Mother." She would then 
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have to stand far away from the lamp because my father would be 
sitting and he would want to hear. I often wondered since and 
thought, "How did she manage to see." Maybe bright lights are not 
good for people. 

Making bread 

If you brought three horse shoes to the forge the blacksmith would 
weld them together, put three feet on them and you had what we 
called a crow, which would hang on the hob. If a cake was nearly 
baked and you wanted to get a pot of potatoes on the crook you lifted 
off your oven/ 0 you pulled out the 'greesh '11 and put the live coals 
under the 'crow', and set the cake on it. 

The oven would have been flat and had a flat lid. When my mother 
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would be going to bake a cake, the first thing she did was to put on a 
good turf fire, a big fire. Then, while she was selecting, mixing and 
measuring soda, flour, and salt, the fire would come up. She would 
have hung the oven on the fire, but it would not have got too hot. She 
would take the lid off the oven, put it on the fire and then, when she 
put the cake in the oven the lid would be hot. She set the lid on the 
oven and put the coals on the lid. Then, when she put so many coals 
on the lid, she took some of the heat from the fire because you could 
not have the fire too big. By the time the cake was baked it was 
crusted on both the top and bottom and it tasted nice. Maybe it was 
because we were young, but oh, it tasted good. 

Butter 

As long as I can remember, a creamery van went down our road. 
We would normally take the milk out to the road, but we would keep 
Saturday night's and Sunday morning's milk because it might not 
keep until it was collected on Monday. We would churn this and it 
would keep us in butter for the week. It would also keep us in 
buttermilk because the porridge was made on buttermilk, the cakes 
were baked with buttermilk and you drank buttermilk. The best 
thing ever for children and men was lovely fresh buttermilk. We 
always had to get a drink of fresh buttermilk when the butter came 
off the churn and it was great. Then the butter would be taken off in 
a wooden dish, a scalded wooden dish, and left aside for a time and 
the churn rolled back into place. Then, after some time, maybe it 
would be the next day, the butter would be taken out and whacked. 
If there was any milk in it, it would be washed out, salted, and left 
away to keep for a week or so. 

It would have taken a while to churn the milk, but that was good 
for a woman you see, because she could not think about anything else 
only work. She might be going about in a bag apron and she would 
not look a bit glamorous. Maybe that is why people stayed together 
better than now, when they have everything. I am sure a woman was 

t1 
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just as content doing all that and looking after a family, possibly more 
so, than now, but I don't know. She had a hard time, yes, my mother 
had. She got arthritis. I'm sure it was hard work caring for us. 

A carrot was used to make the butter browner and richer. We had 
an old saying about the way you made butter 'Gathered ould and 
churned cowld.' When we would be in a hurry churning, if we had 
the kettle boiling and poured boiling water on the butter you brought 
it on quicker, but it came out whiter. It would be what they called a 
'scalded miskin'. We called the butter the miskin when it came off the 
churn into a dish, and that was a miskin of butter. There would be a 
certain amount of milk in it until it got cold. The next day or so a 
woman would start working at it, whacking and battering it until 
every drop of water and milk was out of it. Then she salted it. 
Strainers then were not as good as they are now and often hairs got 
through them. 

There was this old fellow who used to tell a story about this 
shopkeeper in the Black who used to sell butter. He would say to the 
daughter of the house, "Keep that for yourself because I haired it and 
glommed it myself!" You would glomm it by taking a knife and 
running it sharply through the butter. If there was a hair in it the knife 
would bring it out. That is what he meant by 'hairing and glomming'. 

The way the milk is perfectly strained nowadays, a hair would not 
get through. The pads in the old strainers would maybe let a hair 
through but the new cotton pad would keep the hair and sediment 
out. The cows are supposed to be washed or wiped whereas, when 
you were milking the cow by hand, it was always easier to milk it if 
it was wet. You would take a wee flick of the froth of the milk and put 
it onto the cow's tit and you would find it much easier to milk. It 
should not have been done, but it was. 

The milking machines came in not all that long ago and the 
churning machine came in too. The pipe from the churning machine 
went underground from the dairy. The churn worked on a cog wheel, 
and you could churn with any pony. Up at our house in Gortaree 
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there is what we called the machine ring that the animal, hitched to 
the pole, went round and round churning the milk. The bigger, better 
off farmers would have a churning machine. 

My goodness, it must have been a great boon to the country 
women when the creameries came into vogue. It did away w ith the 
hard work of saving milk in crocks. It was crocks mostly, crockery 
crocks that the milk was kept in. I suppose it was the coolest way. 

We sent milk to the creamery as long as I can remember. The 
creameries must have come in the 1880s maybe, and I often heard my 
father telling about his father going to the Buttermarket in 
Enniskillen. It was, I think, about every two weeks that he would go 
with a butt of butter. In the summer time anyway. 

People would have put butter in the bog. Anything that is ever 
put in a bog is preserved. I have never seen the butter dug up out of 
it, but I have seen where we have dug up stakes that would be there 
maybe, some would say, for a thousand years. The stakes would 
have been dressed with a sharp tool. They went down in the bog, 
and you could see the cut of the axe still in them. They were like 
what we would call a 'stake and race'. We often used to put down a 
stake and race. Instead of having a gate on a gap going into a 
meadow you might put down stakes and you would wattle them. 
You know, the way you would make basket work, creel work, or 

anything like that. 

There was the odd iron gate on a bridle path, just made with stone 
posts and a narrow iron gate that was just wide enough to let a horse 
through, you know, a man riding bareback. There was an odd one of 
them and I do not know if there are any of them left yet. They are 
getting few and far between. 

Washday 

Washday would be one day in the week. Mother sometimes used 
to get a woman in to wash but then as we got bigger she did it herself. 

--- - --- -- ~ --------
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There was a big tub on a frame and a pot of water put on to boil. 
There was a big bar of soap and I used to ask mother to let me cut it. 
The soap came in a packet and you took it out and cut it into small 
pieces. You put it into the pot, boiled it with the water and the clothes, 
and they came out white. We would have a big long clothes line and 
if it was a good day my mother would always put the sh eets on the 
grass. You never see sheets on grass now. 

Christmas 

My mother, no matter with all her hard work, always gave us a 
great Christmas. We believed in Santa Claus, I am sure, for longer 
than people believe in him now. Our thatched house was low and the 
chimney was very wide and you had no trouble in believing that 
Santa Claus came down the chimney. My father, when he would be 
getting up in the morning, would put the track of his boot in the 
"creesh" where you would have pulled out the fire and the ashes. He 
would say, "Now there's Santa's track where he then stood on the 
crook and went on up." It was quite easy believing in Santa. It was 
my first disillusionment when I heard there was no Santa Claus 
because we really did believe in it. There were so few toys then that 
it was really great to get toys at Christmas. It was great to believe in 
Santa. It is never the same again. 

Uncle Sandy lived just over the fields from us, about two or three 
meadows away. We ran over the pad road to get there. For Christmas 
dinner we had a sort of tradition. They came to us on Christmas Day 
every year and then we went to them on the second day, that was the 
ritual until we grew up. Then, you got maybe that you want to go off 
to a dance if you were getting a notion of a girl or something like that. 
But until those days came along, we had that tradition that we went 
to them. There was eight of them and four of us and so we would 
have a great time. 
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Thatching the house 

My father had an ambition to put an iron roof on an office house 
each year. Farming was bad and there was no money in it, so if he 
had, say ten p ounds at the end of the year he would take the thatch 
off the barn and put an iron roof on it. In that way h e took the thatch 
off the office houses before he took the thatch off the dwelling house. 
The thatching was cosy and warm. 

My father never thatched, although we might thatch an out house. 
If the straw was put on by a good thatcher it would maybe last 
twenty years. There would always be a local man that would go 
around thatching. We would go to the scrub and cut rods. It was 
hazel rods mostly, in our country. After the rods were cut fresh, they 
would work, that is they would twist and drive into the roof. If the 
thatcher did not come when the rods were fresh, he would have to tell 
you when he would come and we would then steep the rods in a 
drain for about a week to ten days. They could not be left too long or 
they would rot or fail.12 

When we were young my father would bring the rods into the 
kitchen wh en the nights were long. Sitting with his back to the fire he 
would cut the scollops and he would like nothing better than to get 
my mother to read to us all. She would mostly read poetry. There was 
a book called Gems of Literature, which included Tennyson, 
Longfellow and Burns. She was a great reader and so he liked to hear 
her read. We all did. We would hurry up and have our school work 
done, listen to her read and he would point the scallops on the flag 
floor. If a rod was too long to make a scallop, it would make a creel 
rod, and so it was left away to make creels. 

There was no ceiling in the old houses. First of all on the thatched 
roof you had wattles or boards, then you had the purlins or in some 
cases ribs if you had a couple. We had couples, that is a box or a tie 
going across to keep them in place. The couples went up in a 'V' 
shape then down three or four feet there was a big box or a tie across 
it. They were screwed in with wooden pegs. There were no nails. On 



The home 99 - - -

The Sheridan home in Gortaree, 1936. 

top of this was the wattles, and then the 'sera'. The wattles covered 
the whole surface and it was the wattles you saw when you looked 
up at the roof. Some times maybe you saw the sera because it had to 
be put on to hold the scollop. 

The sera was a type of heather sod, as dry as anything, but was able 
to hold the scollop. To get the sera you went to a place where it was 
half heather, as there had to be a bit of heather in it to make it tough. 
If you went to an ordinary hillside and dug a sod it would unravel 
because it was the roots of the heather that held the sera together. 
When you started to thatch the house you put the scollop through the 
thatch. It was not the thatch that held the scollop. It had to be driven 
into the sera to get a grip for the thatch to stay. The sera would be 
three inches thick with heather on one side and the raw on the other. 
We used to cut them in long strips, three foot long and two foot wide 
which you could put on an asses back. You could partly roll it up or 
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put it in creels or you could draw them on the asses bare back and 
bring them down and lay them on the roof. Anyone could do that, but 
it was a tricky job to make a couple. 

The coat of thatch that you would put on would be at least three 
inches thick. When you put the scollop in you had to put it in slanted 
because there was an old saying 'the drop will follow the scollop'. If 
you drove your scollop down straight the wet would follow the 
scollop. Then your next row of thatch went over that. When you put 
the multiple layers on, it would be about a foot thick. Then you had 
to put your ragging over the apex and this turned the water away. 

One thing about the thatch was that it was far warmer than a slated 
roof. However, while the thatched roof was snug and warm there was 
a lot of work involved in keeping it. You had to go to the wood each 
year to get rods and you had to make sure that your corn was all 
right. You could not put on any old corn. 

We would possibly have to thatch a wee bit every year on either the 
back or front, and sometimes we would hold it over a year and put 
on a good coat the following year. It was nice to see a good coat of 
new thatch. We sometimes steeped the bottom of the sheaf in 
bluestone. You would melt a barrel of bluestone and dip the bottom 
of the sheaf in it. They say this helps to preserve the straw. 

Creel making 

Creel making was an art in itself and we would always get a man 
to come to make creels. It was very important to have creels. We 
would maybe make the straw mats, anyone could do that, I often did 
that myself. We would make a straw mat for an ass and cover it with 
a jute bag and put it under the straddle crutch and girth. We could cut 
a jute bag around and around and then plait it. There was a bit of an 
art in doing it too. You could plait it into a rope and that would do the 
belly band that would keep the mats on the ass. 
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Working with asses 

We all worked with asses in Gortaree. Nowadays you would hear 
people say, "The ground is so wet we can't put out slurry" or 
whatever, because of the tractor.13 Pardogs14 were used for putting out 
the manure. They were different than a creel in that there was far 
more involved in making a pardog. It had two posts and there were 
three different types of wood used in making it. The post of the 
pardog that was on the flat side which hung on the side of the 
straddle had to be made from alder. It was bored with an auger and 
then ash rungs put in. The post was bored again for the lubins which 
were then wattled with sallies. It had a flat bottom and when you 
pulled a trigger the bottom dropped opened but still stayed on its 
hinge and so it was used to carry manure, just like a tipper truck. You 
could bring your ass and pardog in on the ridge that you were setting 
and it was a great way of working. There was a lot of making in a 
pardog and so we usually got somebody to make one for us. 

We always kept two asses which were housed during the winter. 
We fed them well and they were worked every day of the year and 
when they were needed they were there in the stable. In the summer 
time, when we were going to draw turf, we might buy another couple 
of asses. It did not matter if the asses were male or female but if they 
were male they were neutered or dressed. If they were female you 
could maybe rear a foal. We worked two asses steady nearly every 
day of the year. It was surprising how the ass is supposed to be 
contrary but you might have eight asses and you could give them 
their head; it is not every animal that you could give his head, that is 
without reins or anything. 

Alfie Sheridan15 used to want me to come and draw turf for him 
becaus~ I was young, light and smart and I could work asses 
delightfully. I suppose you had to be young and supple to do it. The 
asses would wait while you filled the creel. They would move when 
you told them to move on and they would know where they had to 
go to get their load off. When working a horse, it would know where 
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it had to go, but if you did n ot watch, it would toss the load . An ass 
would not unless maybe the load was not balanced and you might 
have casualties that way. People worked together, I might get two 
asses from you and you would get two asses from me to draw your 
turf. I myself would work maybe six asses. 

Notes 

1. Sligo, Leitrim and Northern Counties Railway Company. 
2. The buildings of the Buttermarket in Enniskillen were restored in 1986 as a craft and 

enterprise centre. 
3. On the Sligo road in Enniskillen. 
4. Bantam. 
5. ie Hired boy or girl. 
6. The straddle is the pack saddle of an ass. The straddle crutch is the bent piece of wood 

which goes across the donkey's back, over the straw mat, which carries the straddle pins 
from which loads can be hung. At each end it is positioned and held off the mat by a 
board. 

7. This renovation took place in 1939. 
8. George's sister's brother-in-Law from Black/ion. 
9. George's definition of this word is different from that understood by neighbours in the 

year 2001, but he is clear and consistent in his understanding; see also, for example, 
Chapter 8, note 10. Currently it is understood as a small, rough, temporary structure 
'like a lean-to to a byre'. Jim Do/an of Clionagh (Clyhannagh) remembers, in houses 
which had a door on each side, a thick straw mat being fitted tightly inside the 
windward facing door which was not opened during the winter, thus conserving heat. 

10. A 'pot oven', used over or in the fire. 
11. Irish - grfosach, hot ashes. 
12. The flexible rods were sharpened at each end to make 'scollops' which went through the 

thatch to its base of 'sera' or 'scraw', to hold it in place. 
13. The point is that a tractor will sink in wet ground where an ass or pony will not. 
14. Irish - pard6g. 
15. Alfie Sheridan of Mar/bank, son of John ('the Gentleman'). 

------------ ---
~ 
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LOCAL HISTORY, 
PLACES AND EVENTS 

Gortaree - The history of a townland and a family 

THE NAME GORTAREE MEANS The Heather Field or Garden. The 
garden part of the townland touches the lough which is 600 
feet above sea level and must be the lowest spot in our 

Marlbank plateau or the water would not be there. It rises or slopes 
northwards towards Cuilcagh which is possibly 900 feet above sea 
level. Anyhow like old McDonald1 who, when he got drunk would 
shout, "Up Ture and the sky above it," so I say, "Up Gortaree and the 
sky above it." 

My Aunt Liz, who lived in Legolagh, the next townland but in 
County Cavan, would call in to our house on her way to visit her 
sister, who lived in Killernam out on the shore of the Lough McNean. 
She would sa)" "I'm going to the bottoms," and I think the people of 
the bottoms when they came our way would sa)" "I'm going to the 
mountain." Maybe its because we were above the tree line, three or 
four thousand years ago, but I have always thought we had more 
signs of earlier civilisation than they had in the bottoms. This is only 
my own idea and I could be wrong but I never thought the term 
'mountain man' a derogatory one, and I am still proud to be a 
'mountain man'. 

My father often told me that his father remembered when there 
were twelve or fourteen houses in Gortaree in the time before the 
famine. Our branch of the Sheridan family came to Legolagh, roughly 
two hundred years ago and the first Sheridan had nine of a family, six 
sons and three daughters, and the nine are buried in Killesher 
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Sheridan's house in Gortaree, mid 1940s. 

graveyard. There was nothing outstanding about the Sheridans, they 
were, as far as I can gather, easy going, jolly, fond of music and fond 
of whiskey, that is with the exception of Johnny the Gentleman. He 
lived where Philip Nolan lives in the townland called Dreehan. 
Dreehan was not grand enough for Johnny the Gentleman, or his 
neighbour Tom Tadey Nolan, who lived where Mrs Sheerin lives now 
and so it is now known as Marlbank. On some of the old Ordnance 
Survey maps, however, it is marked Dreehan. 

Johnny left our area in 1918 but I remember him as an old man with 
a white beard. His eldest son John who had got on well as a buyer for 
Tweedy Acheson or some big clothing firm in Belfast used to come 
home on occasions to Blacklion. Once at a funeral I heard him tell a 
story which according to him proved that the Sheridans were related 
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to the O'Reillys.2 A man named Cullen was walking along beside me. 
He was a bit of a cynic and a wit, and he said in an undertone, 
"There's an old Chinese proverb, 'The Jinnet is always braying the fact 
that his father was a horse but he omits the fact that his mother was an 
ass.' " 

My father bought his farm in Gortaree in 1906. It took him four 
years to get things squared up. He married my mother in 1910 and my 
eldest sister was born in 1911. I often thought the man who built our 
house in Gortaree knew what he was doing. It is sheltered between 
two rocks and the land rises at the back to a gradual slope which gives 
it a shelter from the north wind and the view to the front is superb on 
a nice summer morning. 

There were few travelling men. Just Phil Cox, known as Phil of the 
Flow. I do remember seeing a tea-man and there must have been good 
money in selling tea because they were well off. There were two or 
three travelling women who moved round the houses when I was a 
small child. One was known as Biddy the Bedtick, the other two were 
Catherine Owen Fee and Nelly Jack. These women belonged to decent 
families but just had the urge to be on the go. 

In the two houses either side of us were our nearest neighbours and 
a path or padroad went from house to house. When we killed our pig, 
which was always about the 19th of November when the weather was 
cold enough, w:e shared the griskins and pork bones with these 
neighbours and they returned the compliment when their pig was 
killed. This was a good idea as fresh pork would not save too long. It 
was a nice neighbourly gesture and if milk was scarce in a house there 
was always some that could be spared until the cow would calve. 

It seems that at about the turn of the century there was hardly a 
clock in any house in our area. Then along came a German selling 
clocks. If you had a sovereign you could buy a clock and if you had 
two shillings you could then pay one shilling a month and so 
everyone had a clock. They were referred to locally as the 'wag o' the 
wall', so this man travelled collecting money in instalments and fixing 
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others. About 1911 he disappeared and then people said he was a 
German spy but there never was any proof of this.3 

There wasn't a wag o' the wall in our house and I remember going 
to a neighbour's house one afternoon with my mother. Another 
couple of neighbour women were also there and the chat was brisk. 
There was nothing much for a wee lad of four years to do. But this 
clock hung under the stairs. It was the swing of the pendulum that 
drew me and unobserved I stood on a chair and touched it. Well, the 
loud tick stopped and I thought to myself, "I have broken the clock." 
I got away as quickly as possible and went outside for a few minutes. 
The women were still talking but after a while there was a lull in the 
conversation and the woman of the house said "Oh, the clock has 
stopped." She gave it a wee push and I was so relieved to know I had 
not broken the clock after all. 

The first two miles of the Marlbank road were made in 1905 or 1906. 
It stopped at Murphys or where Jim Dolan lives now and for as long 
as I can remember the road was the chief topic of conversation. "When 
would it go as far as the school?" "When would it join the other road 
and open up the country?" 

My father bought our farm from Tom Reid in 1906. The Reids came 
from County Armagh to Mullaghdun as far as I can gather. The first 
Reid was a weaver and the Tory landlords used to look for a tenant for 
a bleach mill and would give preference to a loyal sharp man for their 
own protection, as well as anything else. So the Reids were the breed 
of old yeoman stock. They came to Gortaree and Roarkfield which is 
not so far from Killyblane and there's the remains of a fine old house 
there still. The Mickey Dolans herded in Gortaree for Tom Reid for 
years after he left it and went to live at Mullaghdun on the road side. 
He had married a sister of John Albert Nixon's and she thought 
Gortaree to be too backward. 

There is a cairn on Frazer's rock in Carricktirrirn. It's just below 
Barr-a-gee and we call it Joe's cairn or Joe Reids cairn, and there is an 
old marble tablet in Killinagh Church which is a memorial to a Reid's 
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wife and it said 'Alama House, Blacklion'. This became John 'Beesie' s' 
drapery shop.4 Dr Reid was born in Gortaree at what we now call'The 
old house'. As a doctor he was a legend in his own lifetime. He was 
involved in a car crash in which his brother-in-law, a Church of 
Ireland rector, was killed. Maybe it was a horse drawn car, I'm not 
sure. Anyway he reared his brother-in-law's three children; their name 
was Harte. 

I remember that in our press in the kitchen of Gortaree there was a 
flames and a beetle.5 These were used for bleeding people and animals 
and it seems that Tom Reid's father was a sort of doctor and used to 
cultivate leeches and bleed people and cattle and was a clever man. 
Gortaree really belonged to the Reids just as Legolagh belonged to the 
Sheridans. 

During the time of the famine and in times of hardship some of the 
people just lived in a cabin. There were plenty of signs of where 
people had lived, There were the remains of twelve or fourteen houses 
in a wee area just beside our house. There were just the old walls. Wee 
small walls they were too. People had just sort of lived on nothing you 
might say. They were the people that starved. A man might have got 
married and gone to raise a family on five acres, or two acres even, 
and in that way it just went completely wrong for him. 

My father was one of a family of ten. His oldest sister would have 
been born in 1848 possibly, and then he would not have been born 
until 1863. There would have been twenty-two years of difference 
between the oldest child and the youngest in his family. But that was 
quite common. You see, if a girl was married at eighteen then 
naturally she would have that span of a family. In my mother's family 
I think there were six children. She was ten years younger and was 
born in1873. 

My father could never get evidence of his age because compulsory 
registration of birth had not come until 1864, the year after he was 
born, and so his birth was not registered. His baptismal certificate was 
also lost as the rector of Killinagh had sent the books for safety to the 
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Four Courts in Dublin and they were all destroyed in the Civil War in 
1922. When he went to look for his old age pension he had to get 
someone to make an affidavit stating that he was born on the year that 
he said and that they remembered this. He had to get two people 
twelve years older than himself; his older sister was one of them, and 
a neighbour man, and so in that way he got his pension. 

When the old age pension came out first no one had evidence of 
their age. The records in some of the churches were very scanty, 
maybe one scratch of an old quill pen. There was a terrific wind storm 
in Ireland in, I think it was the tenth of January 1839.6 The old age 
pension came out in 1909. When the Pension Officer would be 
interviewing applicants for the pension they would ask if you 
remembered the night of the 'Big Wind', and if you did you qualified 
for the old age pension. 
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Gortatole 

Once upon a time there was a man named Christy Buchanan ... so 
might this story begin, because I had heard so much about the man 
since I was a child. He lived in Gortatole which is a townland on the 
south shore of Lower Lough McNean. 

It seems when he went to a fair to buy cattle, if he had a few 
whiskeys before he started to buy, it did not cloud his judgement but 
made him a shrewd businessman. He had Gortatole and land in the 
townland of Killycreen, and I think he had some in County Leitrim as 
well. There was a man named Dolan who used to tell how hard his 
men had to work when he called his tenants for a day's work. This was 
known as a meitheal and he had a man primed to lead them. This man 
was James Gildea who lived on a cow's grass in Gortatole. He was a 
small man and his motto was, 'Short sods and keep them flying.' The 
only time that a man could pause that day was when the Angelus bell 
rang, and never did the men uncover their heads as slowly or spend 
longer at the prayer. But the poor Protestant had no relief and had to 
keep going all the time. 

There are lots of local stories about Gortatole and all the people 
associated with it, just like with any townland. These stories are part 
of our history, like the great events, and I always liked to find out the 
facts about them. 

From local sources I have established that Christopher Buchanan 
took Gortatole out of Chancery in 1848 at 26 shillings per Irish acre, not 
including woods or Pattersons holding. Mr Bailey then bought it in 
1852 and Christopher Buchanan took a lease of 31 years at £1.10.0 per 
acre, excluding woods and Pattersons holding. In 1854, Mr Bailey then 
offered him a lease forever of the whole townland, timber, shooting, 
mines etc for £550 purchase and £270 rent, which he accepted in 1876. 

The Land Act of 1903, known as The Wyndham Act, left John 
Buchanan owner in fee simple. Mrs Worral, a sister of John Buchanan, 
inherited the place in 1915. Later, she handed it over to her daughter 
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Ethel and, in 1936, the place was bought by her brother- in-law, Bryan 
Pulvertaft. He ran the farm as a TB7 tested dairy farm until1944, when 
he had to give up Gortatole due to ill health, and the place was sold to 
Robert Elliott. 

As well as the 200 acres of land in Gortatole, the Buchanans owned 
Gortgall and Killycreen, outside the parish of Killesher. There was about 
a dozen tenants who paid rents annually, from £3 to perhaps £20, and a 
little school which it is thought was built by Christopher Buchanan. 

One thing leads to another when you think about places and people. 
You can think about the land and the animals and how different it was 
in the days before the motor car, and then when Josiah Maguire's in 
Enniskillen was the only garage. Very different kinds of people knew 
each other and lived in the same townlands. Gortatole made me think 
again about James Gildea who led the 'meitheal' of Buchanan's 
tenants, and another story I read about him and his sister. 

James Gildea and his sister Ellen lived in an old thatched house in 
the shadow of the Hanging Rock. Beside the house the Mill river 
gushed out of the Horses' Cave. After thundering out of the cave the 
little river quietly wound its way through the fields to Lough McNean. 

Apart from James' old age pension their only means of livelihood 
was the old red cow whose milk they sent to the creamery and whose 
calves they sold. The cow lived in a lean-to byre beside the cottage, the 
door of which was so low she could hardly get through it. They 
watered her at the little river and Ellen often walked her up and down 
the road to graze on the lush grass verge, their only field being a small 
steep patch on the side of the rock. 

I think Ellen liked herding the cow along the road. It gave her a 
chance to chat and gather up the news from all who passed. Ellen and 
James are dead and gone long ago, and nothing now remains to show 
where the cottage was except some gooseberry bushes amongst a 
tangle of nettles and briars. But the little mill river still gushes out of the 
Horses' Cave and one can hear the peregrine falcon cry and the ravens 
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croak and maybe the ghosts of Ellen and her old cow wander up and 
down the road.8 

In St John's Parish Church, Killesher, a small brass plaque on the 
north wall reads: 

In loving memory of 
Mart ha 
Widow of James Worral 
Daughter of Christopher Buchanan 
of Gortatole 
Born Aug 1st 1858 Died May 9th 1958 
Buried with her family at Old Rossorry 
Enniskillen 

Robert Elliott sold Gortatole House and sixty acres of land to the 
Education Authority in 1969. The Western Education and Library 
Board took it over in 1975 and it was officially opened on 3rd May 1978 
as an Outdoor Education Centre, with nearly £1 million spent on 
buildings and equipment. It is a delightful place for sailing and 
canoeing. Mr Finlay, the Warden, and his able assistants are helpful and 
friendly and maybe the descendants of Christy Buchanan are happy 
that Gortatole is now Trr na n0g.9 

The Hanging Rock 

My first sighting of the Hanging Rock was from the top. When I was 
a boy I went with two companions across the protective stone ditch 
that kept the cattle off the rock face. One of them pointed out where 
his father and another man tied ropes from bush to bush and went 
down the steep slope and brought to safety a ewe and two lambs that 
had gone in to ~scape from marauding dogs. I remember how envious 
I felt of them and their steady nerve for the terrific height was too 
much for me and I was glad to get back across the fence and on to level 
footing again. 

Viewed from the vicinity of Gortatole Cross/0 the Hanging Rock is 
an impressive sight as it rises in sublime grandeur to prop the sky, the 
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peregrine falcon builds its nest on its dizzy heights and the strip of 
woodland that nestles beneath its overhang is now a nature reserve. 

A rock of this stature must have a story. There is a large stone by the 
roadside locally known as the 'The Saltman'. Long ago a violent storm 
knocked a huge hunk of rock off the overhanging face and it crashed 
down on the road. A journeying saltman who travelled the area was 
never seen or heard of after that night and it was assumed he and his 
ass were buried underneath, so from that day the stone is referred to 
as 'The Saltman'. 

Some thirty odd years ago the County Council engineers decided to 
blast this piece of rock to make the road wider, much to the 
disapproval of the local people who would never interfere with the 
Saltman. About half the rock was taken away by the workmen and 
nothing out of the ordinary was found. But the story of the Saltman 
lives on to add yet another attraction to the Hanging Rock. 

The mountain road 

A seventy-three year old woman living in New York read an article 
on the Marble Arch schoot written in our Killesher book, A View from 
the Hanging Rock, volume 2. She recalled how her mother had told her 
that she had left the townland of Trimagogh when she was six years 
of age because her father had been killed in a fatal accident in 
Blacklion in the year 1895, and that he had given the site for the school 
in the year 1873. This lady came to Fermanagh looking for her roots in 
1995 and asked my help. Her grandfather's name was Pat Nolan 
(known locally as Pat Tight) and while searching through the back 
numbers of the Impartial Reporter newspaper I came across a bit of 
verse written by 'A.T.E.' in November 1891 and headed 'Glenawley 
Mountain Road.' 

At Letterbreen on Monday last, another row occurred
About the famed Glenawley road, it was, upon my word. 



Local history, places and events 113 

The Court was densely crowded, and it wasn't hard to do, 
For the shabby little shanty accommodates but few 
The magistrates all took their seats just at eleven o'clock, 
And round about them was a crowd from near the Hanging Rock. 
All signed their declaration like thorough businessmen 
And the cesspayers were ordered up by genial Bobby Glenn. 
A road by Mullylusta, it soon was carried through. 
It leads from Derrygonnelly, convenient to Belcoo. 
This road is badly needed to connect those little towns, 
And Mr Archdall promised to subscribe fifty pounds; 
Then No. 2 presentment, the Glenawley mountain road 
That was supposed to run so close to poor Pat Tight's abode: 
But poor Pat Tight is dead and gone, achone, it was the pity! 
He was the boy could raise the row, his sayings were so witty. 
Pat would have made a counsellor, Tim Healy he'd outstrip, 
And let me see the gossoon to tackle him with a whip; 
He was the boy could make a speech, of knowledge he'd a store, 
He'd lectured on the mountain road for seven years and more; 
A veterinary surgeon, he was the best, by far, 
From Glengevlin to Blacklion and then to Swanlinbar; 

He was a judge of poteen, no better could be found 
From Timbuctoo to Thubber, and Thos . Vickey's all around. 
He was a thorough carpenter, the best I'll freely bet 
£1000 to a pinch of snuff, if you lose you need not fret; 
But a eulogy on poor Pat Tight I'll write another time, 
And now here goes, by jingo, to put the road in rhyme: 
The road was advocated right well by Hughetj Dolan. 
The services of the notices were proved by Joseph Nolan, 
There was no opposition till Mr Nixon of Belcoo 
Enquired very quietly if this was the old horseshoe? 
This question it caused merriment, as you can plainly see, 
To call a road a loop line as crooked as could be, 
This nasty insinuation to use the expressive word, 
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Of Mr Johnnie Sheridan, who could not well be heard 
He would not now reply to, although he did indeed, 
When behind backs he was tackled by Mr Thos. Reid, 
A fair amount of Billingsgate these gentlemen Let fly; 
But who came off victorious I could not then descry. 

Then Rev. Father O'Reilly, addressing thus the chair
A more isolated country was not here or anywhere. 
The old people are shut in and cannot go to Mass, 
Except they walked on stepping stones they had no other pass. 
Did Mr Nixon want the people from the mountain down to fly ? 
For Mr Andrew Elliott, his reverence could cry. 
Then Mr Christopher Wilson saw things were getting hot, 
And what the people wanted was a road to the Shannon Pot 
Up at Mr Strawhorn's and over Killesher brae, 
But for the upper road, he thought, the people would not pay. 
The rents up there were very high, and before the road would start, 
He humbly suggested Lord Enniskillen should pay part; 
Then Mr Smyth looked angry, if angry he could be, 
He said the land was up for sale excepting Gortallee, 
And a few other places from that to the lake shore, 
So the tenants would not bother him as they often did before, 
The road was then rejected, why I could not say, 
But it is not lost for ever, they'll be at it again in May. 

'A.T.E.' was Mr Andrew Elliott of Mullaghbane, born about the year 
1852. He was a very clever and intelligent man and fought the case for 
the road for the Marlbank men. He was the poor man's lawyer, and his 
verse refers to Pat Nolan as 'Pat Tight'. This was by no means a 
derogatory title but simply distinguished him from Tom Thady and 
Danny Phil and other Nolan families. It was a means of identification 
and part of the rural culture of the area and was rather nice, I think. 

The American lady told me that her grandfather had never been to 
school and couldn't sign his own name, and yet he was considered the 
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smartest man in the area. A.T.E. confirms this in his rhyme and 
whatever literary merit this verse may claim it is valuable to the 
historian. Elliott names all the men involved and how the Reids 
wanted the road to run from Killesher and the Sheridans wanted the 
old horse shoe along Marlbank. I had no idea the Marlbank men were 
fighting their case so early as 1883, but so it appears from another 
ballad of Elliott's describing the events of May 1892: 

Oh! the day it was charming, the rain not harming 
The mountain men as they came along, 
To the Head Sessions to make confession 
Of hardships they had endured so long, 
And Mr Johnston sure he was wantin' 
A road to accommodate every man 
To Legnabrocky, over hills so rocky, 
Up to the mearing ofAghanran 
To serve white Murty, who ties so purty 
So many acres of Curragh grass. 
With what precision he makes division 
And put four bundles on every ass. 
Then there's Patrick Nolan- he's always scolding. 

He took exception to all that was said. 
I well remember last December 
I made a mistake when I said he was dead, 
But he's still living and says he's giving 
A large amount of County Cess. 
For nine long years, 'gainst doubts and fears, 
He's fought but failed, I must confess: 
And its really a pity, for Pat's so witty. 
Without him the session would be quite fiat -
They may contradict him, but they can't evict him, 
For he knocks them into an old cocked hat. 
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But the day is comin' when Pat will be runnin' 
Along the road through Trimagogh, 
By the Marble Arch he'll daily march 
From Cuilcagh mountain to the lough. 
And Audie Elliott (the truth I tell it)-
Will have an avenue through his land. 
And Pat M'Gurn will go through Crossmurran 
Probably driving four in hand. 
And grocery stores will be built on the moors, 

And fairs will be held in Clyinagh Park 
And Chas. Maguire won't slough through mire 
When going home just after dark ... 

It was however more than thirty years later when the road came 
past his door. Thanks to help from Fermanagh County Museum, I can 
quote from Enniskillen Rural District Council's quarterly Presentment 
for 1901. 

To form fence and stone one mile of road in the townlands of Rossa 

and Marlbank convenient to Blacklion not to exceed £2.5s per 
perch - £800-0-0. 

The money was paid as follows: £150 paid half year ending 31st 
March 1906; £660 paid September 1906; £70 paid 31st March 1907. 
James Traynor of Gortgeeran, Kesh, was the contractor for the 320 
perches of new road in Rossaa and Marlbank to be completed 1st June 
1905. John Ward and James Harmon were his securities. 

It was not until January 1959 that the six mile Marlbank loop was 
finally finished. 

Mick Maguire drew the milk to Blacklion creamery. Sometime a 
peddler would come on the morning bus from Enniskillen and come 
up the road selling his wares, and go back to town on the evening bus. 
We were a very close knit community, always in and out of each 
other's houses. You never knocked a door- only a stranger did that. 
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If the dog didn't bark as you approached a door you sang a bit of a 
song or whistled a tune just to let the people know you were there. 
Then you were made welcome. It was a great time to be alive even 
though we had no road and no money. To quote Patrick Kavanagh, 'If 
good health was legal currency we were millionaires.' 

Wheathill 

Often during the last few years I find myself asking why the 
townland of Wheathill has such an English sounding name while 
adjoining townlands have names like Gortgullenan, Gortermoan and 
Legnahorn. In days gone by Wheathill was more than a townland. The 
Mail Coach stopped here, for it was the old coach road from Sligo to 
Dublin. This was long before the Belcoo bridge was built across the 
McNean Water. Five miles further on the old Blacklion Inn was 
another stopping place. This has since grown into a village. 
'Blacklion', another very English name. 

Delving into old documents shows that in 1641, Gortnacrannaught 
was in the possession of Thomas Maguire. 'Gort na Cruithneachta' 
means 'Wheat field' . Corrigan would be the oldest family name that is 
still in the townland. 

Wheathill had a hiring fair twice yearly on 13th May and 13th 
November. The fair is of obscure origin and was famous for its fights 
and fighting men. I used to hear old men saying if you had anything 
against a man you waited to the fair of Wheathill. There is a story told 
of a man who saw his enemy in the refreshment tent. He measured 
with his eye where his head would be, went outside and then took a 
good whack at it. My tmcle used to say how men went to the fair with 
a small hole bored in the stick and a whang put through the hole and 
it tied to the wrist. If the stick was knocked out of the hand it still 
stayed within his reach. 

A loaded butt was a favourite weapon with the men of Wheathill. 
The heavy end of the stick was hollowed out and filled with lead, then 
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firmly bound with a wax end. Or Kevin Danaher writing on hiring 
fairs said 'stick fighting became a national pastime during the greater 
part of the nineteenth century. It was a crude and dangerous form of 
sport but one which was almost natural in Ireland. A good stick fighter 
was a popular hero much as a star footballer is regarded today. ' 
Wheathill became such a notorious fair for fights that the Parish Priest 
asked the Earl of Enniskillen to use his influence to stop the fair. This 
I think must have been in the late 1890's .A woman going from the fair 
was robbed and killed for her money, which was £8. It is said that the 
man who did the deed got as far as Derry and got out of the country. 
Anyhow there was a cairn where she was killed. Everyone passing 
dropped a stone and a sizeable heap of stones was there till modern 
farming cleared it away. 

There were three public houses in Wheathill and I am not sure 
which one the coach stopped at nor can I find out if these pubs were 
licensed . I know they had a sign and a name over the door which kept 
them within the law of the land in those days. A field on the right hand 
side of this house wh ere we live (the Post Office) is still called the fair 
green. The names of the three publicans were James Wilson, James 
Boyd and a woman named Armstrong. This latter was burned to the 
ground many years ago. It is now a landmark on the road, and is 
referred to locally as the burn house bar. Here is an interesting item of 
news taken from the files of the Impartial Reporter, 'Looking Back' 
column 150 years ago. 

Jrme 23, 1831 Extraordinary Birth. We have been informed that on 

Thursday night the 16th instant the wife of Mr James Wilson of 

Wheathill near Florencecourt was delivered of three sons. They all 

appear healthy and are likely to live. 

The three boys lived to be old men. Two of them emigrated to the 
USA and made their fortune in market gardening while the third 
farmed in the Florencecourt area. He died at the age of ninety-one. 

Another 'Looking Back' item from the Impartial Reporter is: 
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May 17 1838 Cattle thieves apprehended. On Friday night a cow 

was stolen from a man named Hicks of Derrygonnelly. On 

Monday the cow was identified at the fair of Wheathill. Sergeant 

Saunderson of the Amey Bridge by his intelligence and activity 

succeeded in arresting the sellers whom he brought to C Faussett 

Esq. JP by whom they were committed for trial at the ensuing 

Assizes. 

One can still see the track of an old forge on the fair green. The 
blacksmith was named Magee. He would have his wife helping put 
the finishing touches to the horses while he would turn the shoe on 
the anvil. She would have the hammer and he would say, 

Light and handy Anne 
Snug and tidy Anne, 
Up to my hand Anne 
Down on it. 

One can only assume that the two public houses were closed before 
1889 because a cutting from the Impartial Reporter dated October 1889 
is headed: 

Victory for Temperance. The actions of magistrates at Letterbreen 

Petty Sessions refusing licences to spirit dealers for Wheathill fair 

is unanimously approved of. It has assisted morality. Other 

magistrates would do well to note and follow the example. 

This cutting proves the fair was going strong at this date but I think 
it closed before the turn of the century. Another cutting from the 
'Looking Back' column reported: 

May 19th, 1887. The usual yearly hiring fair was held at Wheathill 

on Friday last. The day was fair and there was a large crowd of 

people in the place. Very few servants were hired as there was a 

marked increase in wages. The average wages given to servants for 

the coming six months were men £5 to £6, boys £3 to £4, girls £2 

10s. 

Wheathill Post Office, a small sub-office is in existence at least one 



120 Wlten turkeys chewed toba_c_co~~~-

hundred years. A Methodist Church was built here in 1882, a nice cut
stone building. It closed as a place of worship in 1968 and was later 
sold as a listed building. It is now a private residence. The Roman 
Catholic Church, although built in the townland of Mullynahunchan 
has always been known as Wheathill Chapel. 

The stone-built bridge which takes the water of the Spout beneath 
the road was a meeting place for young people on a summer's 
evening long ago. The little bridge has a crow's foot or a sappers mark 
on it. Today if you walk from the bridge to the telephone kiosk you 
will notice the wide grass verge on the left hand side of the road. This 
must have been to accommodate the s talls and tents and all the 
various trick of the loops that go to make up a hiring fair. Today 
Wheathill is tranquil and calm, its fair and fighting men gone into lore. 

Act of Settlement 

A distribution of lands as the result of the Act of Settlement (1666) 
shows that Gortnacrannaught was granted to J A Caddell. The Quit 
Rent Rolls have the name as James Callwell. Quit rent was payable to 
the High Sheriff. Sir James Caldwell was High Sheriff of Fermanagh in 
the seventeenth century soJA Caddell and Sir James Caldwell are 
almost certainly the same person. 

The Tythe Composition Book of 1828list the following in Wheathill: 

Comelius Clancy 4 acres 2 roods 2s 4d 
Pat Corrigan 7 2 3s lld 
James Duffy 8 0 4s 2d 
John Kerr 17 2 8s 10d 
David Magrath 7 0 3s 7d 
Thomas Owens 5 0 2s lld 
J ames Wilson 25 0 13s Od 
Other sources list the following as landowners of Wheathill: 

1845 Arthur Henry lrvine 
1890 James Clarke 
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1895 Sarah Jane Hall (daughter of Clarke). 

Criffiths Valuation of 1862 for Wheathill has the following 
occupying tenants listed: 

James Boyd 
AnneMagee 
John Kerr 
P Corrigan 
John Cregg 
John Wilson 

A tale from Glan 

29 acres 
1 rood 5 perches 
28 acres 
12 acres 
7 acres 
43 acres 

I remember going to Glan11 with Paddy Fitzpatrick one day, it 
would have been in the early 1950s. Paddy was born and reared in 
Clan and came to live in Marlbank in 1943. He married Mary Nolan 
in 1947. He was about my age and I always found him an interesting 
lad to converse with. 

We were looking for a servant girl and Paddy thought he knew a 
girl who might come to us. He said he knew her father well and 
maybe there was a chance if he came with me that they might let this 
wee girl come. As it turned out the father said he would think about it 
but the wee girl did not come. 

It was a lovely day in early June and we had cycled there. We first 
went to Paddy's home and got tea and talked to his mother for a 
while. His father had gone to the bog to spread turf and his brother 
was on the mountain after sheep. We cycled until we came to where 
the road ditch or hedge was all fuscia. I passed some remark about the 
fuscia hedge and Paddy said, "That was Whiteside's place. Its all in 
ruins." And it was that day, just the remains of a bygone age, for 
Whiteside was an agent or bailiff for Annesley, the landlord who 
owned most of Clan. 

We leaned our bicycles against the road ditch, sat with our legs 
dangling down with our heels digging in the gravel dust and Paddy 
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told me this story. Way back in his grandfather's time, which was the 
time of the rack rents, the people of Glan were finding it very hard to 
make ends meet. They rebelled against the rack rents in what was 
known as the Land League. 

All the men from Glan were in the League. No one was to pay rent 
and no one was to take an evicted place. As always, however, there 
was the rotten apple in the barrel, and so old Whiteside got a man to 
take another farm and planned to evict the unfortunate tenant. It was 
the month of February and there came a couple of car loads of RIC2 

from Blacklion and Whiteside, with the backing of Glan police and 
reinforcements, headed for the house. The signal went out and the 
men came in force and knocked down the bridge on the big river. All 
that day they defied the authorities so all returned to base and the men 
of Glan went back to their homes. Next morning there came more 
police than ever. However it had rained heavily the whole night and 
the river was in flood. Paddy's grandfather was young at the time and 
as good a man as was there. They could obstruct the police all they 
could but were afraid to have any physical brush with them. As they 
jostled along the river bank Paddy's grandfather saw his chance and 
gave Whiteside a shove and in he went into a big turn hole and he was 
nearly lost. 

The RIC identified a particular man and said that he gave the push. 
They grabbed the man, who was innocent, and took him off and next 
morning he was brought to Sligo jail. Paddy's grandfather went to the 
man's house and told his wife that he was the guilty person and that 
he could not let an innocent man take the rap. After a talk they 
decided he should go to Sligo jail and see the prisoner and talk it over 
with him. So off he set and got in to see the man who was called Peter 
or Pete Fether. 13 When they were chatting Peter said "You know, when 
I'm here you are as well to leave me here, for you are a far better man 
than me to fight our cause." So it was agreed and Paddy's grandfather 
came back with a clear conscience. 

The neighbours put in the crop for Peter and cut his turf and it was 
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June when he came back to Glan, for he got three months hard labour. 
The night he came home the neighbours gathered and had a bottle. 
Peter got drunk, for he was the hero of the hour. It was a lovely night 
and they all went outside. There was a big s tone just down from the 
steel and they put Peter up on the stone to speak and he started 
Emmets speech from the dock. When he would be nearly half way 
through another man would come and they would say "Peter you 
may start again arid take another slug out of the bottle before you 
start," so it went on all night. They would cheer and say Peter 
"Another couple has come, start again." So Peter started and s tarted 
but he never finished Emmets speech. 

I laughed with Paddy that day for I thought it as good a tale as I 
heard in a long time. Sitting there and looking at the steep slopes of 
Belavalley one had the right feeling for the story and could see the 
humour of it. But what about the stark reality of those cruel bad times 
when a man would get three months hard labour and the tread mill 
for standing up for his land and his neighbours. I thought of Robert 
Emmet, 'The Darling of Erin, the young Robert Emmet who died with 
a smile.'14 Did he ever envisage a place like Glan? And how strange it 
is that an old farmer in Glan could repeat his speech by heart. 

Curragh hay 

The Curragh was the flat land on the lower shore of Lough 
Macnean. It belonged to Lord Enniskillen and was probably 100 acres. 
He set it out each year in meadow, in one acre or two acre plots (Irish 
measure), and it was reckoned a good day's work for a man to mow 
an Irish acre with the scythe. 

Most of the farms in the Marlbank area would take two acres -
about eighteen or twenty rucks of hay- because the sheep in our area 
ate the meadows until May Day. There was no fertiliser then, so the 
Curragh hay was a great extra. It was very coarse with a lot of sprat in 
it but, if it was won without rain, cows in the byre would eat it, and it 
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was great for making ropes to tie down thatched stacks. 

It had to be drawn up to the hills of the Marlbank on asses. Most of 
it came up the old Killesher lane with the bundles of hay hung on the 
straddle pins. This was before the Marlbank road was made. The hay 
was tied in bundles with thumbropes made from the long hay. The 
bundles had to be perfectly even so as to balance when linked on each 
side of the ass. One man was so good at this job that a local songster, 
canvassing for the making of the road, wrote in verse, 

Young white Murty can tie so purty, 
Half an acre of Curragh grass 
And with precision make division 
And tie four bundles for every ass. 

Two bundles would then be put into a strong rope. These were 
made from a jute bag that could be cut into a long strip, then twisted 
and doubled to make a very strong rope. 

Legolagh 

Legolagh is the townland my father was born in, and as it touches 
Gortaree where my father settled he did not move far. The only thing 
to say is that Legolagh is in County Cavan and Gortaree is in County 
Fermanagh and since 1922 Legolagh is in the Republic of Ireland and 
Gortaree is in Northern Ireland. 

Nowadays, with all our mod cons and motor cars and tractors, 
Legolagh lies uninhabited but I often think of how it must have looked 
way back more than two hundred years ago when the first Sheridan 
came to live there. It is a fertile valley in rough terrain bordered on its 
southern side by the lake of the same name. When you view it from 
between the two rocks or the windy gap it is a very deep valley. 

The house I remember was low, thatched and small but so snug. 
The chimney was a wide wattled one, typically Irish, and off the 
parlour there was a settle bed. Closed-in stairs led to the parlour loft 
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and a gable window looked out over the back meadows towards 
Monragh rock. At Monragh rock there was a moss bottom where I 
remember Bob and I found a glass marble, and what a find it seemed 
to me that day long ago. Now I never see boys playing marbles. The 
door faced the forestry on Frank's rock.15 I do not remember it p ainted 
any colour only red. It was nearly always open and the h alf door 
closed inside. A step ladder faced the door and you had to step 
sideways into the bedroom loft. It was a step I was always fearful to 
take as a small boy but it was a nice wee room with a big wooden bed . 
The bedroom underneath had two beds. 

A house looks much smaller when it is in crumbled ruins as 
Legolagh is today. I have stood and marvelled how a family of ten 
children were born and reared in that house, but they were and there 
was not a croil16 amongst them. Uncle Sandy used to tell us that his 
mother went down to the little stream, which gurgled past the bottom 
of the garden, and washed her face first thing every morning. What a 
peaceful life. She came as a bride of eighteen years and lived there 
until she was ninety years old. 

There was a small circular garden with a boxwood hedge and the 
spring well was a yard or so up from the river. It was a covered well, 
the big flag on top kept it safe and clean and in the wettest day of 
winter or the hottest day of summer the well kept at the same level, so 
it was a perfect spring. My father was one of that family of ten, four 
boys and six girls and they all stayed in this little house until they 
reached adult life, and some of the girls married from there. 

Across the haggard was the orchard and then the calf park. Then on 
the other side was Duckfield park and away up near the round rock 
was Raymond's park. We did not have any parks in Gortaree and this 
is why these parks had a fascination for me as a small boy.17 

There was always something for us to do when I went to Legolagh 
as a small boy. Maybe it was because Bob and Rebecca were so much 
older than me.18 There were times we went along by Duckfield Park 
pulling nuts; other times we went round the Lough looking for 
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Alexander and 
Elizabeth (nee Gowan) 
Sheridan of Legolagh 
in 1941. (Uncle Sandy 
and Aunt Liz.) 

waterfowl's nests, and then there was apples to be pulled. Along the 
river and in the gardens there were damson bushes. 

The stone trap for foxes 

Just down from what we call 'The Giant's Leap' or 'The Giant's 
Grave', there are these two places in the rock. In one of the places, as 
you walk in it is on level ground but quickly drops down. Opposite it, 
maybe fifty yards away, there is another rock that you can also walk 
into. There was a hole in the rock, and when a fox went in you closed 
the hole. The other hole was the exit for the trap and it was known as 
a stone trap. 

To get the fox out of the trap, they would take out the stone on the 
top - it was just all rough limestone, no plaster and was built in to a 
keystone. They would put down an old stick, with a split in the end, 
and screw it at the back of the fox's neck, and bring him up that way. 
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Another fellow would be ready to get him by the two ears. Once you 
had him by the two ears he couldn't do a thing. They would put him 
in a bag, take him down to Philip Dolan, and they could then have a 
fox hunt. 

The hunt was generally held in the Cow Field. At that time every 
man in the Black had the right to graze two cows on it and it would be 
about twelve Irish acres. It is.now cut up into plots. It was a great place 
for sports and horse racing. All about the Black would be at the hunt 
and afterwards there would be drinks. 

A dog of Bertie Sheridan' s was caught in the stone trap, it must have 
gone in after a fox. It must have been about 1950. The McCaffrey's 
were still in Burren. I remember that because Lena McCaffrey listened 
to the dog squealing inside and she said, "Well, it's a sin not to try to 
get the dog out." To get the dog, they pulled away the old trap, and 
they quarried. I don't know, did they blast the rock? Anyway the dog 
came out alive. Only for that the old stone trap would be there yet. No 
one would have interfered with it. 

Peter's Well 

The other day I dug out and cleaned Peter's Well. Peter's Well is in 
Gortaree half way between the byre and Pulbeg. There used to be a 
nice little padroad to it, but now it's hard to find. Only when the heat 
of summer comes, and other water dries up, then the cattle make a 
pass to Peter's Well. So with spade, shovel and grape I dug into and 
cleaned all the sods and watercress off the well. The next day I 
returned and looked at the lovely clear water and shining depth of 
Peter's Well. 

Who was Peter? How long ago was it since he built this well? How 
well he had done it. The sides were built up so nicely in a circle to 
ground level and the flag where you stood to lift the pail of water. I 
noticed that the flag was worn smooth and hollowed a bit lower in the 
centre where many feet had trod to lift the precious water. As I stood 
there, a couple of side-swimmers skimmed along the surface and, 
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didn't we always say, it was a sure sign of spring water where you saw 
the side-swimmers. 

I wish I had asked my father or uncle who Peter was. I am sure he 
was not a Sheridan. How long before the Sheridans possessed the land 
of Gortaree had he lived there. Possibly he was never many miles 
away from his well at any time in his life. No doubt he had never 
written a book, or led an army. He probably was never able to sign his 
name and yet he had a wonderful achievement. He had built a well 
that had been a lifeline to people and cattle for generations. 

Dinny's Well 

We called it Dinny's Well. Tom Murphy called it the Crigeen. It 
gushed out of a little rock in Marlbank. A couple of short whitethorns 
shaded it and it had a shallow sandy bottom. When I was a barefoot 
boy, and the water got scarce in our well, I often thumped the padroad 
with my bare feet down past our cabbage garden and through Dinny' s 
to the Crigeen and brought a can of spring water. Wells have been 
credited with cures, all down the ages, and the Crigeen was no 
exception. If nothing else would rest on your stomach a drop of water 
from the Crigeen would stay down. To use the local idiom it had "the 
cure of the wamat."19 It was a meeting place for children, as they 
brought a can of water at their mother's bidding, and it was an excuse 
for boys and girls to meet and linger. You had a notion of a girl- we 
never heard the phrase of being in love - and she had a notion of you, 
and then you had a notion of someone else and so had she. It was all 
part of growing up. 

Last year I passed by the Crigeen and it had been built into a big 
concrete dam and an electric engine pumped the water to farm houses 
and farmyards. It was progress, but it made me sad as I sat by it and 
listened to the volume of water build up hundreds, maybe thousands 
of times bigger than the sandy bottomed well I used to know. I 
daydreamed about long ago and one day especially when we lads 
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worked near the well and a certain girl came for two cans of water. 
The boys were winking and saying that she had a message for me, 
and Oh, I hoped she had, for I hadn't seen her last Sunday as 
arranged. Yes, she had a glance all for me and I would be a fool if I 
couldn't read the significance of that appeal and my glance told her 
all she wanted to know. Then she had jokes and smiles for us all. Oh, 
to be young again, to be ribbed by the boys about your girl and to 
know she still was yours. 

Notes 

1. Pat McDonaldfrom Ture, Black/ion. 
2. The O'Reillys were the chief Gaelic family of Cavan before the seventeenth century 

Plantation. The Sheridans (6 Sirideain) were actually among their loyal followers. 
3. This ston; is repeated in different parts of Ulster. 
4. ie. John 8 Maguire's, as distinct from John A Maguire's. 
5. Bleeding both people and domestic animals used to be practised in the belief that it was a 

remedy for many ailments. The 'jleams' was like a pocket knife with two or three blades. 
These were not sharpened but the end of each had a small sharp triangular blade 
projecting at right angles. In this context the beetle, or 'bloodstick', was a small club, 
about eight inches long, turned from dense wood and sometimes loaded with lead. 
Placing the triangular blade of the Jleams over the vein of an animal and striking it 
sharply with the beetle produced a controlled puncture from which the blood would be 
collected, in order to measure how much had been taken before the wound was closed. 

6. It was on the night of 6th January 1839. 
7. Tuberculosis tested. 
8. George got parts of this story from a document in private possession. 
9. The Land of the Young. 
10. Crossroads. · 
11. Glangevlin, in Cavan, the valley on the other side of Cuilcagh mountain from Gortaree, 

about five miles south as the crow flies. 
12. Royal Irish Constabulary. 
13. 'Pheadar', ie 'Peter's Peter'. 
14. Executed for leading the abortive uprising in Dublin in 1803. 
15. Frank Sheridan, the only other farmer in Legolagh. 
16. A small sickly person. 
17. A park is a good clean field, properly fenced and a secure space for animals. For example, 

the calf park would be of special use for keeping friskl; young animals when first put out 
on grass. 

18. Cousins, children of Sandy Sheridan. 
19. Locally, people said 'wamat' for 'vomit'. 
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Old John 

H E CAME THROUGH THE door that winter's night SO long ago, 
an old man wet and well splashed with mud. John or 'Old 
John' as we called him, for to our childish eyes he looked 

old, was one of the travelling people who moved round our area in 
my young days. They were local people and never strayed too far out 
of their local habitat but because of some kink in their makeup a 
restlessness in their nature meant that they must always be on the 
move. 

We children were hurried off to bed and my mother got John close 
to the fire and after a mug of good strong sweet tea she fixed a nice 
cosy red wooden bed on our loft where John had a comfortable sleep. 
Next morning we had a better look at him. He had no teeth but his 
moustache completely covered his mouth and his voice was hoarse or 
husky. After his breakfast he asked my mother for a hatchet, because 
it was the woman of the house he always worked for, and after 
chopping some brusna1 for the fire he saw to the spring well, put in 
fresh lime and made himself generally useful. My father always 
made sure John had plenty of tobacco and we would be sent to the 
shop specially so h e would have his two luxuries, strong tea and 
tobacco. 

About a week later when we looked for John to come in for his 
dinner he was gone - anonymous, silent, the way he had come, and 
a year or so later we had him again. 
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I think it was the year 1923 when we last saw him and that night we 
were in bed when he rapped the window. I helped my mother to 
straighten the coals in the raked fire while she fixed his bed. Next day 
was Sunday. We were home from school and it was late rising time 
when John appeared. The socks he had put in the crook the night 
before were in ribbons and my mother had a new pair ins tead of them. 

There was no talk of John doing any work that day. After his 
breakfast and a smoke from his pipe he took his stick from the corner, 
and this time we knew when he was leaving. His voice was husky 
and hoarser than ever when he said goodbye to her and I always 
remember what he said, "That you may live long, die happy and 
have your bed in Heaven when you go." 

Her eyes were dim as she watched him go down the street for she 
knew the Poorhouse would soon get him. Then she drew us four 
children near her and told us that the Great Being who made us all, if 
he saw fit to have John the way he was, and none of us know how we 
end up, then let us always remember to show compassion to anyone 
less off than ourselves. 

Phil McCaffrey 

Yesterday I walked in the Claddagh Glen and paused at the notice 
board describing the flora and vegetation. Here is a quote from a local 
poet Phil McCaffrey describing the beau ty of the river: 

Yon pool-dotted river through Trimnagogh flowing 
A source of sweet pleasure in youth it was mine. 
Its source it is veiled in the mists of the mountain 
A spot unprofaned by the footpaths of men. 
Its course through Glenawley makes underground fountains 
Enhancing the fame of the Marble Arch Glen. 

Phil McCaffrey was born in the townland of Monragh in the Parish 
of Killinagh in 1871. Monragh adjoins the townland of Legolagh, 
home of the Sheridans. My Uncle Sandy and Phil went to Monragh 
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school together. When Phil was twenty-four he emigrated to America 
where he worked with Pat McGovern, 'Pat the Glanman', a 
contractor. He employed him as foreman and bookkeeper for thirty
eight years, in which time they completed the contract for taking the 
water supply from the Catskill Mountains under the Hudson river to 
New York City. One can only imagine the hazards he endured 
working in deep tunnels in compressed air. When Phil returned to his 
native Monragh h e was completely deaf. There he spent the 
remainder of his life. It is through his poetry that we know how he 
enjoyed his later years, fishing in the little lake in the summer, card 
playing in winter. 

The curtains drawn from the years 
We see in memory's train; 
The little school-house by the hill 
The hawthorn scent again. 
Barefoot boys let loose from school 
With shouts of happy glee, 
They cast their lines by sandy lake 
By lovely Gortaree. 

We, his neighbours, would see Phil come towards the lake with his 
long fishing rod. If the day was fine he would sit on a high vantage 
place and watch his friends at their daily toil. There in his world of 
silence he would weave his thoughts into poetry. 

I remember one lovely evening in the month of June when I was 
coming from Aghoo bog where I had worked all day. As I came by 
Frank Sheridan's rock I found Phil sitting by his fishing rod. It was 
too hard to carry on a conversation with him. As I sat down beside 
him he waved his hands to include the whole panorama that lay 
before us and we sat in blissful silence. I could h ear the first musical 
strains of milk hitting the empty buckets as neighbours milked their 
cows on the hill beside us. Phil reached into his pocket and handed 
me a folded sheet of paper with a poem he had written on it. It was 
still the golden age of poets before men put hens in cages and got a 
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greed for money. I read his poem and liked it. Phil knew I was thrilled 
and after returning his poem and congratulating him we sat in serene 
contentment, twin souls in a dream world. 

One day a few months later he was in our house and w e talked 
about his poems. He said he was making a collection of them and 
asked me if I would like to have them. I said I would love to have 
them. Some time later he called with an old Vere Forster lined 
copybook and his verses written in pencil. To me they were a 
precious gift. I can clearly recall, 

McCorry's Farewell to His Fiddle 

The golden day I purchased thee 
With eager steps and willing. 
I crossed the hills through Cornagee 
And made for Enniskillen. 

My honest hoard of two pounds ten 
From me took wing for ever, 
But you came with me home again 
Along the Loopagh river. 

The other night at a meeting the question was asked, "What is 
poetry?" I said that poetry is something that cannot be said in prose. 
I think Phil McCaffrey had the gift of poetry. It is sad that we don't 
seem to have a photo of him. In appearance he was small, with a 
round pleasant countenance. His hair was young and luxuriant. I 
suppose because of his deafness he hardly spoke, but his humour was 
always there. His most humorous poem described the drawing of 
turf from the ass's point of view. 

Barney McNiff's Ass 

But one evil I hate is the curse of the land, 
The lending of asses when work is at hand. 
When lent out by Barney they double my load 
And rush me and push me along the Clan road. 
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But the judge in his wisdom a law he should pass 
And make it a crime for to borrow an ass. 
If that rule were enforced poor Barney and I 
In peace we would live - contented we'd die. 

The Impartial Reporter often had a poem in its columns. One day I 
talked to Dr John Maguire of Arney about our local poet. Dr 
Maguire was impressed and said, "I will ask Bertie Trimble to type 
them for you." I explained that we also had a young Phil McCaffrey 
in the parish, so we gave the author the title 'The Old Yank.' Very 
soon I had the poems of the Old Yank in a neat type. It was a 
treasured work. 

Years passed, till one night in Frank Maguire' s bar in Blacklion 
Frank said, "It was a pity Phil McCaffrey's poems died with him." 
When I said I had them, Frank asked to see them. He wrote the 
'Blacklion News' for the Anglo-Celt. He put a verse in his column and 
said George Sheridan had all his poems. In a month or two I had a 
letter from New York asking me for the loan of the poems and 
assuring me that they would be returned. I think maybe the book of 
poems crossed the Atlantic three times. 

One day glancing through an old scrapbook, I saw it was exactly 
fifty years since Phil had put a poem in the Fermanagh Herald. I sent 
the editor another of his poems reminding him of that. This would 
have been in the mid-nineteen-eighties. The editor headed that article 
'The Forgotten Poet.' Of course his nephews and nieces had long ago 
got copies of his work. One day they called with me and said they 
would like to publish his poems in book form. I was delighted to hear 
this and gladly gave all the help I could. A limited edition was then 
printed, entitled The Barrs of Poetry by Phil McCaffrey. 

It was a very appropriate title, I think, because Phil would stand in 
the door of the house he was born in and gaze at the straight lines of 
stone ditches that soared up the Monragh rock and made the strips or 
'tops' of land that gave the area its name 'The Barrs of Largy'. In 1941 
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the people of the Barrs built themselves a nice little church. This 
:inspired Phil to write what I think is his best work: 

Beside Gowlan cross you'll just see as you pass 
a chapel of lovely design. 
Tis here our prayers do free us from cares 
and bring holy peace to the mind 
A peaceful wee spot on Tom Birney's lot 
far from the torment of wars 
The troubled in mind true peace they will find 
in God's holy house in the Barrs 

His last verse reads: 

The natives round here are truly sincere, 
Their faith in God's heaven is real. 
When nearing life's end they wish for to send 
their maker this honest appeal. 
That God in his love when he calls them above 
To his home mid the heavenly stars, 
Permit them to see as their soul he sets free 
God's holy wee house in the Barrs 

Another neighbour of ours, 'Tom the Man', his real name was Tom 
Melanophy, was born and reared :in the townland of Skeagh. He came 
to live beside us and herded for old William Elliott :in Marlbank. This 
was a very backward place. There was no lane to the house; just a 
padroad or path to the road, another to the shop and another to the 
spr:ing well. Tom be:ing a hard worker started to make a lane to the 
road and with a bit of financial help from his boss he, and his son, 
succeeded. Tom was very proud of his achievement and rightly so. 
He thought noth:ing could equal it. 

We had got a wireless and, as it was the first one :in our area, all the 
neighbours came to hear it. The highlight of the visit was to hear Big 
Ben, the London clock, strike twelve midnight, so one day Tom said 
to Dinny, "Tell me, Dinny Nolan, which is it bigger to hear, the 
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I ,on don clock strike in Robert Sheridan' s, or to see a motor car on my 
Hlrcct." This was because the Johnston's of Lisgoole2 had driven their 
car up the new lane to Tom's house. Good old Tom, how honest, 
simple and hard working he was. Pope once said, "An honest man is 
the noblest work of God," and Phil McCaffrey wrote the following 
verses on Tom: 

All wild life has wakened down by the lake shore, 
The golden disc rising long side of Belmore. 
The mavis3 is billing her morning refrain 
As Tom and the jennet come down the long lane. 

Comes down the long lane to his hard daily toil 
Where aided by nature he wrings from the soil 
His yearly supply of potatoes and grain 
From out the big meadow below the long lane. 

Growing weary from labour as midday draws nigh 
He looks t'wards the road that is ribboned on high. 
His eyes are rewarded, he looks not in vain 
For a bonny wee lassie trips down the long lane. 

Trips down the long lane with her Dad's dinner pail, 
She's sweet to the eye as the bloom on the vale, 
Cheers up her old Daddy like sunshine in rain 
And brightens his labour below the long lane. 

The Angelus Bell with its musical chime 
Causes Tom to uncover and greet the sublime, 
Give thanks for his freedom from worry and pain 
His conscience then clear he goes home the long lane. 

Goes home the long lane to his own fireside 
To the tuning Victrola his joy and his pride 
In a seat by the fire with pipe lit and chair 
He smokes in contentment above the Long lane. 



Yon ribbon like road sure it winds on its way 
It hangs by the cliff and it clings to the brae 
0' er its up and down surface if ever you roam 
It will lead you direct to his happy wee home. 

The Noras 
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Of all the characters who trod this area in my father's day I think 
that the Noras were the most colourful of all. There were two brothers 
and a sister called Ellen and they lived in the townland of Cavanrea. 
We always called it Cowan. Johnnie Sheridan, we always heard him 
called Johnnie the Gentleman, owned a farm in Cowan and the Noras 
lived in a wee cabin close by. 

Peter and James were the brothers. They say Peter could speak in 
rhyme all the time and yet he was nutty. The other brother had only 
one ear and always kept his hair combed long down that side of his 
head. They kept one cow and used to cut hookgrass, which is grass 
cut with the shearing hook, all along the rock face which ran beside 
the forestry and Hanging Rock. It was ditched off by a safety stone 
wall so the Noras used to cross the ditch and cut grass in this no
man's-land. One morning the brothers went out with their creel and 
hook and Peter said to James, "What made you go in there to cut," 
because they were looking at a place that was shaved of grass and 
there was a sheer drop of a couple of hundred feet of rock face. The 
other brother said, "I didn't cut that, it must have been Ellen." Well, 
the other brother said, "If she went down there the devil wouldn't 
take a thousand pounds for her soul the day." 

When Ellen did die it was a natural death and Johnnie Sheridan, 
J ohnnie the Gentleman, went to her funeral. Her two brothers were 
very proud of this and James said to Johnnie that he was very 
thankful to him for coming to her funeral. Johnnie said, "0 bye the 
boys I would go to any neighbour 's funeral," and J ames said, "Well 
when you are dead Peter and me will go to your funeral." 
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Nt•t•d less to say things did not work out that way. Though the Nora 
hrolhcrs would have liked to have been able to pay their debt, and 
show their appreciation, they were gone years before Johnnie the 
Gentleman. 

The coming of Dinny 

You have heard of Adam and Abraham, of Belshassar and 
Confucius, of Digonie, and Dinny, for Dinny had a philosopy all of 
his own. He came to Glenawley on April 5th 1921; this is imprinted 
in Dinny's mind for all time. If you asked him what year he got 
married he could not tell you, or if you asked him what year he was 
born he could not tell you, but he left Curnahaw in the Barony of 
Largey, a place of bondage, and came to Marlbank, a land flowing 
with milk and honey. 

He went to school in Strananorth. His teacher was a woman 
called Biddy and the school was a small thatched building. Dinny 
told me he helped shake and pull the rushes that thatched it. He 
would quote headlines like 'Working tools are always bright' and 
'Sloth like rust cloth corrupt.' His mother died when he was very 
young and he learned economics feeding cows on the hard 
Cornahaw hills and planting vegetables in the moss bottoms 
between those hills. 

I remember the first time I saw him. I was eight years old. We 
children knew that a new neighbour had come to the farm next door 
and we saw him come up the patch. His clock had stopped and he 
wanted to know the time. Many times in the years to come Dinny was 
to walk up that path to our house and he was always welcome. He 
had a great regard for my father and mother and as I grew up I knew 
him as neighbour, friend and philosopher. Dinny was a wit. He never 
meant to be funny because he was by nature serious, but there was 
always an answer on the tip of his tongue. His voice was clear as a 
bell and what he said flowed from him without effort. He had an 
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idiom or distinct style all of his own. 

His wife died when they w ere nineteen years into married life and 
he was left with seven children, the oldest still in their teens. When 
some friend sympathised with him on his loss an d the bu rden left he 
said, "Yes I have two gaps to watch now." He lived to the age of 
ninety and as he used to say, "Sure its only a ceili,"or "It's like a mist 
on the mountain." He was a deeply religious man and scorned 
anything immoral or low. He would have made a brilliant lawyer and 
a wise judge for I often said Dinny was a descendant of the old 
Brehons. Dinny had a long life, and he had four sons to carry his 
remains from his door, and stalwart grandsons to continue the carry. 
We laid his mortal remains in Old Killinagh. As I walked away from 
that hallowed ancient spot I looked towards the line of Curnahaw 
hills, and I thought how right it was that his grave should be so close 
to where his cradle was ninety years ago. 

When Enniskillen turned round 

Dinny Nolan, I think, w ould have been born in 1895 and died in 
1985 when he was ninety. So he would have been in his twenties 
when he came across from Cornahaw, the other side of our Gortaree, 
to live in Marlbank. In 1921 he h ad never learnt to ride a bike, even 
though men of his age were riding bikes. He had a horse and trap and 
a saddle. He ro4e horseback and never cycled. Years after he told me 
this story about the first time that he went into Enniskillen in 1921 
riding a horse. He turned right at Gortatole Cross and when he got to 
Brocagh Bridge didn 't he take the wrong turn and ended up at what 
we call the bog road and came out at the back gate of Florencecourt. 
Then somebody directed him on over to the other main Enniskillen 
Swanlinbar Road and eventually he got into Enniskillen. 

He stabled the horse in Magee's Yard, near East Bridge street. 
Dinny thought Enniskillen was a tremendous place. He said after a 
while Enniskillen turned around. You know the way you kind of get 
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lost in a place. He didn't know where he was. When he had his 
business done he was up and down the street and he didn't know 
which end to go or come. And there was this fellow in a trench coat 
sitting on a window ledge and he said, "What's wrong with you?" 

Dinny said, "Well I come into the town toda)" I stabled a horse and 
I don't know where he is." 

He said, "Did you come in on a dun coloured animal with a black 
mane and tail?" 

"Aye, that's it," Dinny said. 

"Come on and I'll show you where it is." 

They walked down and the man said, "He's down in that stable." 

So Dinny went down and got his horse alright and fitted on the 
saddle and got out of Enniskillen and got home. 

Dinny said to me, "That fella was a detective." You see it was 1921, 
troublesome times, and I suppose Dinny looked the country yokel. 
This fellow spotted him coming in and took note of the horse he was 
riding. When Enniskillen turned round on Dinny he was able to put 
him right. 

Peter Terry McBrien 

The first time I saw Peter Terry was at Frank's mother's funeral. I 
may have been seven years of age and the funeral passed our house. 
Four men carried the coffin and the men walking two deep in 
procession behind it. I can remember noticing this very small queer 
looking wee man. He had a black hat green with age and a muffler 
wound tight round his neck. Even in a crowd of men he appeared 
odd to my childish imagination. 

He lived in Monragh, the next townland to Legolagh, with his 
sister Biddy and nephew Danny. When you left Legolagh and went 
down the hill into Monragh you were in another civilisation. The 

l ' -
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small houses were close together and the divisions of land ran up the 
steep slopes of the Monragh rock. The stone ditches made the 
divides, and one wondered how they stayed in place with the ground 
so steep. This is why Paddy Fee would not accept the theory that the 
world was round, he said, "How the hell would the ditches stay if the 
world was round?" Well, as everyone knows, 'barr' is Irish for top, 
hence the name 'The Barrs of Largy' or as we always said 'The Barrs'. 
When we crossed into Monragh we were in 'The Barrs' and every 
Irishman has a farm with a bottom too. This is generally the cabbage 
garden. We had our cabbage garden and next to it was McCorry' s 
bottom. Because Terry was reared in Monagashel, he called it the 
bottom and even Aunt Lizzie, when she visited her sister, Mrs 
Bracken, she said she was going to the Bottoms. 

Well, to get back to Peter Terry, whose real name was Peter 
McBrien. He grew and cultivated his own plant seed and my father 
always said he had the best plants in the country, and many a good 
white head that grew in our cabbage garden came from Peter's plant 
seed. As a small boy I would be sent with my cousin Bob, who was 
older than me, for a couple of hundred plants. Peter's house was very 
small and stuck at the foot of the rock as though it dropped from the 
sky. It was snugly thatched and whitewashed and a bunch of green 
house-nig grew on the gable at the square. You could stand on the 
rock and reach the house-nig which was a cure for sore eyes. 

I remember when we went in, there was a young calf tied by the 
foot with a bag rope, it was in the corner opposite the door and a tiny 
gutter in the half flagged half clayed floor ran towards the door. We 
were made very welcome, Biddy accepted who we were by saying, 
"Just so now." It was a lovely morning and the half door was closed, 
but the sun glinted through the small window and a beam of millions 
of dust particles danced towards the calf in the corner. I remember 
being fascinated by it. I was not afraid and anyway at that time we 
had never heard of radioactive dust, but young as I was I knew there 
was some activity in that sunbeam. 
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l'l'ler had married years before. We did not know Cathie then as 
I 't•l 'r's wife. We knew the woman as Cathie-a-Peters. Sh e lived w ith 
her uncle about three hundred yards from Peter Terry's. I expect it 
was a made match and one fine morning Peter and the groom's party 
and Cathie and the brides party all walked down the hills to Largy 
Chapel and were married. Philip Dolan of Cornagee told me years 
later, that as they walked back home Peter and his bride lingered and 
Peter give her a tumble, demanded his marital rights and scared 
Cathie so much she did not go to his house. Personally, I do not 
believe that Peter could scare a fly. 

Anyhow, the wedding festivity was in the bride's place, John-a
Peters, and when it came to evening the bride said to the groom, "You 
go home and change your clothes and do the turns and I'll be up in 
an hour or so." But she never came. I do not know what efforts Peter 
went to to get her home. I expect he had the clergy and the church on 
his side. If this was a Homeric epic Peter would probably have gone 
down into Hades and lured her home with his lute or he might have 
turned himself into a dragon and gobbled up old John a Peters. But 
this was real life and Homer was unknown in Monragh. 

After giving up all hope that Cathie would ever live with him he 
took a nephew to stay with him and Biddy. This is how Danny came 
from Golan and lived in Monragh. Peter went on growing plant seed 
and working, doing all he was able. Danny grew up to be a big fine 
young man and worked for Frank. They are all dead and gone now, 
and I was lonesome after Danny because he and Frank were part of 
my earliest memories, when as a barefoot boy I tramped the padroad 
to Uncle Sandy's. 

Frank and Danny were at the rise, or Pulbeg, or the Sally Garden, 
never far from the pass. When the Franks left Legolagh poor old 
Frank was in poor health and only lived a couple of years at the Five 
Points. By a strange coincidence Danny happened to be there when 
he died and so he shaved him and laid him out for his last journey. I 
am sure the angels smiled when they welcomed Frank, who was 
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nlways late for his appointments, but perhaps was not so late on that 
most important journey of all. 

Phil Bernard 

His name was Phil McDonnell, but he was better known locally as 
Pbil Bernard. He was born in the townland of Moneygashel and lived 
Lhere all his life. I knew him as long as I can remember. He used to 
come to our house occasionally with messages for his elder brother 
Barney who worked for my father. 

Years later Phil told me he had always had a sense of seeing things 
or dreaming of impending happenings. Did he have second sight? 
There is no doubt that he was a gifted person, - and music was his 
greatest gift. He could play any instrument from the tin whistle to the 
saxophone, but the melodeon was his favourite. 

Phil's father, Bernard McDonnell, was a cattle dealer or 'trugger' as 
they were usually called, and he often went to Donegal to buy a few 
head of cattle and walk them all the way to Moneygashel. This would 
take a couple of days. He would have a halfway house maybe about 
Garrison. Indeed I remember an old man named Maguire who lived 
beside Lattone telling me that when his father was doting he would 
say," Ah is that Bernard McDonnell, tell him to turn the cattle into the 
haggard and come in and rest himself." 

So with thrift and hard work Bernard reared a large family. Phil 
used to say he was a seventh son, but Phil never married and so was 
the last of his line in Moneygashel. He died last May (1995) in the 
Tilery Nursing Home in his eighty- eighth year, and an awful lot of 
Old Ireland died with him. 

I remember one night he was singing at a concert in Blacklion. The 
song was 'Walking my baby back home' and he had a girl with him 
doing all the actions. When Dinny Nolan and I were on our way 
home Dinny, who was a very logical down-to-earth man, said, "In 
troth its past time he was walking his baby, for, like ' the ant and the 

-
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George Sheridan, front, at the 
home of Phil Bernard 
McDonnell, back left, in 
Moneygashel, with Rev Fr 
Sheridan and his sister, Mary 
Sheridan (no direct relation.) 

grasshopper', Winter isn't that far away." Well, maybe the world 
would be a very dull place if we were all ants and, like the bold Tady 
Quill, Phil put in his life rambling and roving. He was a great 
favourite at weddings, for he was good looking and light on his feet. 
At one wedding where he was best man the bride told him before the 
wedding was over that she would rather have had him than the 
groom, but Phil would always flit away. 

When Michael J Murphy of the Irish Folklore Commission would 
come to Blacklion to collect stories Phil was there, and many a good 
session we had in the Bush Bar or Frank Maguire's Pub- and time 
would fly. 

He played the whistle on the radio, and there were many well
known names written on his melodeon. As the years went on Phil's 
eyesight failed and he wore thick-lensed glasses. As he slowed up 
and stayed at home, the ceiliers came to his house. They came from 
far and near as storytellers and musicians. 
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The last night I ceilied with him, Jim Dolan was there too. He 
looked ill and, as his sight was so bad, we were anxious about him. 
But a relative came to see him and got him into hospital. He had 
pneumonia and when he left hospital there was no way he could be 
let back to his beloved Moneygashel, although he had said to Jim, "I 
want to die in that chair." 

He was admitted to the Tilery Nursing Home in Florencecourt 
where he was kept in luxury, but because of his sight he never left his 
room and never mixed with the other inmates in the community area. 
I often visited him there and Anita Gallagher, bless her kind heart, 
came too.4 After listening to two old men reminiscing about their 
youth, ghost stories, and mysterious lights on Legeelan rock, which 
never seemed to weary h er, Phil would sa)" "Play The dark Haired 
Lass" and when Anita's violin filled the room with music Phil was no 
longer an old man lying on top of his bed; he was back in transport 
of delight to Moneygashel. He said, "I first heard that reel when I was 
three years old. We were working late at the hay and my sister was 
eleven years old. She carried me to the house on her back and lilted 
that tune." 

I thought to myself what a wonderful effect music had on Phil. It 
was in his soul and lifted him higher than most of us. Let Dinny 
Nolan talk about the fable of the ant and the grasshopper- Phil was 
an artist. 

One night he was in melancholy mood as we talked about all the 
boon companions of his youth. "They are all dead," he said. 

Then he talked about his brother Frank and I said, "I remember 
him working days with us long ago and I remember to see him in 
Blacklion in the new Free State army with the rest of the local lads 
before they got their uniform as we passed through to school." 

"Ay," Phil said, "and the first day he got his uniform he walked 
home that night to let me see him too, but later when he was sent to 
somewhere in the West of Ireland the gable of his barracks was blown 
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out and it was the civil war. He came off the army in a few years time 
and went to America in 1926." 

The night before Frank left the house was full of neighbours and 
friends, and early that morning he left to walk the four miles to 
Belcoo station. Phil was going to see him off, but as they walked 
through Aghoo the rain came on heavy and Frank said, "You have no 
overcoat so go back home." "We parted there." Phil said, "And he 
gave me half a crown." Frank never did come back, but forty years 
later Phil visited him and his family in New York. 

Phil told me he hired with Johnnie Murray for six pounds for the 
summer six months in 1935. Johnnie was a near neighbour and 
getting on in years. Phil felt sorry for him and mowed his meadows 
with a scythe. He could sharp a scythe and put on such a keen edge 
he could split a hair on his arm. This was one of his many tricks. 

One night years ago we were in the Bush Bar in Blacklion and Phil 
was cutting the cards and telling fortunes. Two ladies listening to the 
fun asked Phil to read the cards for them and he made a great 
impression on one of them. They told us they were from Enniskillen 
and Phil said "I never saw you before but you have had a good deal 
of trouble in your life - but it's all over now. and if you look in your 
purse now and if there's a penny there dated 1944 don't ever part 
with it." So the lady opened her handbag, looked in her purse, and 
sure enough there was a penny with that date- so as usual Phil was 
the star of the entertainment. 

The other day I travelled along the old Clan road. It was a lovely 
October morning. As I came out of Aghoo and got a view of Cuilcagh 
just a line of the top showed above a cloud. The sunshine was on 
Edenmore and I thought what a lovely view it was. 

This was Phil's country. There on my left was the low meadows of 
Legeelan. In there somewhere is Murray's meadows and there is the 
rock where lights were seen at night, Then down to Gowlan Cross 
and the little church, and as I went along the Cornahaw road there 
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was Phil's house, empty now. It will never be a National Monument, 
for Phil was neither a soldier nor a politician, but let it be a monument 
to music, humour, poetry and song- and a reminder of a lifestyle that 
is past and gone. 

Phil McDonnell's Fire 

(A poem by Gerry Maguire of Gowlan, a neighbour of Phil's, now in New York) 

The clock strikes four 
On this foreign shore 
Beside my sleepless bed. 
The harvest moon is full and bright 
And memories fill my head. 
I can see it still and I always will 
With longing and desire, 
When the rafters rang 
As we laughed and sang 
Round Phil McDonnell's fire 

Oh how long it's been; 
I was scarce sixteen 
When first I rapped his door, 
And Phil all smiles and strange beguiles 
Standing.there on the kitchen floor. 

Each local youth in the quest for truth 
In the sixties' strange attire 
Had come to base to state his case 
Round Phi! McDonnell's fire. 

When Phil had bread 
We were all well-fed 
And we left his cupboard bare. 
There was sometimes meat 
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Or trifle sweet 
And sometimes liquid fare. 
We nourished body, mind and soul 
But our host did never tire 
As we shared our smokes 
And foolish jokes 
'Round Phil McDonnell's fire 

We talked of gods and local cods; 
Of love and lassies too; 
Of martyrdom and treachery 
And of dreams that might come true. 
But emigration robbed our ranks 
With consequences dire, 
And one by one 
The youths moved on 
From Phil McDonnell's fire. 

There's many a shack 
'Round Cuilcagh's back 
That's empty cold and lone. 
There's many a lamp that will never light 
and many a cold hearthstone. 
But in many hearts 
In far-off parts 
Those flames burn ever higher 
As young and old 
Their dreams unfold 
'Round Phil McDonnell's fire. 

Full many a night in fancy's flight 
I visit there once more 
And laugh again with those young men 
As in the days of yore. 



When Mawn or Wynne would shout "Come in, 
You 're welcome young Maguire." 
And how I miss those nights of bliss 
'Round Phil McDonnell's fire. 

Mickey Fee 
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There is a story handed down of how Mickey Fee, an ancestor of 
Murty Duffy, got a letter from his brother in Glasgow to see if he 
could meet him in Sligo on a certain day, as he was going to 
1\.merica. The fare was £4 and he wrote to see if they could give him 
£2. Mickey left Gortaree after sunrise on a June morning, walked to 
Sligo via Manorhamiliton and Glencar, met his brother on the boat 
a t Sligo quay, give him two sovereigns, and walked back into 
Gortaree before sunset that evening. It is a distance of at least thirty 
miles as the crow flies. 

Dinny McGowan 

When we heard Dinny McGowan, our neighbour, was getting 
married we were surprised because we had never heard he was going 
with a girl. Now if it had been James Gildea, the neighbour that gave 
us the news, it would have been no surprise, for James and Maggie 
McBrien were keeping company for a long time and we children 
often saw them go by. 

I could recall the first time we saw them together. Maggie was 
working in our house and we children were helping her look for the 
turkey hen that was laying her eggs in a nest somewhere we could 
not find. Maggie stood talking to James and he was slowly stroking 
her arm in the short sleeved blouse and I thought the nettles must 
have stung her arm. 

A month or so earlier a Yankee girl had come home to Green's, 
another of our neighbours. Now Yankee girls coming home always 
caused great excitement in those bygone days of the early twenties. 
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Girls would have gone to America at seventeen years of age and ten 
years later come home by ship with a huge trunk whose mysterious 
depth would have held a gramophone, a camera, overshoes, and 
candy and presents for young and old. Susan the Yankee girl looked 
nice, and when myself and my sisters called in one day we had candy 
and heard the gramophone. It was to us the charm of another world. 
Her father was a heavy smoker and he had cigars and let it be known 
to all and everyone that Susan had lashings and lavings of money. 

Well there was dancing and parties and carousing for weeks, w~ch 
Dinny McGowan being a serious young man never went near. He 
was living with his father, for two sisters had got married inside a 
year and left the house without a woman. These girls had to get a 
dowry or 'fortune' was the word used in our culture. This must have 
left the farm in a bit of debt. But it was a tidy house and a seven cows 
place and Dinny was looking for a wife with money. 

There was an old saying that a byre of old cows or a houseful of 
daughters would keep any man poor. So Dinny got married to Susan 
and James Gildea was best man. Two neighbours, two friends, two 
opposites. Dinny was full of logic, wise but without an ounce of 
sentiment. James was sentimental, easygoing, and out for fun. 

As children on Halloween night one of the things we did was to 
burn nuts. If a pair were keeping company you picked two nuts- one 
big, one small - named them and pulled out the live greesha and set 
the nuts in. If they burned bright and stayed together the pair would 
wed, but if one shot away- it would not work out. We always had a 
few pairs, but we burned James and Maggie for years. 

James often came to ceili in our house. He was great fun and he 
could sing nicely. My father always asked him to sing 'Barbara Alien,' 
a song about a pair who died for love. If circumstances were keeping 
James from marrying, Maggie could not hang around for ever, so she 
went to England to work in a factory. James got letters from a place 
called Cosby. His brown eyes and easy charm would lure her back 
once or twice a year. Then came the day when we heard she was 
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gclting married to a man from Donegal, so James lost Maggie for 
good. 

In the meantime Dinny McGowan and his wife were flourishing. A 
family was coming along and Dinny was putting iron roofs on his 
outbuildings, and as Dinny's place enlarged James Gildea's place 
grew shabby and Dinny in his cool logic would say of James, "He's 
away with the mixer." 

As a growing lad I loved to call and spend time with James at his 
work. He would try to teach me how to use a saw or any tool - he 
would say in his nice easygoing way, "Easy now, it is not by bull work 
you kill a flea." We would sit in a field while he told me weasels were 
enchanted, or teach me how to imitate the call of the fox. Someone 
passing by might say, "Get on with the work," but James would say," I 
am that fond of work I would lie down beside it," and while James 
whiled away his time we would hear Dinny say, "In troth, like the ant 
and the grasshopper he won't find till winter is on him." 

Well fate has a way of working things to shape our lives. James had 
an older sister who went to England and married there. When her 
husband was killed in a road accident and they had no family she 
came home to live with James. When I got to know his sister I found 
a comely woman with a beautiful manner and born dignity. She 
Lidied the house, and James and herself lived there for years. It was a 
lreat to ceilidh there at night; no loud music, no television, just 
friendly neighbours and old world culture and sociability. James 
would always leave you past the gander and thank you for your 
ceilidh. He seemed happy as the day is long, and if anyone asked him 
why he never married he would say, "My mother-in-law was 
s tillborn." 

A few years after his sister died James went into an Old Peoples 
Home and the authorities took over all that he owned. Dinny 
McGowan had died a few years earlier and left several farms of land 
and sons to carry on his name. I often visited James in his new home 
where he was such a favourite, with his wit and charm. 
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Colour television was not that long in vogue and one night as we 
sat in the community room I said, "Do you watch television?" James 
said "Yes, and I see someone who reminds me of Maggie." 
'Coronation Street' was coming on and I watched his faded brown 
eyes that once had the 'come hither' for the girls now fixed intently 
on the screen. After some time he said "Now there she is." Emily 
Bishop was now his Maggie. 

A year or so later he had a peaceful and sudden end. Because his 
parents were buried in the old cemetery he was allowed to be buried 
with them. Neighbours carried out that nice old tradition of digging 
his grave, which was very close to the gable wall of the old seventh 
century church. 

I remember how I could feel the sun warm on my back as I thought 
of what a lifetime of memories we were leaving there. It was easy to 
imagine a briar growing up that old church wall, but no rose to 
entwine. It was goodbye to the last of my neighbours. Dinny 
McGowan, James Gildea; two friends, two opposites, the ant and the 
grasshopper. 

The runaways 

If a girl was going with a boy they might run away. All that they 
would do is, the fellow would get a pint of whiskey and he and the 
girl would go to a house, any neighbour 's house. The man of the 
house might send out for another pint of whiskey or two and get in a 
few of the neighbours. This was then accepted as a 'runaway'. 

They would then arrange for the wedding to be in a month's time 
or what ever. The girl would go back home to her house at twelve or 
one o'clock and the fellow would go back home to his house. It was 
a big disgrace if the marriage didn't come off, although they had a bit 
of a ceili and so on. 

It always was accepted that they would be married when they ran 
away. I have known people that ran away and marriages that were 
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runaways, but it never happens now. It was common enough if a girl 
was plucky enough to go against her parent's wishes and if she 
decided that this was the man for her. 

Aunt Maggie 

l remember being in my Aunt Maggie' s house when I was a wee 
l <:~ d . She was a good bit older than my father and he was fifty years of 
nge when I was born. Rural people did not get married, or could not 
get married, young that time. Aunt Maggie was a very nice wee 
woman but she was very deaf and my father would say loudly 
"Come here woman," and reminisce about old times. 

She had a match made to a fellow by the name of Elliott. I'm not quite 
sure where he came from but I think it was a good bit away and he came 
lo Legolagh and he was made welcome there. James Nixon lived about 
lwo townlands away and he also had a notion of Aunt Maggie. 

One day James w atched Aunt Maggie and the fellow Elliott as they 
went on a walk to the Shannon Pot. When he was going home she 
walked with him towards the road bringing the buckets with her to 
milk the cows. In the meantime James gave a young lad two pence to 
put the cows out to the back of the hill where they were out of sight. 
I Ie was waiting there with the cows when she got there and what 
ever he said to her he persuaded her to go against all and marry him. 
She did and they were as happy as Larry although they were poor. It 
wasn't a runaway but they went against their parent's wishes. 

How Farrell Howe was married 

My mother used to tell a story about this fellow, Farrell Howe, who 
was mowing rushes outside the chapel when there was a wedding. It 
was his girlfriend and she was getting married to another fellow. He 
went into the chapel to see his girl getting married and when it came 
to 'Would you take .. . ,' she said "No." 
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The priest said "Why?" She said it was because she wanted Farrell 
Howe. The priest looked down and saw Farrell. He said, "Come up 
here Farrell and I will marry you." 

Farrell went up to the rails. He was wearing traheens5 and he was 
married that way. 

Biddy the Hat 

I am not sure what age I was when I toddled with my mother as far 
as Pulbeg and saw old Biddy the Hat who was caught in a gap. I 
sensed my mother was nervous, the way she turned me back, and my 
childish fear was great. We lived in a remote world then and Biddy 
the Hat was a travelling woman, one of a number of travelling people 
that moved round the parish in my early childhood. Later that day, 
when Biddy was helped out of her difficulties, she came to our house 
and got tea. I hid in the room and after Biddy had a wee rest she left, 
calling down all blessings on the house and pausing at the cradle to 
say a prayer for my baby sister. 

For some reason the fear of that place stayed with me for a long 
time. I think maybe it was because Mary McBrien, our servant girl, 
had always told us there was a witch there. She did not want us to 
follow her to the spring well when she went for water, so this was 
the limit of our childish world, an area of fear and bogeys. Pulbeg 
was a wee three-cornered meadow which my father mowed with 
the scythe and got two rucks of hay. Between its fence and the 
adjoining field was the gap, and a short lane led to the spring on the 
south side of the grassy bank where we got the first primroses of the 
year. I remember I saw a red primrose which was very rare and 
every year, although I still felt nervous there, I would look for the 
red primroses. 

Danny Murphy, the young man who worked on the neighbouring 
farm, referred to the well as 'the Criggeen'. It came out of a little spink 
of rock, a stunted whitethorn grew on each side and it was ice-cold in 
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the hottest day in summer. Some wells were credited with a cure and 
the Criggeen was one of them. If nothing would rest on your stomach 
a bottle of water from the well was the cure. In the local idiom it had 
the cure for sickness. 

When Danny jumped the fence, and stretched his full length along 
the ground to drink from the well, we children, who were afraid of 
mankeepers6 going down our throat, told him of our fears. Danny 
only smiled. "No mankeeper could live there, the water is too cold," 
he said, and pointed to an insect on the water, the sideswimmer tha t 
is only seen on spring water. As he left he snipped a bit of watercress, 
another sign of a pure spring. How I envied him for his strong 
fearless size. 

When there came a long spell of h eat, most of the wells in our rocky 
area went dry and people came from all directions for water for the 
kettle. If girls came along Danny called to them to bring him a drink 
from their can as he had no way of lifting the water. This often 
puzzled me, until years later, when I can remember a girl with a red 
head used to come to the Criggeen. She had a smile that used to make 
my young heart go crossways and the world seemed a wonderful 
place. 

Ceiliers around our fireside at night would tell of fairy music 
coming to a house and then going over it. Others heard of chains 
rattling on lonely paths and sure there was lights often seen at 
Murtha's rock. 

I could travel alone any dark night on any lonely path and would 
never think of anything weird. Yet, when passing Pulbeg I would get 
o tingle on the small hairs on the back of my neck and some 
subconscious reminder of fear would come on me. It seemed I never 
could get away from that childish scare. As time went on rural life 
was losing its appeal so people left the remote country areas. The 
padroads to the well grew fainter and fewer as piped water mains 
look the place of spring wells. Sheep wire now runs in straight lines 
nnd cuts off stiles, for progress means bigger farms. No one would 
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mow with the scythe now and so Pulbeg is a mass of blackthorn and 
briars. 

Thinking back to my earliest memories it all seems like another 
existence of childish fears, sandy padroads, myths and mankeepers, 
Pulbeg and Biddy the Hat. 

Ketty 

There was an old woman named Ketty who had been a 
housekeeper for a brother of my Uncle Sandy's wife. Ketty came to 
Legolagh to look after the two small children. She had her old age 
pension and was glad to work for anyone who would keep her, so she 
came to look after Annie, my sister. Then she moved to Uncle Sandy's 
when a another baby was born, then back to our house to help look 
after me. So she came and went in my childish memory. 

Ketty was a great believer in the fairies. If she was in charge of our 
house any time my mother would be away, and if Ketty had to leave 
the house to go out for turf, she would put the tongs on the side of 
the cradle in case the wee people would take or exchange the child. 
When she washed our feet in a small bath pan, for there wasn't 
bathrooms in our houses then, if it was after sunset when she threw 
out the water she said 'Huggita uggita iskey solagh'.7 

As long as I remember, Ketty was there. She had come to help my 
mother when my eldest sister was born and it seems she took great 
delight in watching this baby progress to walking and talking stage. 
I was second in the family and, it seems, never made a great 
impression with Ketty. I suppose I was maybe three years old when 
Ketty gave my mother some advice: " In truth ma'm, if you don' t give 
that lad the rod, you will have another Paddy Bruiser." 

It seems that Paddy Bruiser was a wild youth in Ketty's close 
neighbourhood. Ketty was long gone from our home and I was in my 
teens before 1 knew she had another name. She was Ketty Melanophy 
from the townland of Skeagh. She had never married. When she came 
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lo our house she was in her seventies because she was in receipt of an 
old age pension which, round about that time, 1913-14, went up to 
Lcn shillings old money. 

A few years ago I talked about Ketty with my sister, Annie. She told 
me she remembered going down the path to Dolan's with Ketty. The 
l)olans were in a house belonging to the Reids. They were poor 
people and the biggest treat they could give the child was a fistful of 
Hugar set on a chair. This was before 'Hygiene', the goddess of h ealth, 
had come to Ireland, and the child could pick up grains of sugar 
while the grown-ups exchanged grains of gossip, and all was well 
and life was simple. 

Ketty, poor woman, got cancer and had to go to the workhouse 
hospital. She left her life savings, £8, with my uncle and it is as long 
ago as I remember seeing her going off in the sick car. He used to visit 
her and she asked him to see that she got a decent burial. I am not so 
sure how long she lingered. I know my uncle used to visit her in 
hospital and, when she died, he carried out her wish. Francis Dolan 
of Blacklion was the undertaker. He supplied the coffin and the 
hearse. A few neighbours dug the grave. There was the tobacco and 
clay pipes passed round, and Ketty was laid to rest in the family plot 
in Old Killesher. Sometimes I try to picture what Ketty really looked 
like, because I looked at her through the young eyes of a child. What 
a tough life she had and how many people of her generation, who 
worked their fingers to the bone, were laid to rest in cheap coffins, 
and now make the rich dust and unwritten history of Old Killesher. 

The Melanophy family 

There were two brothers and a sister and their land ran in stripes 
to Cuilcagh Mountain. And they had nicknames: 

The Leesha: He was a big man. 
The Lamb: The young one. 
The Hawk: That was the sister. 
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1 don't know why the first brother was called 'The Leesha', but he 
was a big frame of a man. 'The Lamb'; I think when he was young h e 
was as quiet as a lamb, I think I heard that. I have no idea why the 
sister was called The Hawk. I remember when the Hawk died; she 
was old then, they carried the coffin on hand-spikes the four miles of 
a mountain track to Killesher. John Gilmurray from here was at it and 
he was a devil too. She was very light and they ran with the coffin, 
ran, and the old man behind could not keep up with them. They said 
she was so light she must be in the pens.8 

Tom the Man - he was Melanophy too - took the Leesha down to 
some countryman to make a will, and later on the will was contested. 
Tom the Man was a herder then for Elliott and he was beaten in the 
will suit and it put him out of his own wee place. He had to sell it to 
defray the costs. 

The Earl of Enniskillen 

The landlord in this area was the Earl of Enniskillen, a descendant 
of the Coles who came over here about 1610. I think they came from 
Devon. They were related to royalty. I think they claim kindred with 
Edward VII. 

I never had that much to do with the Earl of Enniskillen. I do 
remember one time we were cutting trees in his wood when he came 
along unexpectedly. I had gone to the wood ranger and asked about 
cutting a tree. I noticed that all the other men saluted him as he came 
up and I did not and I could see his eye glancing on me. He walked 
on a bit and he must have asked the fellow, that was with him, who I 
was. He came back and said "Sheridan, you are cutting these trees too 
high up," and he p ointed one out. I said "I didn't cut that tree." The 
man with him confirmed that I had not cut that tree and the Earl then 
walked on. That was the only time I ever spoke to him and I knew it 
was because I had not saluted him that he had challenged me. That 
would have been in the 1940s. 
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My mother came from County Leitrim and she always said to me 
"You are as good a gentleman, if you conduct yourself, as the Earl of 
Enniskillen. Never touch your hat to any man." She would, however, 
make me raise my cap to a lady, even a neighbour woman. 

There was also Lord Michael who was an epileptic. If I was selling 
sheep or anything he would come and lean on the pens, take out his 
pipe for a smoke and talk to me. He wore no cap, and had no side or 
swank to him at all The poor man fell in the yard, hit his head on the 
pavers and died, and did not get the title. 

Notes 

·1. Sticks for kindling. 
2. Lisgoole Abbey near Enniskillen. 
3. Song thrush. 
4. An ita lives in Florencecourt and, at that time, worked for Fermanagh District Council. 
5. Hay tied round to keep his trouser legs in tight when mowing. 
6. Newts. 
7. Irish, 'Chugat 's agat uisce salach'- dirty water to you and for you. This was to warn 

the fairies of the dirty water otherwise you might be cursed. 
8. Pen feathers, ie moulting. 



Chapter 6 ENTERTAINMENT 

The first wireless 

W
E WERE THE FIRST in the area to get a wireless, I think it was 
in 1933. Some of our relatives, who were better off than 
we were, thought that, as mother could not get out, she 

should have a sort of world coming into her.' So they got this radio. It 
was a Murphy set, a very good wee set, and it was the wonder of all 
the neighbours even then. 

Gracie Fields was one of the singers. She sang the 'Isle of Capri' and 
some of those old songs. At that time you had to have a wet battery and 
a dry battery. The wet battery would do maybe four weeks and then 
when it went off you had to take it to Enniskillen and you had to wait 
for maybe three days to get it back. A hackney car used to go from the 
foot of the Marlbank Road to Enniskillen every Tuesday. Before that 
there was a man, called Appleb)" who started a bus service in 
Enniskillen in the twenties. He ran a bus from Enniskillen along the 
Florencecourt road to the Border at Blacklion. That went on for a few 
years. In fact the first time ever I got to Bundoran was on Appleby' s bus 
on a Sunday. He used to drive from Enniskillen via Belcoo to 
Bundoran. He was a very nice wee man and it was great to get in to 
Enniskillen with mother when I was a wee lad. 

I always liked listening to the music. We had a lot of music. A lot of 
the country people could play the melodeon, for instance at a dance. 
There would be a dance if there were Yankees coming home or 
anything like that. Yankees coming home caused a great stir and there 
would surely be a dance in a neighbours house. We thought the 
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Yankees had everything you know, and they would come home with a 
big trunk. 

That time they came home by ship and maybe they would have been 
away ten years. If it was a girl she may have gone away at seventeen, 
but she would be coming home and she would possibly marry a 
farmer, or at least that would be the idea. She would have maybe three 
or four hundred pounds and she would get a man. It was easier to 
marry and set up a home and rear a family in our country than maybe 
if she got married and lived fourteen storeys high in New York. 

When I was seventeen, however, I would not have got to America 
because the Wall Street Crash had come. In the thirties my generation 
was at home and so our country was full of young people. If the 
Yankees were coming home there was powerful excitement. There 
would be a dance that night and very likely the Yankees would have 
brought a gramophone and records and so on over from America. 
Everything the Yankees would bring would be new to the area. 

Dances 

If you went out to the road, someone might say, "There's a dance in 
Nolans" or, "There's a dance in Maguires the night," and you went 
along. The girls were asked and it was taken for granted when the girls 
went that fellows would go. The girls got tea and the boys didn't, but 
you were made welcome. They just could not afford to give tea. The 
house that would be giving the dance would buy loaf bread and jam 
and so the girls would be taken up to the parlour and they would get 
tea, bread and jam. The dance would be on the flagged floor in the 
kitchen. You would dance until morning, dance after dance, mostly 
lancers, sets or quadrilles. 

If you went to ceili in a house any night and there were a few boys 
and girls there someone might start to play a trump or a french fiddle 
or even Wt. Some of the old men were great lilters. I know I learned to 
dance a polka on the flagged floor at just a casual ceili in a house. If you 



I /IL When ltn·keys chewed tobacco ---------------------------------
Wl'nl to a dance you would dance a half set, two boys and two girls, If 
we went to dance with a bigger crowd we danced what we called the 
f u 11 set Two couples had to stand idle while the other two did their 
figures, whereas if you danced the lancers, the girl you asked out to 
dance, danced with the fellow and you danced with another fellow. 
That is the way you danced the lancers and then handed it round so 
that everyone was moving at the same time. The lancers was the 
favourite dance on the old country kitchen. 

Kitchens were big with good flagged floors. Some of the newer 
floors would have been made of concrete. It often raised a bit of dust, 
which you would find in your throat because we were dancing with 
nail boots which had tips and nails. I am not quite sure what the girls 
wore on their feet. You danced with your nail boots because as I say 
you went into a house to ceili and this dance came up or even you 
might not hear of the dance. You just went out to the road and someone 
would say, "There's a dance." You were young and it was easy to knock 
a 'splank' out of a flag with your nails. It was a great time if you were 
timing off. We would dance the 'highland schottische' or a 'polka' or 
the 'stacks of barley', all good step dancing. You timed off to the music. 
It was great to give a big wide whack and knock a splank out of a flag! 
The owner of the house would laugh his sides off as it was all good fun, 
you would not do the flag any harm but you might wear your shoes 
out. 

I did not learn ballroom dancing but as we grew up we danced. The 
country people grew up with the music, with the Irish music. The first 
music I remember was when a fellow my age had a french fiddle. He 
was only about six or seven years of age and he could play. I can still 
remember him telling me he could play 'The Wearing of the Green' and 
'Fare Thee Well Enniskillen'. You sort of picked your tunes for the sets 
because you swung your partner. We might start off the sets to the 
'Geese in the Bog' and then maybe someone would come in with 'The 
Girl I Left Behind Me' and then 'Fare Thee Well Enniskillen'. 
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/11 1933 Molly Sheridan was home on holiday and a group of young people went 
to see the completed Marlbank road in Clyhannagh. Left to right: Terence 
McCorry, Eva Sheridan, George Sheridan, Man; (Molly) Sheridan, Terence Fee, 
Hobby Sheridan, Annie Sheridan of Gortaree, Margaret Sheridan, Bertie Sheridan, 
lrene Sheerin, Raby Sheridan, Annie Sheridan. 

Mummer's Dances 

The mummer$ were not supposed to go out until New Year's Eve 
so there was generally a mummer's dance after this. Then, like 
everything else, they started to gather more money and so they might 
go out just after Christmas but they would still like to have their 
dance on New Year's Day. I did not go to many mummers dances 
because there was always drink and a bit of 'aggro'. 

If the mummers came to the house you gave them a shilling, or 
maybe at some houses they got sixpence. A shilling or sixpence is all 
they would get in any house. They would have bought their ribbons 
in some shop in Blacklion and they would have to pay maybe 
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seventeen and sixpence. The costumes might have ribbons hanging 
from their hats for a certain amount of disguise. 

They would generally get a quarter barrel of Guinness, or a half 
barrel and they would ask someone to give them a house. It could be 
a rough night if lads drank too much. There were girls who would 
not go to a mummers dance and then there were girls who would go. 
Apart from that there would be nothing that exciting about the New 
Year round our locality. 

While it may appear strange, mumming is an English custom 
which came over with theN ormans. It comes from the word murmur, 
as they murmured a rhyme. The Wren Boys were the Irish version, 
and before that the Irish custom was 'hunting the wren'. The 
mummer's play is a sort of symbol of the old year dying and the new 
year coming in. In one act they have Prince George and Oliver 
Cromwell and they also have St Patrick, a sort of blending of the Irish 
and the English. They have "dab my rusty dagger through your 
heart" and "raise dead men and fight again" when the doctor comes 
in with all his cures and so on. He says what he can cure - the big 
plague, the wee plague and something about the brains of a creepie 
stool that he has blended into a bottle. The mummers travelled along 
the pad road and when they were getting near a house they struck up 
a tune on the melodeon. It is the first musical instrument that 
registered with me and until this day the melodeon is my favourite, 
although I could never play a note. 

My uncle played the melodeon and sang a lot. He would always 
sing to us. Generally if people came in at night, someone would sing 
a song. If you could sing a song you sang and if you could tell a story 
you told a story and in this way the ceiliers would be amused. Uncle 
Sandy was a very good singer. He had three sons and two of them 
could play the melodeon, and the french fiddle before they got to the 
melodeon stage. Every 'cub' at that time got a 'trump' for only a 
penny halfpenny or two pence, but it did play.2 The trump had a brass 
tongue, the music was not loud but it was sweet and so a cub coming 
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from school would go in and buy a trump and practice on it and then 
progress to a french fiddle. It cost more. I think we gave one and 
t~ ixpence for a french fiddle. 

Games 

Dolog was a favourite game with young people, and also wrestling 
the Connaught-man.3 On Halloween night we dipped for apples and 
burned nuts. This was done by pulling the greesha a bit out from the 
fire and naming two nuts as any courting couple we knew to be 
keeping company. If the nuts stayed together as they burned, the 
couple would be married but if one nut exploded or blew away there 
would be no marriage. It was all in fun. 

In another game which we would set up, we would use the churn, 
a necessary article in the kitchen. The kitchen would be big and 
flagged and the churn might be in a corner and it would be a den. You 
would be safe if you were holding onto the churn. We would have 
something else, maybe the back door or something and that would be 
another den. A fellow stood in the middle of the floor and you came 
out of your churn a bit and tantalised him. Another fellow would 
come out of the other den and then maybe someone else shot across 
the room. The object of the game was to catch the rabbit between the 
dens. 

Then of course we played ludo and dominos. The men would play 
dominos and we played ludo. We could count even before we went 
to school. When we were going on ten, eleven or twelve, we would 
play 'twenty five'. I never played whist until I was grown up but 
twenty five was a great game, a great countryman's game.4 

The Talkies 

For entertainment I cycled to Enniskillen on Saturday evenings. I 
liked the talkies. There was a Mrs Pine, a Yankie, who came home to 
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Marlbank to visit Sheerin's and she said, "Oh, there's a lovely film 
coming- 'Song o' My Heart' featuring John McCormick." I cycled 
into town with Tommy Sheerin to see this film in the Town Hall, as 
did many local lads. My youngest sister Raby, Irene Sheerin and 
Bridget Maguire all went by car. 

The talkies were terrific, I loved going to see the films on a 
Saturday evening. I think you had to pay about one and fourpence to 
get into the cinema. There was ninepence and one and fourpence 
seats in the Town Hall. When the Regal came in later, in the thirties, I 
think they had fourpence and ninepence and the balcony. I always 
liked to sit well back. 

Sean Nethercott, Shay Nethercott's father, lived in Paget Square, 
and had a yard full of bicycles there. He charged two pennies for 
taking in your bike and keeping it safe. If you had a puncture, he 
would fix it and charge you a few pennies. He did not close until 12 
o'clock, so when the film was over in the Town Hall we would go 
down to the Leinster Cafe or the Derby Cafe and have a pot of tea, 
brown or white bread, jam and a slice of butter all for eight pennies. 
As I was not drinking at that time I could buy ten Players cigarettes 
for sixpence. You could have a nice cup of tea and cycle home and I 
would still have change out of half a crown. 

It was daunting to get onto your bike and cycle into Enniskillen 
from Gortaree. When I got off the bike at the foot of Marlbank I had 
to push it up that mile and a half road coming home. The bike was a 
great way of travelling, especially if you were going to a fair. You 
would maybe put it on your shoulder to cross a lane or a stile or two 
from one road to another. Ah yes, we were used to cycling to 
Enniskillen. 

If there were two or three lads, we would hop on our bikes at the 
Diamond and look at the time on the clock and then maybe we would 
not get off the bikes until there was a hill. At the Gortatole hill, before 
you came to the Gortatole gate, we might get off and check our time. 
It would be about an hour. A nice cycle on a nice night. I suppose it 
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would be another half hour or more when you would have walked 
up Marlbank hill. It was good fun, when you knew no better. Lads 
would not do it now. I was reared to walking. 

My father called moving pictures a cinematograph. They came to 
the Market House in the Black and it was moving pictures and I 
thought it was great. I stood on the form,5 to see moving pictures, 
when you were five or six years of age, it was terrific. 

Notes 

1. Mrs Sheridan, George's mother, suffered from severe arthritis. 
2. A trump is a Jews harp and a french fiddle is a mouth organ. 
3. 'Dolog' is Blind Man's Buff 'Wrestling the Connaught Man' is played with a pole, 

perhaps a brush handle. The player has to hold one end of the pole on the ground with 
one hand; the other hand holds the pole near the top. Then the player has to turn right 
round without moving the position of their hands on the pole, or lifting the pole off the 
ground. 

4. A card game similar to whist. 
5. Long wooden seat. 



Chapter 7 CURES, CHARMS, 
AND FAIRIES 

Attending to cows 

I
T WAS QUITE COMMON, when I was young, for my father or any of 
the neighbours to have a cow 'a lifting'. In other words the cow 
would be so bare of flesh and so thin and undernourished that 

she would not be able to get up after she had lain down. She would 
. be near the calving, maybe her time would be up, and for a couple of 

weeks she would have to get help to get up. The neighbour men 
would all come at an appointed hour and lift the cow. 

I remember we had a cow caught in a sheugh up on Gortaree hill 
and when the men took her out she was not able to walk. They 
brought straw and drove stakes in the ground and made a shelter for 
her. Daddy and Pat the Whang sat up all night with her. Next day 
was a Holy Day and Pee McCaffrey brought a lot of lads who were 
on their way home from Mass, and they got the cow to the byre. I 
often think, looking back, how good the neighbours were to each 
other then . Now, when people are far better of( they are not half as 
kind or thoughtful. Of course the cattle were not half fed in those old · 
days and the people hadn't the money to buy meal and nuts for them. 
If we had a stripper cow or a cow in milk we would give a bottle of 
milk to our neighbour every night and vice versa. 

When an animal got sick we would never send for the vet. The 
neighbour men gathered and each had a go at diagnosing what might 
be wrong with it and prescribing a cure. It would be the whole topic 
for a day or two if Robert had a sick cow or Nolans had a sick calf. 
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We had an old red cow that lay down over near McCorry's ditch 
and never got up again. We used to take her a drink of water or a 
grain of hay. I can remember old Terry saying "Be this and be that the 
loss of a cow is a slap in the face to any man", and of course it was. 
The price of a cow then would be only about £10, maybe a bit more 
for a good one. But it corresponds with prices in the 1990s when a 
cow is worth maybe £400. 

Old man Sheerin used to say "Care and attention cuts the tail off 
bad luck", and he was right. The people were far too fond of growing 
hay too late and waiting for bulk. They tedded and lapped it until the 
whole good was gone out of it. They scalded a head of cabbage with 
a grain of indian meal and thought they were feeding an animal. 
When an animal died the neighbours came and helped to bury it. The 
men always skinned it and the hide would be worth a few shillings. 
They would say "May all your bad luck go with it." When the skin 
was sold a pot or oven would be bought with the money, the idea 
being that iron was lucky. 

The white cow died out and the red ones too. Now they are all 
Frisian, black and white, and none of their owners talk like old Terry. 
Instead they talk about milk mountains and the E.E.C. and quotas 
nnd intervention. As for me I sometimes sigh, for men like old 
I Iughie and Terry, and cows like the old white cow that could milk as 
well as any of them if she had been fed. 

Attending to people 

One night long ago, as a few ceiliers sat round our fire, the chat was 
how long back they could remember. One man thought he could 
remember things that happened when he was three years old, but old 
I I ughie McCaffrey out-did them all. He said, "Well, I mind six weeks 
before I was born and I cried for a whole day for fear I'd be a wee 
girl." 

Now I go back to an incident that happened when I was six months 
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old. I will tell the story as my mother used to tell it, of how she met 
Doctor Reid. 

My aunt, her sister, had come to visit us and she had a baby boy 
one day younger than me. This baby was delicate and gave the 
parents some sleepless nights, so while they were with us he got all 
the attention, and by the time they were gone I was in need of 
attention. Now, my father had no belief in doctors. His brother lived 
in the next townland and his family were growing up alongside us, 
so the brothers would chat and consult each other if anything was 
wrong with us, and agree there was no need to call a doctor. 

Now at that time the most colourful character in the parish of 
Killesher would have been Dr N A Reid MD. How many times as I 
grew up did I hear people talk of Doctor Reid. They would say, "Ah, 

. Doctor Reid was a born doctor," so the man became a legend in his 
lifetime. Now it seems the doctor was very fond of whiskey, and 
when he came on a sick call there was always a glass of whiskey 
offered, and legend said the more he had the better he was at his 
diagnosis. 

Well, Doctor Reid was sent for, and it was made sure there was 
whiskey in the house for him. But unfortunately my father was out 
when the doctor came and my mother, who was new to the 
neighbourhood and very much against alcohol, saw this man come 
in the worse for drink, as she thought. She never offered him a 
drink, and of course the doctor had come at least five miles in his 
horse and trap and should have been in need of a wee drop. 

My mother was rocking me in the cradle and he shouted, "Don't 
rock the child!" Then he said "Strip off his clothes till I see his 
bones." This was done. "Damn the die he'll do" said Doctor Reid. 
By this time my mother was in tears, so the doctor turned to Aunt 
Lizzie, because as Uncle Sandy's wife he knew her fairly well. As 
she escorted him to the door he gave her some pills and said "Give 
these to the sick child," but when she gave them to my mother, she 
said "No, I would not give anything that rascal would leave, for he 
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doesn't know what he is doing." 

Fortunately, Mrs Reid of Clyhannagh came in an hour or so later 
and said the doctor knew well wh at he was doing. Now my mother 
left great value on the wisdom of Mrs Reid; they had come from 
adjoining townlands as young girls and were great friends and sure 
enough, in a day or so there was a big improvement in me. 
Although my mother wouldn't admit it, I'm sure it was another 
success for the brilliant Doctor Reid. 

The most common cure for all childish ailments in my young 
days was Castor Oil. It was hard to take - and once when my 
mother asked a neighbour woman what she gave her children when 
they were little ones, she said, "Divil a thing when they were in 
need of medicine but a bit of soot." Now this woman had reared a 
large family. 

Christians and cattle 

Our neighbours, when they would change the conversation from 
people to animals, always said "Not comparing Christians to cattle," 
and then talk about problems with cattle and sheep. My father and 
his brothers had the same attitude to vets as to doctors. My father 
never sent for a vet in his life; he used to consult with Uncle Sandy 
and maybe another neighbour, and after an agreement of minds they 
would decide · what physic to give. My uncle was a very 
knowledgeable man with cattle, and was often called to take a calf 
from a cow. I remember a man coming to bleed an animal of ours 
years ago, but that practice disappeared altogether. 

My father always got the Minor1 to his cattle. This man's name was 
McManus from Eadanmore, but he was always called 'The Minor'. 
He could do anything with cattle or sheep. He always came with his 
tools in a jute bag. As a small boy I would try to look into his bag, but 
he would say "Tee a yaddy"2 and get rid of me. He didn't always cure 
and I have often thought since that it was penny wise and pound 
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foolish not to have a proper vet. 

William Elliott of Carry brought a vet to an outlying farm he had 
beside us when I was about six years old and it was talked about 
around firesides for nights after. My father was there, and another 
neighbour, waiting for the vet to appear. It fell dark, and when 
someone went outside with a light there were shouts for help. 
William and the vet had fallen down a rock. The man's name was 
Dawson, he was on in years, and he said to Terry McCorry, the man 
that found him, "This w ill be the death of me, and I will kill the calf," 
he was so mad at William. He had one legging on and I don't think 
the other one was ever found. However, I don't think it killed the vet, 
and the cow and calf lived, and that, I think, was the first time a vet 
ever came up our Marlbank road. 

I remember one time we had a white cow bad with staggers. The 
cattle in those days had horns, and this cow was in a loose-house and 
she had got h er horn under a door, so there was a bit of a hubbub. The 
door had to be taken off the hinges and old Hughie McCaffrey was 
going past to the shop. He looked at the cow stretched out and he 
said, "Go out to the field and cut a deep sod and put it under her nose 
with the clay side up, and get anoth er the morrow and another the 
morrow." Now I sometimes think did Hughie know about antibiotics 
and had never heard the word? He was a herd, or 'hurd' as we said, 
and had been all his life working for big farmers, so he had 
experience and the wisdom of years. 

They were great people, simple people, wonderful people. They 
are long gone to their rest, and simple remedies like castor oil and 
soot are out the window. Now doctors' surgeries are full of people 
who leave with sweetened and gilded pills. Is it any wonder their 
children take pills that are addictive, because this is an age of pills. 

What of the animal world? Science has invented a diet for animals 
from the cow down to the humble cat. How has it worked? No longer 
will you see a cat sitting looking into a corn stack in a haggard. The 
cat has been to the veterinary surgery and has lost its claws and other 
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bits and pieces and now lives in a cushioned basket, and all this 
change can be summed up in one word. Progress. 

But I think father was wrong. In fact I'm sure he was wrong not to 
bring a vet to the house. When I started I would get a vet. If there was 
a ewe had the dallamullog, you would get a man to cut it off. Some 
people would call it a 'hoax', it was a web that grew on a sheep's eye. 
It would not kill the ewe but it would mean that it could not see. If 
you saw a ewe lifting her legs high you would know she had the 
dallamullog3 and then there would be a danger that she would topple 
into a hole and get lost. A man would put a thread in a needle, 
squeeze the corner of the eye, give it a wee snip and you would see a 
bit of fleshy stuff coming out and then it would mend. Not every man 
could do it. You needed a steady hand, but there would always be a 
man handy enough 

If a cow got hinched, that is if she knocked out her hinch bone, 
which was quite a common thing, there would be another man that 
would put it in. You would put the cow in the byre and tie her up. He 
would have a board that he would put up tight against himself and 
he'd lean tight against the cow's flank. He would also have a round 
bit of wood which he would roll inside her leg. You would hear the 
crack of the cup going in. 

If an animal got 'red water' or anything like that I always believed 
in getting the vet. But my father would send for neighbour men and 
they would come and chat and have a 'council of war'. They would 
say, "Well now, we'll give her a physic, we'll do ..... so and so." The 
next day they would be down to see how she was. 

Since the war the vets have had modern drugs that check infection 
and they are really valuable. But people thought they could not afford 
a vet. I sometimes think that maybe they were wrong all along. We 
had a neighbour, and he would say that even if a cow was not of 
much value, she was valuable to the people in proportion to 
everything else. 
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Fairies 

My father used to tell a story that he heard from one of the women 
about when they were young girls. They were milking the cow and 
the cow snorted and they looked and saw this wee fairy man with the 
red coat and the green cap. They only told it because they saw him or 
thought they did. I never heard my father saying he saw a fairy but I 
have talked to a man that saw fairies and their fires. I heard him say 
one time, that some neighbours were stubbing bushes4 and he and his 
two sisters, who were coming from a wedding at about three or four 
o'clock in the morning, saw the wee people dancing round the fires. 

Now, was there such a thing as fairies? Are they dead and gone 
now? You see, some people would say that. I can remember in the 
harvest field in good weather, and it's a good sign of the weather, 

. there might come a wind that would maybe catch a lap of hay and it 
might be a hundred yards away, but you would see it spin up in the 
air. People would say, "Now, that is the fairies you know." Old men 
would say "Whist now, pass no remarks." The 'good people' were 
there you see. 

And sometimes they would be in the mist, because it is nearly 
always in the mist that you would get lost. There was an old story 
handed down that the Celts or invaders beat the natives and that the 
natives had to take to the mountains, like every other conquered 
people. The natives had magic powers and came back in the 
whirlwind and the mist. 

There would be a lot of stories about the fairies. Long ago when 
Ketty Melanophy, 'Kitty Oyne' they used to call her, was left in charge 
of the child, and she had to go out she would always put the tongs 
across the cradle in case the fairies would get the child. The fairies 
would leave something else in the child's place; maybe a delicate 
child in its place. There were all these stories about a foundling you 
know. You can take them with a grain of salt, but a hundred years ago 
people took it seriously, they definitely did. There were plenty of 
s tories about somebody being taken and something left in their place. 
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I have never seen a fairy, but I heard an aunt of mine telling how 
she had seen a one. Long ago, when she was a young girl, she had 
seen a fairy in the meadow that I now own. I believe her, because she 
saw him or she would not have said it. He was a wee man, and he 
was a kind of dusting his knee when she saw him. He scared the cow 
that she was milking. The cow snorted and she looked across the 
ditch and there was the fairy. She described him, as dressed in green 
and full-grown at the time. There was another sister with her, and the 
two of them saw him. I did not question them because she told me 
she had seen the fairy and I believed it because the woman had never 
told a lie in her life. 

May morning and taking the butter 

On May morning, we wouldn't go to borrow from a next door 
neighbour. You might, but they would rather you just didn't. On Old 
H ughie Mac's (Maguire of the Bards), where we cut the turf, if they 
were churning and you went in, they wouldn't let you go out 
smoking. Any house, that ever we would go in to, you would take a 
branch in case you would take the butter. That is an unwritten law in 
the country. They were very superstitious. 

Now take the ordinary countryman, mountain man, like myself. It 
did not ever interfere with your belief or your Christianity. There was 
a place for the two. You had this superstition and if, say, a clergyman 
came along and pooh-poohed it, you still would just kind of hold on 
to this although none of us would admit it. A man might say, "I' ll start 
to dig the praties with the help of God on Monday morning." If he 
went out he might see something and he just would not do the work. 

There was the superstition of ' taking the butter'. That is something 
that I have heard about from when I was the height of your knee.5 

There would be certain people and it would be said, "Watch her, 
because she can take the butter." I used to hear my father telling a 
story about his uncle who was tossing a ditch. The stone ditch was 

- -- -- ---------~ 
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built up, and he was tossing a gap to put cattle through, and he came 
across a thread, and the thread went along the ditch. The way that the 
woman was supposed to take the butter was, she stood where three 
townlands met- she stood there and whatever way she worked it, 
she could take the butter. 

They used to tell a story about a fellow who was out this May 
morning and he saw this old woman going through her antics of 
taking the butter. She would be working with a spool of thread and 
sh e would say somebody's name and h e would say, "And the half to 
me," and she'd mention another, "And the half to me," he would say. 
And the next time he churned the churn wasn't able to hold all the 
butter. That was what he maintained, because h e got the half of the 
butter from the lassie that w as working out to take it from the 
neighbours. A tall story. 

Maybe there was a reasonable explanation for this fear about the 
butter. When we started sending milk to the creamery, and it was 
tested for solids and fats, there was a time of the year, say the month 
of May, when we would get a notice from the creamery saying that 
our milk was substandard - that is the butterfat and solids had gone 
down. This would be when the cattle would be on hay all winter. 
Someone would come out and recommend potatoes and something 
else to bring up the butterfat. 

Nobody wanted to have the first smoke in the townland on May 
Day. You would be looking around you to see if there was a smoke in 
Nolans or a smoke somewhere else because nobody wanted to put up
the first smoke. 

I used to hear my father saying about his father and how one time 
he had a servant boy and he sent him over to cut rods in Crossmurrin. 
There was this party, they were Maguires who lived in Killykeehan, 
and they saw the servant boy looking at this cow as he went past to 
cut the rods. A couple of mornings afterwards one of the Maguires 
came over to Legolagh and whispered to my grandfather, unknownst 
of the boy, to ask could he get a wee bit of the fellow's shirt or his coat, 
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and that they would burn it at the cow's head. They thought he had 
overlooked this cow and this was supposed to be the cure. If I 
overlooked a cow on you, if you could get a wee bit of my coat and 
burn it at her head it was supposed to cure. Now, that was definitely 
superstition. 

But for many things one can work out a reason. The people thought 
that a neighbour had taken the butter, but it was just that they hadn't 
the cows properly fed. I'm sure it was. I can understand the origin of 
that story of taking the butter on that account. 

Castle money 

If you were going along the road with a man he might say, "Would 
you believe that there goes Castle money in there?" Long ago the old 
RIC were working under Dublin Castle. If there was any sign of 
anything, maybe someone was planning illegal drilling, you could go 
to the RIC and give them a tip to watch so and so, and you'd get a 
trifle for it I'm sure. It was called 'Castle money'. 

The Devil and the candle 

People used to say you would see the devil if you were carrying a 
pack of cards in your pocket. They always turned the end card and 
that was supposed to block the spell. About the biggest crime that 
you could do was to be a gambler. Gambling at that time was a game 
of twenty-five. I remember old Terry McCorry telling a story about 
fellows that were so hooked on cards that they would maybe be put 
out of everywhere for playing cards. They went into this wee stable 
and they had a butt of a candle and they said they would play as long 
as the candle would last. When the candle burned out they went out 
and it was long bright daylight and the people were long gone to 
Mass, it was Sunday morning. The people might say this was the 
work of the Devil! 
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Father's cure of the jaundice 

My father had the cure of the jaundice Now he was a man who 
n ever said two words where one would do. He got the cure from a 
man the name of Cassidy, I know that, and he give it to a man the 
name of Elliott, and I think that Elliott man that he give it to went a 
wee bit senile, you know, too young, and I'm afraid he has never 
given it to anyone else. But it was a great cure. I think it must have 
been one that you did not hand down because he never said that he 
could or couldn't give it to me, so it would appear that it was not a 
family cure. 

The wild woodbine, honeysuckle you might call it, was used in the 
cure. I often went and pulled it for him especially when he got unable 
to do it himself. I heard him give the directions to people when they 
came. You would rub, or the patient would do it himself, from the tip 
of his longest finger to the top of his head three times in the name of 
the Father, Son, and Holy Ghost. You boiled a little of it and took three 
sips in the name of the Father, Son and Holy Ghost and that was the 
cure. 

Now there .was something else because I could go out and pull 
the herb and give the instructions, yet it would not cure. Its a 
something - I don't know what it is. In a lot of these cures the 
Father, Son and Holy Ghost part may have been substituted for 
something older. 

Other cures 

There were other cures, some simple. The cure for the mumps was 
if you put a halter on the person that had them and led them to the 
river. With the chin cough, the whooping cough, if there was an ass 
in milk, one suckling a foal, you would put the child in and out under 
the ass three times and that was supposed to cure them. 

There was an old cure for warts, which involved putting a worm 
on the warts, and as the worm withered the wart would also. I knew 
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a man, a neighbour of ours, and one day the vet was out looking at a 
cow. There was a lot of men there and the vet said, "That's an awful 
hand of warts. I know a man, from down in Derrygonnelly that 
would cure that." 

He gave him the man's name and he went down to see him. The 
day that he cycled down first was not a day the man could cure him 
- there were some cures that could only be made on certain days of 
the week and maybe some could only be made before sunset and so 
on. He had to go back again and the man then gave him something 
and made the sign of the cross. He said that in about ten days the 
warts should be gone. But ten days came and the warts were still 
there. He thought to himself, now it is not going to cure me and at 
that he just happened to flick one of them and it flew away. He 
continued and the whole lot went away. 

If you pulled twelve gooseberry thorns and pointed three of them 
in the name of the Father, Son and Holy Ghost and then threw them 
over your shoulder, it was supposed to cure a sty. Some women could 
make up an ointment of laurel leaves and something else. I knew a 
woman used to make it up, but that was just a simple cure for the sty. 

A lot of people were against the cure for the sprain because often, 
when people thought they had a sprain, there might actually be a 
little bone broken and an x-ray would show that. There is a man, 
Tommy Fraser, who has the cure of the sprain. He gives you a string 
to put on it. I have got it for an animal, and for ourselves. You would 
just say you want it for a cow or whatever. 

There were cures for the bloody mudden in cattle. You just tell the 
woman the colour of the animal- and I have proved it that it is true. 
People will say it is all nonsense, but I wonder is it? It's hard to know. 

The Banshee 

The Banshee cries for certain families. I suppose it has died out, but 
I heard a man say he heard the banshee when his aunt was dead. It 
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sounded like the woman crying - but it could be a cat crying. But I 
would believe this man. If you talk to a person, and you know the 
person, you have a fair idea that they would not tell it unless they 
believed it, so you have to go by that. I would go by that although 
anyone could be mistaken. If you got afraid, you know, you might 
think you saw things that you had not. That could account for some 
of the things, but there are strange things in the world and one should 
perhaps not probe too much. 

Throwing the besom 

A man might go away just to look for a wife and maybe the mother 
would hop the besom6 off him as he went out down the street. It was 
not that she did not want him to get married, but because she did 
want someone to come in. If you threw the besom after him it was for 
good luck. 

Who will you marry? 

If you peeled an apple and threw the peel over your shoulder the 
initial it made would be that of the person you were going to marry. 

If you took a mouthful of water and didn't swallow and walked 
out, who ever you met first that would be the person you would 
marry. 

When there was a wedding and you got a bit of the bride's cake 
(mostly for the girls) and wrapped it up. You put it under the pillow 
to see if you would dream of the person you would marry. 



Cures, charms, and fairies 181 

Notes 

1. Probably called 'The Minor' because his father died before he was 21 and he was left as 
the man on the property. 

2. 'Toigh a dhaidi' - 'Home to your daddy'. 
3. Dallamul/6g- blindness in sheep. Irish, 'dall', blind. 
4. Clearing and burning them. 

5. This meant that butter would not form when the milk was churned, and it was thought 
that somebody had mysteriously taken it elsewhere. 

6. A brush made of twigs. 



Chapter 8 FOLK TALES 

The weasel1 

SOME PEOPLE SAY THE weasef is enchanted. Some say it is very 
unlucky to destroy a weasel. Here is a story I heard which 
was told to me as true. 

There were two or three men mowing a meadow for a man. It 
would be about three miles away from here and it was away back in 
the time of the scythe mowing. These men came across a weasel's 
nest and she ran away. She must have thought they destroyed her 
young ones for they watched her go to a can of drink they had in the 
field and they saw her spit in it. Now a weasel's spit is poison they 
say. Anyway she came back to her nest. They were still watching her 
and she saw they hadn't interfered with her young, so she went back 
to the can and she pushed it over and spilled it. 

Murty M6r and Murty Beag 

Once upon a time there was a miller. He was getting on in years 
and had no family of his own. But the miller did have two married 
sisters who had families. So he took two of his nephews to work with 
him in the mill. Both nephews were called Murty - Murty M6r and 
Murty Beag.3 Murty M6r was a big fellow that nobody liked, and 
Murty Beag was a nice young fellow who was in great favour. Like 
Cain and Abel, there was jealousy between the two Murtys. 

One night the two of them were working in the mill fixing timbers 
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on the roof, when Murty Beag fell. As he lay senseless, Murty M6r 
reddened an iron in the fire, and burned the two eyes in Murty Beag' s 
head. Then Murty M6r went away thinking he had done away with 
the other for good, for now Murty Beag would not be ab le to work in 
the mill and it would all become his. When Murty Beag came to his 
senses it was near midnight. There was a commotion next to him . A 
crowd of cats were talking about the king's daughter who was very 
ill. 

"You know," said one cat, "these humans are very s tupid. They 
think there is no way to cure the Princess." 

"Aye," agreed another cat. "Don't they know that there's an old 
well in the corner of the courtyard of this mill, that will cure 
anything." When the cats were gone, Murty Beag crawled out across 
the courtyard and got to the well. He splashed the water on his eyes 
and he could see. 

The King had promised half of his kingdom to anyone who could 
make his daughter well. So Murty Beag decided he would try to cure 
the princess. He filled a bottle from the well and struck off to the 
King's castle. When Murty Beag got to the castle he asked to see the 
princess saying he had brought a cure. He was taken to the princess 
and propped her up so that she would take a sip from the bottle of 
water. She opened her eyes and then she was all right. 

Murty Beag, being an easy going sort of lad, slipped off back to the 
mill, taking with him, from the King, all the money and jewels he 
could carry. 

Murty M6r could not understand how all this good fortune had 
come to Murty Beag so he asked him what had happened. Murty 
Bcag told him the truth- all about the cats and everything. 

Murty M6r thought he would try this too, so that night he hid 
himself under some sacks and waited. Sure enough, about midnight, 
he heard the cats talking. 

"Someone must have been listening to us the other night, because 
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the King's daughter is cured." So the cats started searching about and 
came on Murty M6r under the sacks. They tore him asunder and ate 
him. There was nothing left but his shoes. No one ever knew what 
had happened to Murty M6r. 

Meanwhile the princess had been thinking about the nice young 
man that cured her, and asked to see him again. Murty Beag went to 
the King and asked if he could marry the princess. 

And they lived happily ever after! 

Will o' the Wisp 

At night someone would come in and say, "Oh, I got a scare, I seen 
the light, it crossed the road," and it crossed this and it crossed that. 
Then people would say, "Will o' the Wisp." And the story I used to 
hear of Will o' the Wisp was that there was this blacksmith who used 
to drink a lot. He didn't mind his job much and his wife and family 
were poor because he spent all his money on drink. 

There came this wee man into the forge and he said, "Would you 
blow up the fire till I warm myself?" 

Will blew up the fire and said, "You know what you'll do," because 
he was kind hearted. He said, "Stay here the night," and he treated 
the poor old man very well. 

When the wee man was going off he said, "You've treated me well. 
I could give you three wishes- what would you wish." 

"Well," said the blacksmith, "I'd like that anyone who that ever 
caught my sledge could never get it out of their hand till I'd take it 
from them. That's my first wish. For my second wish, I would have a 
nice armchair at home, and if anyone ever sat in it I'd like that they 
would never got out of it until I'd take them out of it." 

"And your third wish," said the wee man. 

Will said, "I'd like that there would always be money in my purse 
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and that no one ever could take it out only myself." 

So the wee man shook his head and he said, "My poor fellow, now 
I thought you'd have wished for something worthwhile. What good 
is all that to you?" 

Anyway he went off and the blacksmith went on drinking. One 
day h e was out in the field and he met this man. It was the Devil in 
disguise and he was dressed like a gentleman. The Devil said, "I 
could give you everything you want, money, everything you want, 
for seven years, but I'll be looking for you after that." So the 
blacksmith agreed. He made the bargain with the Devil and so 
everything flowed into him. He drank and he did a bit at his job, just 
to make out that he was earning the money. He built houses and he 
was good to people and gave away plenty of his money. 

Anyway in seven years time didn't the Devil come for him and he 
said, "Wilt I have come for you, are you ready?." 

He said, "I'm very near. I want to finish this shoe for this man 
down there at the stable waiting for it. Will you hit it and I'll have it 
ready in two minutes." 

The Devil took the sledge and they made the shoe, battered it out 
and Will ran out of the forge with the shoe and of course he didn't 
come back. The Devil couldn't lift the sledge out of his hand and so 
he couldn't go after him. When Will finally came back to the forge, 
there was no sign of the Devil for he had tried to get away. 

Anyway when he met him the Devil scowled at him. Will said, "I 
thought you were coming with me. But not only that, you stole my 
sledge." 

The Devil knew that Will was able for him that time and he said, 
"If you let me away from this sledge I'll give you another seven 
years." So Will agreed and he took the sledge out of his hand and off 
went the Devil. 

Will had another seven years sporting around and again, when the 
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seven years was up the Devil arrived to Will who was in his own 
house this time. 

The Devil said, "Are you ready to come with me now Will?" 

"Oh/' he said, "I am, I'd better settle my affairs." He went away to 
look for a pen and paper and he said to the Devil, "Sit down there in 
that chair and we'll be away in five minutes." 

So the Devil sat down in the chair and Will fiddled a bit with paper 
and then said, "Come on now we are ready" and out he went. Of 
course the Devil went to get out of the chair and he couldn't get up. 
Will wasn' t in a bit hurry back. He went away boozing and when he 
came back he scolded the Devil for not coming with him. 

The Devil knew again that Will was able for him and he said, "Let 
me out of this chair and I'll give you another seven years." So they 
made the bargain and he caught the Devil by the arm and h eaved him 
out of the chair with no trouble and got another seven years. 

Will was going from bad to worse, drinking and sporting and after 
seven years the Devil arrived again. He thought that this time he was 
not going to get away. He watched and waited until he met Will out 
on the path and he said, "You are coming with me this time." 

So they started and travelled a couple of miles and they were 
passing this inn and Will said, "There's lads here, and they often 
played a trick on me, I'd like to take a rise out of them, will you come 
. ?" m. 

The Devil said "No, I wouldn't go in there/' but being the Devil he 
was always anxious to rise contention and to get more men. He said, 
"You can go in.'~ 

"Well/' said WilC "sure, I'll tell what you'll do. If you turn yourself 
into a gold coin, I'll put you in my purse and you could come in and 
watch the fun and no one will see you." So the Devil thought this a 
great idea and he turned himself into a gold coin and got into Will's 
purse. 
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When they went in Will had a rousing time. He knew that the Devil 
couldn't get out of the purse until he'd take him out, and he had no 
intention of doing that. When he had drunk all he could he said to the 
bar keeper, "There's a purse of gold, take all you want out of it." 

Of course the wish still stood and no one could take money out of 
Will's purse only himself . He tried this on several times and could 
drink his fill and he would leave the purse of gold on the counter 
when he was ready to go. Things went on that way until the Devil 
turned the coins into a bar of gold. But he was still in the purse. Time 
went on and Will had no money to show and he tried to break the bar 
up and turn it back into gold coins but he couldn't. Finally they made 
a bargain. 

The Devil said, "Let me go and I'll let you alone for life." 

So off went the Devil and Will was left alone. He lived a natural life 
and had a natural death. But of course with the life that he had lived 
things were against him and he couldn't go up so he had to go down. 
He started out for hell and when he came to hell's gates the Devil said 
to the porter, "Find out who's making that racket at the gates." 

The porter asked who was that and he said it was Will the 
blacksmith. "Oh, said the Devil, "You'll not come in here. Its bad 
enough but you gave me too much trouble on earth." 

So Will said, "Oh let me in." 

"No," said the Devil. So there he was hanging, he was nowhere. He 
was in darkness, outside hell. 

So the Devil said, "I'll tell you what you'll do. I'll light a wisp and 
you can get back to earth, if you are able." 

So the Devil lit a wisp and Will started off for earth and he is still 
floa ting around. And that is the story of the Will o' the Wisp that you 
see. 

----- -
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Plough as much as the hound travels 

There was this woman who had three sons and they were very 
poor. The sons were getting up man able, but they couldn't get 
employment and they were in a bad way. Now the two oldest lads 
thought that they were smart and that the youngest lad was a fool. 

The oldest lad said to the mother one day, "I'll travel and I'll not 
come back until I get work, no matter how far I have to go." He struck 
off this morning and he travelled the whole da)" he travelled until he 
came to this cross roads. He didn't know where he was and he 
wondered which road would he take. He took this road and he didn't 
go very far until he saw a right big house and he thought, "Now this 
might be a chance of getting employment." 

He went up and sure enough he met the man of the house. It was 
on about the month of February and the man said, "Its time I was 
ploughing. I'll give you a job, and this is the bargain I'll make with 
you. If you work with me until the cuckoo sings I'll give you a 
hundred sovereigns, but if you get vexed," he said, "you'll not a get 
a penny. You'll go off without a penny and I'll cut a bit off your 
tongue, and if I get vexed with you," he said, "you can demand your 
hundred sovereigns and cut a bit off my tongue." 

So the young lad was pretty desperate and he said, "I'll agree to 
that." 

"Well," the man said "you can go to bed now." 

He didn't get a bit to eat and the next morning he was called early. 
He was never asked if he had a mouth on him and he didn't get a bit 
to eat and said the man, "Now yoke them two horses and go out and 
start to plough." And he said, "Here's a hound, a big hound. This 
hound will go out to the field with you and trot up and down and 
you'll have to plough as much as the hound travels." 

So the young lad started into ploughing. The hound started to trot 
up and down the furrows. And dinner time came, but no dinner. It 
was getting well on to quitting time and he looked and the hound 
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was away over near the far side of the field, and he thought, "To hell 
with this. No one could stick it." So he took the horses out of the 
plough and went in and demanded a bit to eat. 

The man said "Did you plough as much as the hound travelled?" 

"I did not" he said "or near, but I'm weak with hunger." 

"And are you vexed?" asked the man. 

He said, "Why wouldn't I be vexed, sure I didn't ate a bit all day." 

"Put out your tongue" the man said and he cut a bit off his tongue 
and he sent him off. 

Well the fellow got back home about the next day and he was pure 
manta.4 They didn't know a word he was saying nor what had 
happened but they were still desperate, nothing to eat in the house. 
So the second lad said to the mother, "I'll go off and I'll get work and 
I'll not come back till I get work." He struck off and didn't he travel 
the very same roads that the other fellow travelled, came to the same 
crossroads, swithered which road to take, took the same road, seen 
the same house, went to the house, the same man was there and same 
bargain was made. He went to bed with nothing to eat, was called the 
next morning, went out to plough, and had to plough as much as the 
hound travelled. The very same thing happened and he took the 
horses back in. "Were you vexed?" asked the man. Yes, he was vexed 
and the man cut a bit of his tongue and he went away home. Same 
storjj when he got back he couldn't tell them what happened. 

So the youngest lad said to the mother, "I'll go." He struck off and 
travelled the same road, came to the same crossroads, swithered, took 
the road the two lads took - didn't know of course - came on this 
same house, was interviewed by the same man, same bargain. Stay 
till the cuckoo sings don't get vexed, if you do etc. etc. 

He was called the next morning, yoked the horses and man said, 
"Now the hound will go out with you, you'll plough as much as the 
hound travels." 

-· 
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So he opened up his furrows and he was ploughing well and the 
hound was trotting up and down. The hound was five or six yards 
away out from him on one side. The young lad thought, "To hell with 
this." He had a big cudsher of a stick and he threw it at the hound and 
hit it. The hound howled and tumbled and didn't it tumble under the 
horses hooves and was ploughed into the furrows. The young lad 
worked away nicely and when it was near quitting time, he had a 
right bit ploughed and he went in. He took the horses out, went into 
the house and demanded a bit to eat. 

The man asked, "Did you plough as much as the hound travelled?" 

"I did" he said "and far more." 

Then the man said. "Where is the hound?" 

"Ah" he said "Sure I hit it with a stick and it tumbled under the 
horses hooves and they ploughed him into the ground." 

"Ah dammit skin/' the man said, "did you kill my good hound?" 

"I did," he said. "Are you vexed?" 

"Ah no, no I'm not vexed," the man said. He gave him plenty to eat 
and the next morning he called him early again and he said, "I want 
you to go across to that island (there was a lough at the foot of the 
land) and I want you to go across to the island. There's ten bullocks 
on it and I want you to bring them across here, off the island without 
wetting their feet." 

So the young fellow struck off. He got a hatchet, a saw and a knife. 
He got the boat and went across to the island and about quitting time 
he arrived in. The man asked "Well, did you get the cattle off the 
island?" 

"I did" he said. 

"Without wetting their feet?" 

"I did" he said. "Without wetting their feet." 

"How did you do it?" 
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"I killed them and cut them up in bits and brought them across on 
a boat load." 

"Ah," he said, "Did you kill my good cattle?" 

"I did" he said. "Are you vexed?" 

"No" he said. "No, I'm not vexed." 

The next day the man said to him, "I have to go away. The King of 
Connacht is coming to visit me tomorrow and I want you to put steps 
up there to the house. It will take about whatever it takes, nice white 
steps from the road up to the house." 

The fellow went out and rounded up the sheep, all the sheep the 
man had. He took about a hundred sheep, killed them and made the 
nicest white woolly steps up to the house. The man came back and 
said, "Och, did you kill all my sheep?" 

"I did" he said." 

"Ah, you have me robbed," the man said. 

"Are you vexed?" said the young fellow?" 

"No, no I'm not vexed" he said, but he knew he had to get rid of 
the young man. The next morning, he said to the young fellow, "I 
want you to go out and put on a layer of thatch, there on the back of 
the house." 

When he went out the man said to his mother, for the old woman 
was still alive, he said, "I want you to go out, get up in that bush there 
(there was a white thorn bush over from the end of the house) get up 
on that bush and sing like the cuckoo." 

So the poor old woman went out and climbed up onto the white 
thorn bush and started to sing like the cuckoo. The lad thought, 
"Well, it's not time for the cuckoo to sing yet," so he went up the 
ladder. He had the mallet in his fist for he was driving a scollop.5 He 
went up the steps of the ladder and looked across the rigging of the 
house. He could see this white thing in the bush and he threw the 
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mallet at it. 

In no time at all the man of the house came leaping around and 
said, "What did you do?" 

"Ah," said he, "there was some old white thing in the bush 
shouting like a cuckoo and I threw the mallet at it." 

"What!" he said. "Do you know that you've killed my mother?" 

"And are you vexed," said the fellow. 

"Why wouldn't I be vexed, sure you've killed my mother." 

"Put out your tongue," said the young lad. He cut a bit of the man's 
tongue and he demanded his hundred sovereigns, and he went home 
singing and he's alive yet. 

Mobbing 

There was this lassie and she had a great tongue. Now when I say 
great tongue, she was great at mobbing. That is an expression used in 
our country. If there was a wake or anything long ago mobbing was 
part of the entertainment. The English would call it repartee; if I say 
something to you, and you say something back to me. 

Well there was this lassie and she was so good at mobbing that she 
said she wouldn't marry a man, only a man that could mob. So there 
was these three brothers, two of them were smart and the young lad 
was an amadan.6 The two smart fellows thought they might have a 
chance with the girl and they struck off to see her this day and the 
foolish fellow followed them. They didn't know he was following but 
when they were gone a good bit of the way they heard this shouting 
and 'mealamurder'.7 They went back to see what he was shouting 
about and he had found a duck egg. Well they give him a good 
hammering and told him to get back home and they went on again. 
When they were a bit further away the mealamurder started up again 
and the shouting and they went back and this time he had found a 
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cipin.8 Well they hammered the devil out of him and told him to go 
back home and on they went again. Before they got to the girl's house 
the yelling and shouting started again and they went back and what 
had he but he was coming with the full of his hat of ass's dung. So 
again they hammered the devil out him and sent him back home but 
he went on after them and the lads got to the girl's house. 

There were steps up to the 'farrow'9 where the girl was and she 
standing on them. The foolish fellow stuck himself under the steps. 
In no time at all the girl was kicking the two fellows down, she 
wouldn't be bothered with them. The foolish fellow looked up and 
said "You lift your leg very high, miss." "Ah, there's fire in me arse/' 
said she. "Ah/' said he, "Will you roast me duck egg in it?" "Ah, 
you'd burn your fingers turning it," said she. "No, I've a cipin here," 
he said. "Ah, shit," said she. "Ah/' he said, "I have the full of my hat 
of it here." 

He had the full of his hat already!10 

Lord Benbow's Table 

When I was a young lad there was an old man who used to come 
to our house, and he would go to the neighbour 's house. He would 
chop sticks for firewood and you would give him a bit of 
employment just for the bit that he ate and a bit of tobacco. 

When you would say "Now sit over James and have your dinner 
at the table," he would say, "No, now I won't sit over, give it to me 
here on Lord Benbow's table," and he'd clap his two knees. Then, 
being young, I would ask him, "What is Lord Benbow's table?" This 
is the story he told me. 

Benbow is a mountain. If you were ever in Manorhamilton, 
Benbow rises up sharp and steep just beside the town of 
Manorhamilton. If you go on further there's Benwhisk and on further 
there's Benbulben in the Sligo direction. Benbow is the mountain at 
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Manorhamilton and this is the story about it. 

There was this man and he lived so high up on the slopes of the 
mountain that the people called him the Lord of Benbow. He was a 
widow man and he had one son, but he was very poor. Their cabin 
was high up on the mountainside and they had a few goats and a 
cow. He could not get the young lad out of bed in the morning. He 
was rambling at night, and he couldn't get him up. He was useless. 
He used to tell him that he would never be good for anything, but the 
young lad would say "Ah, one day, one day I'll be well off." So the 
father was always on him about this. 

Anyway the son was man able by this time, a good looking lad, 
and this morning he did get up early. What did he do? He took the 
cow, the one and only cow, to the fair in Manorhamilton and sold it. 
When he had the cow sold and got the money he bought himself a 
grand suit of clothes, a cane, shoes and watch chain. He dressed 
himself out all he could and he was swaggering up and down the 
street of Manorhamilton. He had always no trouble with the girls. He 
had a bit of come hither with them. They were all lining up to talk to 
him and so he was cutting a great dash. When the fair was over, and 
the girls had all gone, he thought to himself "Now, how can I go 
back!" So he thought if he had enough money he would take the boat 
for England, and so he travelled. 

When he landed in England he travelled the length of a day. He 
travelled the English roads and finally he came to this grand entrance 
of a noble man's castle. He walked up the broad avenue and into the 
garden. He plucked a rose and was fitting it into his button hole when 
he heard this voice saying, "You are trespassing." 

He looked round and there was a lovely girl beside him. They got 
talking and he said that his father was Lord Benbow from County 
Leitrim in Ireland. They had a great chat and she said "You will have 
to meet my father," and she went into the house and this old English 
nobleman was reclining in his chair. 
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She said there was a young man here and he was Lord Benbow's 

son. "Lord Benbow, I never heard of him," he said. "We will soon 
find out from this book here." So he got the book down and he went 
through it. "No there's no such person as Lord Benbow." But 
anyway, he talked to the young man who spoke so nicely and 
looked so nice so he said, "Where are you staying ." The young lad 
mentioned some big hotel that he passed that evening. "Ah," h e 
said, "You can't stay there, you'll have to s tay here. We'll have to 
give you hospitality." 

In a week or two the young pair were all over one another. The old 
man said to the girl, "Now you can't get too great with that fellow." 

She said, 'Tm going to marry him." He begged her not to marry 
him until he would find out all about Lord Benbow, and so he sent his 
henchman over to Ireland to find out all he could. 

When the Englishman got to Manorhamilton it was well on in the 
day and he asked for Lord Benbow. The people of the town said, 
"Well, do you see the wee cabin up on the mountain near the top? 
That's where the Lord of Benbow lives." 

So the Englishman thought this is a charming road, but he thought 
he would go on anyway. He asked the way and they said there is a 
pad road most of the way. The Englishman started off up the 
mountain and it was a nice evening, but the sun set and the moon 
came out before. he got to the place. When he got near the cabin there 
were goats outside the door and they were butting each other and 
pegging each other. He got as far as the goats and as it was such a nice 
night the old man had pulled aside the shalfoskee.11 The moon was 
beaming into the cabin and the old man was sitting on a s tool at his 
supper. He had a tin plate of oat stirabout on his two knees and he 
had a ponger12 of goats milk and an iron spoon. He was taking his 
supper but he bade the stranger welcome and said, "Are you 
hungry?" and he shared his supper with him and he give him his 
own bed. 
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When the man was going off the next day there was times that he 
thought the old man looked downhearted and he said to him "Are 
you worried." 

"Well yes" he said. "I have a son and maybe I was too hard on him. 
He went off and left and I don't know whether he's dead or alive." 

The Englishman said "Well he's alive and doing well and he's 
going to be married." So that cheered up the old man and he left him 
there. 

When he got back to England the young pair were there beside the 
old nobleman and this is the story the man told. 

He said, "When I got to the old man's residence the guard was out 
because it was after sunset and I could hear the clank of the armour 
before I got near the place. I got past and went in and the old man 
was at his supper. The lamp that lit that room, a thousand pounds 
wouldn't buy a wick for it. The supper that that old man shared with 
me you never ate the like of it in your life. And the table that he 
supped off, all your wealth would not buy it." 

And so the old nobleman was content and he allowed the pair to 
get married. They got married, and they lived happy ever after, and 
if they didn't, if we may, put on the kettle and make tay. 

Hudden and Dudden 

I used to think Hudden and Dud den was an old children's story, 
because an old neighbour man, who used to come to our house long 
ago, would tell us the story in the long evenings when the older 
people were out milking. And when he'd come back we would want 
to hear Hudden and Dudden again. 

Hudden and Dudden were two well-off farmers. They had cows on 
the meadow and sheep on the hills, and they had everything that you 
would think they wanted. But it was the old story with them. 'The 
more you have the more you want.' The fly in the ointment, as far as 
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they were concerned, was Donald; Donald O'Neary their neighbour. 
He lived on a patch of ground between the two big farms, and his 
wee cabin was shabby, and every time that they would meet they 
would say, "If only we could get rid of that rascal Donald!" 

Donald had one cow. Daisy he called her, and poor old Daisy often 
lay down at night to chew her cud with very little in her. She was 
doing her best to keep Donald and his mother in a drop of milk and 
butter, but on the bare grass and scraggy grazing she was getting it 
hard enough. One day Hudden and Dudden thought, "If we kill his 
cow he'll have to go." For he wouldn't be able to buy another. 

One night Donald went to look in at Daisy, the last thing he did at 
night. And poor Daisy, poor Daisy had just time to lick his hand 
before she died - they had killed Daisy. Donald was very lonesome 
after Daisy, but he thought if he skinned the cow he might get 
something for the skin. So he skinned the cow and headed off the 
next day for the town with the skin on his shoulder. On the way to 
the town he took every penny that he had in his pocket, and it wasn't 
much, and stuffed coins here and there. He made holes in the skin 
and he stuffed coins into the skin. 

When he got to the alehouse he hung up his skin on the peg and 
said to the man behind the bar, "A glass of your best whiskey!" 

"Well," said the man, 'will you be able to pay for it?" 

"Oh," Donald said, "I will!" And he went over and he hit the skin 
and there tumbled money out, so he picked it up, drank his glass of 
whiskey and ordered another. He went over and he hit the skin again 
and out jumped more money. 

"So," said the man of the house, "Would you sell me that skin?" 

"No," said Donald, "I would not. Sure it keeps me in money, and 
it kept my father before me." So it went on till they made a bargain. 
He offered him the half full of his hat of gold for the skin and Donald 
sold the hide. 
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He started home with all the gold, and when he got home he went 
over to Hudden, and said, "Would you lend me your scales?" 

Hudden wondered what Donald wanted the scales for and he got 
a lump of butter and greased the scales before he lent them. Donald 
weighed out his gold, and when he returned the scales there was a bit 
of gold stuck to the bottom. Hudden and Dudden had another chat 
and Hudden said, "That rascal, wherever he got it, he has plenty of 
gold!" 

So they asked Donald how he got all the gold. "Aw," Donald said, 
"you thought you did me a bad turn when you killed my cow, but 
hides are worth their weight in gold and I got piles of gold." 

Well, Hudden and Dudden went home that night and the first 
thing they did the next morning was to kill every cow and bullock 
they had about the place. They loaded up their big horses with hides 
and away into the town and they shouted, "Hides for sale!" 

A tanner came out and said "How much for a hide?" 

"Aw," they said. "Its weight in gold!" 

"It's kind of early in the day for to be drinking!" said the tanner 
and he went back to his work. 

Up another bit they went and called "Hides for sale!" 

A cobbler came out and he said "How much will you take for a 
hide?" 

"Its weight in gold!" said Hudden. 

The cobbler had a bad temper and he got real vexed. A big row 
started and didn't the innkeeper, that had got taken in the day or two 
before, cam e up and said, "Hold them! Maybe it's that rascal that 
robbed me the other day!" 

The whole town turned against them and turned them out of the 
town. They put the dogs on them. 

Donald thought to himself that maybe they would try to rob him. 
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He used to sleep just underneath the window and he said to the 
mother, "You sleep in my bed tonight, and I'll sleep in yours." 

So Hudden and Dudden came along that night to kill Donald and 
they stuck him in the bed, and of course it was the mother they killed. 
The next morning when Donald got the mother dead, and he knew 
what they had done, and although he was lonesome after his mother, 
he dressed her up in a cape and bonnet and he struck off for the town 
carrying her. 

There was a well on the green and he set the old woman down. He 
put her leaning against the top of the well and put her staff in the 
other hand. He went into the eating-house and he ordered a meal for 
himself and the mother. He said, "I'll have a dram while you're 
cooking it." 

A wee girl came to tell him that the meal was ready and Donald 
said, "Well, would you go and tell my mother? Now you'll have to 
shout loud for she's deaf." 

So the wee girl went out and shouted and the mother couldn't hear 
her. She went closer, caught the old woman by the shoulder and gave 
her a shake, and didn' t the old woman fall into the well! The wee girl 
ran back screaming and crying that the old woman was in the well 
So Donald went out - he didn' t go out too quick - crying and 
shouting and calling for help. By the time that they all gathered 
round and took the old woman out of the well, she was dead. So 
Donald was in great grief, but he said to the wee girl, "Don't be 
blaming yourself now, it was an accident." 

The people of the town were so sorry for Donald that they had a 
big collection to bury the woman and he had a whole lot of money 
more home with him. The next day Hudden and Dudden wanted to 
know how it was he was doing so well. He said, "Ah, you thought 
you did me a bad turn when you killed me mother, but there's going 
to be a war, and they're grinding up old women for gunpowder and 
they're worth any amount of money." 
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So that night Hudden and Dudden killed their mothers and 
struck off to the town. Next day they shouted "Ould women for 
gunpow der!" up and down the town. The people of the town w ere 
fed up and they came out and they half killed them and put the 
dogs on them. Hudden and Dudden vowed that they would kill 
Donald. 

Next morning they jumped on him. They had a big sack and they 
put him in it and tied the mouth of it with a good cord. They ran a 
pole along it and struck off for the lough, carrying Donald between 
them. It was a good distance to the lough, and they were getting tired 
and warm. When they came to an alehouse they decided to go in for 
a drink and left Donald in the sack outside. They went in and had a 
drink, and got another drink and another. 

Outside in the sack Donald would shout, "I'll not take her!" He 
would shout, "I'll not have her!" 

There was a farmer coming from the fair and he had a drove of 
cattle with him. He was tired and footsore and heard Donald say, "I'll 
not take her!" 

"You'll not take who?" this farmer said. 

"I'll not take the King's daughter" he said, "even though she's nice 
and hung down with jewels!" 

"Well I wish I was in your shoes." 

"Well," Donald said, "maybe we could change." 

"Well," said the farmer, "you can have these cattle and I'll go for 
the woman with the money!" 

The farmer opened the sack. Donald got out and put the farmer in. 

"Now," Donald said, "don't worry about it being bumpy going 
along. It will be rough maybe going along the palace steps." 

Out came Hudden and Dudden and they lifted the sack. Hudden 
said to Dudden, "He's got heavy." 
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"Ah, it's not far to go now," Dudden said. 

So they went on to the lough and the farmer said in the sack, "I'll 
take her now! I'll take her now!" 

"You'll take that!" said Dudden, and he hit the sack a big whack 
with a stick. They came to the lough and slung in Donald, or what 
they thought was Donald, as far as they could. 

The next morning, when they went out, they saw that Donald's 
patch was black with cattle, calves and cows, everything in it. They 
went over and wanted to know how it happened and Donald said, 
"Aw, I'll not tell you!" 

"Aw now, we were always good neighbours, you'll tell us!" 

"Well now," said Donald, "you always heard that there was cattle 
at the bottom of the lough. Well if I had help I would have got all the 
cattle. As it was, I only got the worst of them." 

They said, "Will you come and show us the place?" 

So Donald thought for a while and then, "Maybe I will." 

When they were getting there Donald knew they would be mad to 
get in. He said, "If I see the cattle I'll go in first." 

Donald brought them along to where the lough was deepest, and 
with the way the clouds were and the sky, the reflection of white was 
on the lough. Donald said, "Now, I see cattle in yonder and I'll go in 
and if I want help I'll come back and shout for you." 

"No," said Hudden. "I'll go!" and he made a big plunge into the 
lough and of course he went down and he came up and he whined 
and he shouted. 

Dudden said, 'What's this!' 

Donald said, "He wants help, I'll go!" 

"No, I'll go!" said Dudden, and he took a big plunge into the lough. 

Donald went home to his cattle. He was rid of his neighbours and, 

~--- ---- ---
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lhc last I heard, he was doing well!" 

Two bigger fools 

I remember one time Uncle Sandy told us this story. There was this 
man and he came in one day looking for his tea, and there wasn't a 
sign of his evening meal. His wife and her mother were sitting crying. 

He said, "What are yiz crying about?" 

Ah, they were crying for fear the child would fall into the mud
hole. Welt he got real mad, and said, "I'll never sleep two nights in 
the one house till I meet two bigger fools than you!" And off he went. 

He travelled on until it was getting late and he wondered where he 
would stay the night. He saw a light and went to this wee house and 
the man of the house and his wife were there. He said, "Can I stay the 
night?" 

Well they said now, "Sure this is all the size it is, and there's our 
bed. If you sleep on the fireside you can stay the night, and 
welcome." 

So he said he would. 

The next morning before daylight they were getting up and the 
woman got out of the bed and the man stood up on the bed, and she 
was holding his trousers and he gave a big leap off the stalk of the bed 
to land in his trousers. One time he would land with one leg in and 
the other leg out. Another time the two feet would be b the one leg 
of the trousers. 

"So," said the man at the fireside. "I'll show you a handier way of 
putting on your trousers if you pay me." 

Well, the man said, "We have no money." 

Well the woman, for she was fed up with this, she said, "There's a 
sovereign there in the chest, you'll get it." 
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So he said to the man, "Sit down then on the bed and take your 
trousers in your hand and put in one leg first and then put in the 
other and pull them up." 

The man did that, and of course the woman thought this was great 
and she gave the man the sovereign and off he went. 

He hadn't gone so far when he came across this crowd of lads. 
There was nearly a dozen of them heaving on a big rope, pulling and 
grunting and killing themselves. He said, "What are yiz doing?" 

They said they were pulling daylight. 

Well said he, "I'll show yiz an easier way of getting daylight if yiz 
pay me." 

Well they said, "Now we haven't much money." But whatever 
coins they had on them they gathered round and said they would 
give it to him. 

Then he said, "Sit down here on the bank with me and daylight 
will come." 

So they sat down and sure enough daylight came, so they were in 
great humour and he went off with their money and he thought to 
himself, "Now I have met two bigger fools than the wife," and he 
thought he would go home. 

So he didn't go so far until there come along this woman, this fine
looking woman, and she was looking for something. He said, "What 
are you looking for?" 

She said she was looking for a ring. So they searched for the ring 
and he got it and she said, "Now I'm glad to get that ring, for I never 
buy anything without looking through that ring." 

And she took the ring and she looked through it at him and asked 
would he stay with her. He said he was going home; that he had to 
go home to the wife and leave her a bit of money. Well she said, "If 
you come to me for a year and a day I'll give you so much." So she 
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kissed him and said "Now don't kiss your wife when you go home." 

And the fellow was getting into right humour about this fine 
looking woman and he said, "Indeed I'll not!" 

She said, "Or don't kiss any female or you 'll never come back to 
me." 

So the wife was awful glad to see the man back. Now when he got 
back home it was night and he lay on the fireside, he didn't bother 
going to bed. The next morning the wife was still in great humour 
about him being back, but he said he was going off again and she 
started crying. He hadn't taken off anything only his boots and he 
was stooped tying his boots and didn't the wee sheepdog bitch come 
running in and she was that glad to see him she went over and kissed 
him on the mouth with her cold snout. 

The wife said, "Hold the child for a minute while I get you a bit to 
eat," and he thought to himself, "Now that's a grand woman, and 
wouldn't I be the fool to leave her?" 

And every time she moved through the house he was thinking 
more of her. "And the child now, sure the child's a great child." 

And he said to the wife, "You know, I'll not leave you after all." 

And so the wee bitch was begging a bit to ate, and didn't she 
deserve it! And that's the end of the story. 

The mirror 

I remember hearing a story about a man who had lived in the bog 
all his life. He was always slapping about in a big coat and wellington 
boots. He had reared a big family and most of them were grown up 
and gone from home. So the wife would say to him, "Why don't you 
take life a bit easier now? Why don't you take a day off and go to the 
mart?" 

Since he had last been out, marts had come to the town instead of 
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fairs, so one day he took her advice and off he went to the mart. Well, 
he thought it powerful! Such a change from the fairs where he had 
tried to sell cattle. 

After some time he went up the town, where shops like Well worths 
had come, since his last visit. 

He was prowling round the little counters where there was a small 
stack of mirrors similar to what a lady would carry in her handbag. 
He picked one up and looked in it and said to himself, "My God, 
where did they get the photo of my father." He asked the price and it 
was 6d, so he bought it. 

On his way home he thought to himself, "I didn't buy anything for 
Biddy, so I won't let on to her that I paid 6d for a photo of my father, 
for when he was alive, herself and him never got on that well 
together." He decided to keep it hidden. 

Every now and then, when he would think she wasn't looking, he 
would have a peep at the 'photo'. Now she noticed the change in him 
and would say to herself, "There is something secretive about him, he 
has changed and its since that time he went to the town." 

So she said, "It must be another woman." 

She waited for a chance to get his back turned and then went to his 
coat pocket and pulled out the mirror. "Ah!" she said, "I knew it was 
another woman, ,but I don't have to worry about that old hairpin." 

But it worried her more than she cared to let on, so she decided to 
go and have a chat with the priest and she took the photo with her. 
Now the whole parish was very remote and the priest was there a 
long time and had got careless about his appearance. The bishop had 
more or less forgotten all about him. 

The woman went to the priest and told him her story and when she 
had finished she handed him the photo. The priest looked at it and 
said, "Woman dear you are raving, sure that's the Parish Priest that 
was here before me." 
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One fellow came often and the other fellow came but seldom. 

Once upon a time, when houses were thatched with pot sticks and 
turkeys chewed tobacco, there was a nobleman, a rich nobleman, and 
he had one child, a daughter. The child grew up a very lovely girl and 
she had two lovers. One of them came often to see her and the other 
fellow came, but seldom. The girl fancied the fellow that came 
seldom, but her father wanted the fellow that came often. Time was 
going on and the father wanted to see her settled down in life before 
he left this world. 

The father called a great feast one day and when they were all sat 
down he said to the girl, "I want you to drink the health to the man 
you are going to marry." 

Now the poor girl was in an awful pucker because she did not 
want to go against her own heart and yet she did not want to annoy 
her father, so she stood up and this is what she said; 

"I drink the good health of often that came but who often came not 
I also must name and who often came not I always will blame that he 
came not as often as often he came." 

When she had said these wo~ds she sat down. The youth that came 
often was beside her and he knew that he wasn't a wanting, so he 
shifted away. And the youth that came seldom thought to himself, 
"Now there's a grand spunky girl," and he moved up beside her and 
she was married to him with her father 's wish. They lived happily 
ever after and if they did not that we may, put on the kettle and make 
tay. 

Ghost stories 

When we were small, and our neighbours would come in and tell 
us ghost stories, we would be afraid for our lives. I remember Uncle 
Sandy used to catch us out with the way h e used to tell a story. He 
would nearly get on top of you when he would start to tell this story. 



Folk tales 207 

There was apparently this woman and she would eat nothing only 
raw rice. She was housekeeping for a man and he never saw see her 
eating anything only a bit of raw rice. He wondered how on earth 
was she existing? 

They were living fairly close to the graveyard and one day when 
there was a funeral he watched her that night. In the middle of the 
night she got up and she got a big knife. She went along to the vault, 
opened the door and went in. She screwed the lid off the coffin and 
took the knife and gave a big cut and the thing gave a big WHOO!! 

Uncle Sandy shouted "WHOO!!" Well, you jumped the height of 
yourself, you see! He had you worked up when he was standing over 
you! 

The chairman 

I remember hearing a story, maybe fifty years ago. It's a bit out of 
date now, like myself. The speaker at this meeting was introducing 
the chairman. He was very proud to have got this particular man to 
chair the meeting and had waited months for him. He was singing his 
praises no end. Now the ancient Greeks had a belief that when a child 
was born the gods came down and kissed him. If they kissed him on 
the lips he became a great orator. If they kissed him on the foot he 
became a great athlete. If they kissed him on the hand he became a 
great artist and so on. 

Now he said, "I don't know where the gods kissed our chairman 
but he is a great chairman." 

The dunce of the class 

An old friend of mine used to tell this story about this boy at school 
who was the dunce of the class. The teacher always told him to stay 
at home when the Inspector was coming. 
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This day the inspector came unannounced so the teacher give one 
look and Tommy went to the back of the class. The Inspector was a bit 
of a fop and he set down his case on the table, he took off his overcoat 
and scarf, he hung his overcoat on the chair, and he wiped his glasses. 
He opened his case and he said, "Now, could any of you boys and 
girls tell me what age I am." 

Well, no answer. 

"Come on now, have a go." 

And the quare fellow at the back of the class put up his hand and 
said, "Please Sir, You are forty two." 

And the Inspector said, "Now, you are a smart boy, how did you 
work that out?" 

"Well" he said, "my oldest brother is twenty one and my mother is 
always telling him that he's a half ejit."13 

The country schoolmaster 

I had an uncle that was a school teacher. He was married to a sister 
of my mother's and he used to tell this story. His thing was that the 
old country schoolmaster knows everything - which was true you 
know. The country people, if they were puzzled, always went to the 
schoolmaster. 

This man lived about thirty yards up the road from the 
schoolmaster and he got married and on his wedding night the bride 
was in the bed and the groom was ready to get into bed. He went to 
blow out the candle and he was sort of outshot in the mouth and he 
was blowing and blowing. He was blowing the hair off his chest and 
he couldn't blow out the candle, So the bride hopped out and she was 
blowing the hair off her head and she also couldn't blow out the 
candle. So said the groom, "I will go out for my father." 

He went out and got the father. The father had lost his teeth about 
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twenty years before and he couldn't make his mouth small enough to 
blow and couldn't assist, so they decided to go for the schoolmaster. 

The schoolmaster came in and he wetted his fingers and snuffed 
the candle. 

The old man said, "Now, they may say what they like, but there is 
nothing like a bit of education." 

Advice from the priest 

This is a story about the Troubles. It's a touchy subject but it 
concerns a little girl. 

This little girl was hopping a ball in the street, and as she hopped 
the ball she was rhyming, " The Protestants have all the houses, the 
Protestants have all the houses." 

The priest was going past, heard the little girl, and said, "Child 
dear, do you realise what you are saying? You are going to start a riot 
and anyway, are houses all that important? Don't you know that our 
Saviour was born in a manger." 

The priest was coming back down the street about twenty minutes 
later. The wee girl was bouncing the ball and saying, "Our Saviour 
was born in a manger, our Saviour was born in a manger." 

The priest thought he would improve the child's mind another bit 
and said to her, "Now, do you know why our Saviour was born in a 
manger?" 

The little girl replied, "Because the Protestants had all the houses." 

Stories in the bog 

I heard a lot of stories in the bog. One man would be trying to tell 
a better story than another you know. When I would go up to the bog 
with the dinner long ago there would be hired men there. When the 
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rncn had their dinner, it was the one time when they would gather 
over on the one bank . They would lie and smoke and tell yarns, for 
an hour maybe. I did, I heard plenty of good stories in the bog. 

Notes 

1. George knew the difference between a 'story' and a yarn, and a joke. This chapter shows 
him, often through his Uncle Sandy, (Alexander Sheridan of Legolagh), to have carried 
tales which are part of an international tradition, with motifs in common with tales told 
in many different parts of the world. See Antti Arne, The Types of the Folktale 
(Helsinki 1961) translated and enlarged by Stith Thompson; and Sean 6 Suilleabhain 
and Reidar Th Christiansen, The Types of the Irish Folktale (Helsinki 1963). The 
chapter ends with some jokes of more recent vintage. 

2. Strictly speaking there are no weasels in Ireland. We apply the name to the Irish stoat. 
3. Big Murty and small Murtt;. 
4. Talking unintelligibly. Irish, 'manntaighe', stammering. 
5. Flexible wooden rod for holding thatch to the roof 
6. Afool. 
7. A commotion. 
8. A small stick, a twig. 
9. Loft. 
10. This story was published, from George's telling, in Ulster Folklife, 22 (1976) pp 94-95, 

where its relationship to the international folk tales 'The Kings Tasks' and 'The Princess 
Caught' is noted and described. 

11. Shalfoskee, used in the sense of a straw mat across a doorway. 
12. Ponger seems to be contraction of porringer. Used in south-west Ulster for a tin mug. 
13. Idiot. 



Chapter 9 FINAL MEMORIES 

Changing times 

T
HE OTHER DAY I walked across Gortaree and over to Legolagh. 
It was crisp and bright although the day was Halloween. I 
stood on the forestry, on a spot where Frank often s tood. 

And I thought of how we used to watch Frank stand there and gaze 
for hours on a pleasant day and I wondered at the lovely view and 
how deep the valley really was. The house is gone now; that lovely 
little cosy thatched house set in the centre of the vale. There is a 
hayshed there now and a cattle pen and crush. I can remember going 
over with the skim milk late of a harvest day when we were so busy 
working at hay, that even us children had not the time to deliver the 
ass and tanks the whole distance. When we got as far as Frank's well 
and saw a wee square of light in Aunt Lizzie' s room we knew she was 
in bed, for she retired very early and got up with the lark. Then we 
went down all the way, because one night the poor ass stood till 
morning with the load of milk on his back. 

After delivering the milk we ran home across the meadows. Frank 
and Danny would be still working in their meadow and would 
maybe ask us, "Would there be any chance you would have a match 
on you?" For a draw of the pipe is pleasant on a harvest night and 
helps to keep away the midges too. Yes, standing there brought back 
pictures of a way of living that is gone forever. Who milks cows out 
on the hillsid e now? Who sets the creamery cans on an ass anymore? 
Who teds hay and laps it? Who worries if the fowl are shut up for the 
night? 

--- .. ' 
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Tbe wee lough is still there and the shadow of Duckfield rock is 
s lill mirrored in its wat~rs. Cattle s till graze in the waste park and the 
fox still barks in the scrub and still has the same pass into the mangle 
field and on words Gata, Bire and Anrohom, names of places that will 
die now because the people have gone. But useful they were, when 
the open range was there. You said the cattle were in the Bog garden 
or the sheep were on Carrick-na-brusna or the ass was near Pulbeg or 
maybe it was Lug-an-urnrnery or Pul-a-hop-la-hee. 

Uncle Sandy's farm seemed more compact. There was the Back 
Meadows which comprised of the Flax Ground Hill and the Moss 
Bottom and the Calf Park. As there were no haysheds the hay off the 
back meadows was built in one stack. I usually built or tramped the 
stack and the hay was pulled or 'snigged' in by two horses. You 
simply put a tether round the ruck, attached it to the swingletreel and 
the horse pulled it in. Uncle Sandy usually dressed the stack; that is, 
he pulled or trimmed the loose hay off the lower part so that the stack 
came up straight and firm, then it got a swell that gave it an easen.2 

The top part was gradually sloped into a roof. This was done by a 
rake and nicely combed into a narrow head. The very top was a lock3 

of green rushes which we called ' the crahan'. 

The Lough Meadow was a long meadow of about twenty five 
rucks. A ruck was built in a pike which was a round shape and 
tapered into a head, then thatched with rushes and roped with 
twisted hay ropes so the wind couldn't ruffle the thatch and let in the 
rain. 

A day putting in hay was a big day both for the man and woman 
of the house. First of all it was very important that the weather was 
dry and good. Then there would be at least five or six men to be fed 
so the women would have to provide a good dinner. A chicken or two 
would be prepared the day before and there might be porter for the 
men and extra tobacco. The man of the house would pass round a 
half quarter of tobacco and when the day's work was done and all 
gathered into the house the stories could be told and maybe someone 
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could sing a song. Uncle Sandy was never at a loss for a song to sing, 
and he could play the melodeon, so there might be a bit of a dance on 
the kitchen flags. There is nothing like good nailed boots for timing a 
dance on the good old kitchen flags, more power to them. 

I always thought September was the nicest month of the year, 
when the hay was all gathered in and the corn sheared and standing 
in nice tidy stooks. The soft autumn nights softly closing in and the 
cows in the aftergrass. About this time the nuts would be ripe on the 
hazel bushes and no matter how busy we would be there was always 
time to pull a pocket full of nuts. We had the teeth to crack them and 
the taste was good. 

On a Sunday we might go to the wood and bring a school bag or 
any sort of bag and pull nuts for hours. These would all shill out of 
their hulls and we would store the nuts away in boxes for safe 
keeping. They would save for months. Apples were scarce in our area 
but we always got some, mostly from Lurgandarragh where an uncle 
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I i vcd . There was lots of damsons too and we loved the tart taste of 
damson jam. 

Johnny Mason lived with his sister, they had a wonderful orchard. 
Mason was a big awkward man, witless and harmless. He had a 
horse and cart and he would come to Gortaree to put in hay. He 
would have a couple of apples. Mason was starved by his sister and 
when he came to Uncle Sandy's, Aunt Lizzie fed him like a horse. He 
would eat his way through a big fadge cake of fresh white bread 
spread with a generous coat of home made butter and jam. He always 
called in our house on his way there and got a mug of tea. Once he 
called in and he had his pockets full of apples. I was a small boy, 
maybe four or five and the smell of apples was too much for me. With 
signs of encouragement from my father, I used to go and bump into 
Mason's full pockets as he sat on his chair. He used to try and gather 
his coat tight around him. My father, instead of calling me to order, 
would sign behind backs for another onslaught. Poor Mason he knew 
he had plenty of mouths for the apples in Legolagh, so he held on 
tight to them and made off as soon as he could. Poor old Mason, and 
of course he was not so old then, it was only that we thought he was. 

There used to be a tea meeting or Methodist swarry.4 It was an 
annual event in every Methodist church- in Blacklion, Wheathill and 
all over. The programme began with a cup of tea and then sacred 
songs and recitations with a moral would take place. It was reckoned 
to be a way of bringing the people together for a little recreation. A 
big boiler of water would be boiled in the adjoining stables and long 
loaves of currant bread without butter or jam - that was the menu. 
Old Mason used to go to Wheathill, and the smart boys would fill his 
cup over and over again, keeping careful count, for it would be a 
great story to tell for the next few weeks. Once he took twenty-seven 
cups of tea and endless slices of currant loaf. Then a couple of lads sat 
in the back seat with a supply of heels of currant loaf well soaked in 
tea and made the old man the butt and target of their amusement for 
the rest of the night. 
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A few years ago someone said to me, "Look at this." It was a ticket 
for a tea meeting in Blacklion Methodist Church, December 1923, and 
the price was a shilling. I'm sure I was a t that swarry and I thought 
to myself, would I walk from Gortaree now to take a cup of tea and 
currant loaf and listen to Annie Nixon recite 'The Wreck of the 
Hesperus'? 

George Sheridan ·with a friend at old Blacklion School, 1995. 

Cuilcagh 

The other day I lay on the back of the byre rock and looked at 
Cuilcagh, shimmering in the heat haze of an August day, and I 
thought back in hazy memories of my first remembered knowledge 
that it was there. I thought of one May night when the fire raged 
across it, and the glare in the sky, the smoke and blaze. I was crying 
bitter fearful tears for I thought in my childish way that the mountain 
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would all burn away and would be gone for ever. 

Mother explained that the heather and gorse would burn but the 
mountain would still be there and sure enough the next morning 
Cuilcagh was still there. It was black and bleak but it was there and 
that was all that mattered. 

One lovely spring night more than twenty years later I walked up 
the Marlbank braes with my best girl and when we came on sight of 
Cuilcagh there was a raging fire on its slopes. We stopped on 
Sheerin's Green, and as we watched the fire I could hear the wonder 
in Cathy's voice and see the wonder in her grey eyes. 

I told her of my first fears of the mountain burning. She smiled her 
lovely smile, that could always make my heart go crossways, and she 
gave me a playful dig with her elbow as she said, "You have come a 
bit since then." 

When Cathy went away and left me, the fires that had raged 
through my heart were burnt out and it was bleak and bare just like 
the burned mountain. But like the mountain it would grow green and 
burn again. Now nearly fifty years later I thought, what a lesson can 
be learned from the hills as I gaze at Cuilcagh with eyes that have 
grown dim. I think of all the childish eyes that must have watched it 
burn and all the young lovers yet unborn that will watch Cuilcagh 
and will love and suffer and live again and then d isappear like a mist 
that crosses the mountain. But Cuilcagh will always be there, for the 
hills are everlasting. 

Knocknarea 

It was the spring of 1954 and the Church of Ireland Diocese of 
Kilmore held a youth conference in Sligo. Our rector, subsequently 
Canon, Richey had been ill and wasn't able to attend so I was the sole 
representative of Killinagh Parish. Canon Anderson and Jim Wilson 
came for Killesher and we travelled in Canon Anderson' s car. As it 
was the Easter holidays, we were lodged in the grammar school. 
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There were two schools, one for boys, one for girls, and Calry Church 
situated all together in the Mall. 

We were there for four days. We got up at 6.30 am, went to the 
church for matins and then back to the boys' school for breakfast. We 
had discussion groups after lectures and each day we had two hours 
leisure in the afternoon. The clergyman was Archdeacon Tinsdale, a 
very scholarly man, and he organised the leisure trips to all the 
historic places around Sligo. And what an historic place county Sligo 
is. First there's Knocknarea where the legendary, proud and beautiful 
Queen Maeve of Connacht is supposed to be buried in a huge cairn 
that is plain to be seen as you journey into Sligo. Then there's 
Keshcorran which unfolds the story of Dermot and Crania. There's 
the place pointed out as the site of the Battle of the Books which has 
to do with Saint Columba or Colmcille, and there's Drumcliff Church 
in the shadow of Benbulben where you can gaze on the tomb of W B 
Yeats and read the inscription of his own epitaph, 'Cast a cold eye, on 
life, on death. Horseman, pass by.' 

Of all the places pointed out to us during that stay none intrigued 
me so much as the grave or cairn of old Queen Maeve. We didn't have 
time to climb to the top and just drove to the sign on the narrow road 
side. I promised myself one day I'll come back and make that climb. 
The traveller takes a stone and leaves it on the cairn. Of course a 
pebble will do and I expect the half of the people who do the trip have 
never heard this, for as far as I could see most people are tourists. 
Well nearly thirty years were to pass before I went back to climb 
Maeve' s Knocknarea. 

In the lovely August heat of 1983 Edie and I decided to go for a 
weekend to Strandhill and we found farmhouse accmmnodation in 
Primrose Grange, a lovely place overlooking Ballisodare Bay. I had 
often heard mother talking about Primrose Grange because our 
cousin George Nixon had taught school there. In fact it's the original 
Sligo Grammar School. 

Primrose Grange, the very name has an enchanting sound, and 
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w hen you get there the place is enchanting as it is in a beautiful 
s iluation. The old people could pick a site, and if ever a place was 
conducive to learning then it's Primrose Grange. We found ourselves 
in the midst of about fourteen other guests, a cosmopolitan lot. There 
was a group of four noisy Italians and a staid, quiet, aged 
Englishman, all or most very pleasant. The weather was glorious and 
on Sunday morning after we came back from Church we set out for 
the trip to Maeves Cairn. 

Knocknarea is about eleven hundred feet high but it rises in sheer 
cliff or rock face formation except for the south-eastern side which 
faces Primrose Grange, so there's a beaten track all the way. In fact 
there's a narrow lane very steep for I suppose nearly half a mile. It 
reminded me of the big brae or the lane up to Fraser's at 
Carricktirrim. Then you cross several high stiles and then the green 
land merges into heather and the climb really starts at this point. Edie 
decided to go no further, she had taken her camera and intended 
taking a photo of me at the top. I was disappointed when Edie gave 
up but I hid it from her because it was better for her to stop where she 
could rest than be stranded on a higher place where it would maybe 
be uncomfortable to stay put so I took the camera and went on alone. 

Being a mountain man I had no difficulty in finishing the trip and 
although we had met several parties of people coming down as we 
went up, the only pilgrim on top was a young man in his twenties. 
He spoke good English but told me he was Dutch, we talked and 
climbed together, and what a sight to stand on top of the cairn itself 
and look down on the heather. All around, people had put their 
names in large stones. You could read names like Kevin and Madge. 
The young Dutchman took Edie's camera and took a picture of me 
and I took his camera and took his picture. We lay in the heather in 
the warm sunshine and talked. Then fearing Edie might be worried 
about me I left him to think on the lovely scenery of Knocknarea 
which must be a great change from the flat fields of the Netherlands. 

Well, I felt a great satisfaction to have at long last climbed to where 
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Maeve is supposed to be buried and thinking of all the trouble she 
made in her quest for the brown bull of Cooley. When I talked in this 
vein Edie said, "Why did you want to see her cairn if she was the 
villain you say?" So I told her about Cuchullain and Fergus and the 
great heroes that fought just because she thought her white bull 
wasn' t as good as the brown bull of Cooley in Ulster. 

Coming back to the present I saw a sheep travelling all on her own 
and I could see the black patch of maggots on her back. I said to Edie 
that I must report this to the owners. This I did and I'm sure they saw 
to it. Edie and I had one more glorious day to holiday which we spent 
touring round Hazelwood and lovely Lough Gill and home by 
Bundoran. What a lovely holiday. Thank God for all our Blessings. 

Notes, Sunday, 5 August 1984 

I wake to the sun's rays beaming into the room, it is eight o'clock. 
I hear the hum of the wild life outside the window. It's Sunday I 
drowsily think, no need to get up early. But the swallows twitter on 
the telephone wires and a dog barks at McCorry's lane. Who could 
sleep in on a morning like this? I jump out of bed and look through 
the window at the riot of colour in the garden. Edie's garden, her 
green fingers have planted a viridity of verdure and blooms that 
blend into the perfection that only the born gardener can achieve. 

I look for the blackbird that is there every morning when I get up. 
There he is, picking at the dahlia that reminds me of a sunflower, and 
there's a young robin trying out his pinions as he flies in slow circles 
in the confines of the gate and wall. There's something about this 
Sunday. Oh yes, we are going to worship in Cleenish. Our Rector is 
on holiday and he suggested we go to Killesher. Cleenish, however, 
is Edie's old church, where she worshipped as a young girl, so she 
said we should go there. 

There is nothing spectacular about Cleenish Parish church except 
perhaps a large stone built into the interior of the chancel. Maybe it is 
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prc-Christian or taken from some of the older churches on the Erne 
islands. The skull and crossbones stare at one during worship. 

The best feature of the service to me was the singing of that 
immortal hynm of Charles Wesley, 'Jesus Lover of my Soul.' The 
organist was Mrs Coates, an old acquaintance of ours, and she joined 
us for coffee in Annie's house.5 At thirty minutes after noon the day 
was lovely and warm as we sat and drank our coffee, discussed 
general topics and aired our grievances. I said I would like to go and 
look for mushrooms so Annie gave me a colander. Off I went across 
the road into Thornton's field, a big place of perhaps twelve acres and 
the mushrooms were there in dozens. Its a nice occupation picking 
mushrooms in a big green field on a lovely August day and I thought 
how fortunate I was to be alive to have all my faculties and friends. 
My colander was overflowing with mushrooms reminding me of the 
Psalmist who said 'My cup overfloweth', and I thought of the 
children of Israel and the way they picked manna in the wilderness, 
and I thought could it have been mushrooms? 

For what could appear every morning except mushrooms and 
what could be more tasty. My soliloquy is broken by David, it's time 
we got back to Wheathill and our dinner. After that maybe a run to 
Bundoran or maybe a run to Gortaree. Wherever, it would be in 
Edie's cheerful company, so count your blessings Georgie boy! 

Notes, 23 January 1985 

It is cold, frosty, and there is plenty of snow on the ground in 
Wheathill. I try to feed the birds and wish the snow would go away. 
How different it was when I was young when I loved to see snow. It 
was such an adventure to go out and see all the rabbit tracks, to see the 
lough frozen over and to sleigh and slide on the hills. I remember one 
morning when snow had fallen heavy and deep the night before and I 
was down at the lough where I met Uncle Sandy. He had his gun and 
had got a hare's track or 'trace', as we used to say, in Reid's land. 
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We had always plenty of rabbits in Gortaree and round about. 
Hares and rabbits never mixed that well so the hares only came our 
way when the snow got deep on the mountain. They came down 
Chas.6 Hill or Duckfield where this one had come from. The trace 
headed up our land. I asked Uncle Sandy if I could go with him. He 
seemed reluctant at first but being a genial type of man he didn't like 
to say no. Instead, he said that if I kept behind him all the time and 
kept quiet I could come. He explained, as we went along, what you 
must do. First, make sure there is no man's track so you know you are 
the first after the hare. 

We followed the trace all the way up our land and as we went up 
Carricknabrusna the tracks turned and came back about thirty yards, 
then turned and went back in the same direction as before. Uncle 
Sandy explained this was a sure sign she would soon make her den. 
The tracks led into Cuilintragh, just at Lanless gap, so on we went. 
When we were about fifty yards into Cuilintragh the hare bolted from 
a den in the heather. Uncle Sandy raised his gun and fired. I saw bits 
of paper flying and there was a very small bang, then curses from 
Uncle Sandy. 

I should explain the gun was a muzzleloader, the old type. 'A 
fowling piece' my father used to call it. They were a great weapon 
because you could put in as much shot and powder as you wanted 
and I think they carried farther than the breech-loading cartridge 
gun. When you loaded the old muzzle loader, however, if you didn't 
get a shot you had to leave the charge in the gun. Sure, you could take 
the cap off the nipple but you had to leave the gun carefully away. So 
it seems that a few days before my story begins Frank had come to 
Uncle Sandy to borrow the gun to fire at wild geese that were on the 
lough, or on his meadow shore. Well Uncle Sandy gave him the gun 
and the powder horn and the flash of shot, and of course the ramrod 
was always attached to the underside of the muzzle. Frank, being 
Frank, was so careful of shot and powder that the wee bit he put in 
was useless. 
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Well, it's an ill wind that blows no one any good and it was lucky 
for the hare. She went off like the clappers, while Uncle Sandy said a 
few unsavoury words about Frank. He charged the gun, paper, 
powder, shot, and placed another cap on the nipple. We went 
towards Screg-in-aye and down to the Whickey Hole and up to the 
Scrunted Bush. Then we went towards the Foxhole Rock. There's a bit 
of hazel scrub there that has always a good chance of a woodcock, 
and sure enough he shot a woodcock there. Then we went round the 
Giants Leap and the Fox Trap, but no sign of a fox. So we crossed into 
Legolagh at the Point and home to Uncle Sandy's. 

It was near dinner time but Aunt Lizzie made tea and it was no 
insult. She gave me a thick cut of loaf bread, generously buttered, and 
it felt good while Uncle Sandy told the story of Frank and his charge 
in the gun. "Just like a fart," he said, while be bemoaned the loss of 
th~ hare. I felt all right. I had helped trace a hare, I had travelled with 
a skilful hunter and now I felt hungry, healthy and warm. 

First love 

In March 1986 Edie has returned from a visit to her sister in 
England. At breakfast she told me about her sister's granddaughter 
who was a lovely girl of seventeen, doing so well at school and 
shaping for a promising career. Then, after meeting this young man 
and doing the most awful things, she was neglecting her studies and 
was breaking her mother's heart. The conversation went on and on 
and I started to wonder what it was like from the girl's point of view? 
I'm sure she was in love and in the seventh heaven and my thoughts 
drifted back to my first love affair. 

It was at a dance in the village hall that I first saw Ruby Phair. She 
was neat and slim and in the 'Paul J ones' dance she was right in front 
of me when the music stopped. She came into my arms willingly as I 
scooped her up. When the music changed, we stayed holding each 
other until the music changed again. This wasn't in keeping with the 



Final memories 223 

rules but young lovers get away with behaviour like this and, 
although I was twenty years old, I had never singled out a girl for 
myself. It's like this with country lads, or at least it was when I was 
young. Lads tease each other and everyone is in the crowd and how 
many lads of twenty could afford to be serious with a girl or get 
married in the nineteen thirties. But this girl of seventeen was nice, 
and before the night was over I plucked up enough courage to ask 
her if I could see her home. I have never forgotten her answer or the 
way she paused for a few seconds and then said, "I think so," and I 
felt a foot taller. 

Her home was in the opposite way from the village hall. It was along 
the old Killycarney road near Largy mill, and the old tree trunks on the 
forecourt of the mill made a comfortable seat for young lovers. There is 
something about first love that is beyond explanation. You are 
launched into a world unknown; a world of dizzy heights that poets 
have sung about since the world began. I remember waking up next 
morning and thinking, 'I've got a girl,' and with a feeling that I could 
uproot trees or conquer the world. Wasn't this what had happened to 
Edie's sister's granddaughter, because human nature doesn't change a 
great deal over the years. Passions change and peoples' outlook may 
change but human nature doesn't change at all. 

I can remember Ruby telling me how wicked she felt telling her 
mother how she was going out with Heather Cullen and of course it 
was to meet me. If her mother was at Church on Sunday night then 
she had to walk home with her. She knew of course that I would be 
behind them and when her mother put up her feet to rest, Ruby had 
to close the fowl and run in to see if her mother was still resting. She 
would maybe say that she had seen a big rat and shouldn't she put 
all the chickens on the roost, or that she couldn't find old Carlo the 
sheepdog to tie him on the barn loft. Carlo and I had become great 
friends, and he sat quiet and chewed the sweets I gave him. Then 
came the day when Ruby went off to train to become a nurse and 
again, as young lovers do, we drifted apart. 
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It isn 't good for anyone to dwell too much in the past. I said to 
Edie, "I'll take you for a run in the car while the sun is shining, where 
will we go?" 

She said, "Oh, somewhere quiet," and for some reason I found us 
going in the direction of the old Killycarney road. We drove round by 
the old Red Lion and came to Largy mill, long silent and still. I parked 
the car on the old forecourt and we strolled toward the old bridge and 
then leant on the parapet and watched the sunlight gleam through 
the trees on the water below. Edie was still talking about the 
troublesome niece. 

Finally she said, "You're not listening to a word I'm saying." 

"Of course I am," I said. 

She gave me a critical look. "Your hair is going very white," she 
said. 

"That's no shame for it," I said, "but yours is nice and neat as ever." 

She gave my arm a squeeze, "You are a great lad," she said. 

"Do you really mean that," I said. 

"Of course I do sure, after all you are mine." 

I felt a foot taller. 

Soliloquising, December 1987 

Feeling like a walk and a breath of fresh air, I set off down 
McCorry's lane opposite our house. It was a December night. A full 
moon shone out of a cloudless sky and there was a nice, crisp frosty 
air. Silence was all around. McCorry' s house is empty now and the 
long lane is a quiet walk - no cars flashing past with glaring lights, 
nothing to disturb the stillness and solitude of the old, secluded 
country house with its two chimneys etched against the bright sky 
and a lone ash tree for a background. I rested my arms on the top rail 
of the wide iron gate that enclosed the yard and thought of the first 
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George and Edie Sheridan, c 1993. 

time I visited this house with my sister Annie. How long ago? A lot 
of mental arithmetic- yes fifty years ago. My oh my! I am old, and so 
are the McCorrys. 

The McCorrys had lived beside us long ago, when I lived in 
Gortaree, and. Terence and I had played together as long as I can 
remember. Then they bought this place in 1931 and left our 
neighbourhood. As we were such close neighbours, we were sorry to 
see them go. Well, a few weeks afterwards, when they were settled in 
their new home, Annie and I were invited and cycled there one 
evening. What a world of change since then and how different am I 
now from the boy of seventeen who propped his bicycle against that 
yard wall and entered the house, and was made welcome by Terry 
and Mrs McCorry. Terry had a hearty laugh and was of s tout build. 
He used to say to me in my childhood days, "Och, but you are the 
bones of a man!" 
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It is amazing what a silent old house can tell you if you listen. The 

McCorrys had bought the place from a man called Wallace. When I 
was going to Blacklion School, George Wallace drew a van or 'dray' 
of milk to the Blacklion Creamery. He was a tall and good looking 
man, and everyone said he and his wife were a fine looking pair. 
Their children would have laughed and played and sung round this 
gateway and the spot where I stood. How sad to think of what might 
have been and the true reality of life. For both the Wallace boys joined 
the Navy, and the oldest made history as county Fermanagh's first 
casualty of World War II. He went down with the Royal Oak at Scapa 
Flow, sunk by a German torpedo, and the other boy was drowned on 
a beach in Australia. 

The old house was still talking, or was it myself thinking. "If they 
had been small, insignificant and dull like yourself, they might have 
stayed on the land and would be alive today." 

But they were likely lads and their mother was English. Farming 
wasn't in her blood. And whatever will be will be. 

I shivered in the frosty air, turned my back on the old house, retraced 
my steps, and thought of what people a generation older than I am had 
said about George Wallace and the girl he married - a pretty English 
parlour maid who came to work in Florencecourt House long ago -
and the one he dropped for her. Rebecca, the girl he gave up, I only 
knew as an old woman. She never married and in her latter years she 
wandered a bit in her mind - for she lived into her nineties - and she 
used to walk at all times of the day and night and say she was going 
for the cows. I am sure her sons, had she married and raised a family, 
would have bee_n quite content to put in their lives farming and 
tending to cows. 

I glanced towards the house on the hill where she was born and 
lived all her days. A light shone in the window, but strangers live there 
now. And Rebecca and George are long since gone to their rest. I 
wondered if Rebecca had looked out that window and seen George's 
lads at their play and said to herself, "There goes George Wallace's 
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on his 80th 
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Mrs Raby 
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children; they should have been mine." I wonder what her feelings 
were for the pretty English parlour maid who stole her darling boy. I 
knew her as a lovely, calm serene woman who lived with another 
sister, and they were lovely old-fashioned ladies -just a delight to 
meet. I remember once I remarked on a home-made chair in their farm 
kitchen, and Rebecca said a boyfriend made that for her sister many 
years ago. Years later I bought that chair at their auction. But that is 
another story! 
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Notes, 3 August 1998 

It was very wet in 1924 when I was eleven years old and too young 
to worry about the weather. I can remember my mother giving myself 
and Frank and Terence McCorry a few bits of tarcord rope to go to 
Cuilintragh and gather stalks of burnt heather to make a fire to boil the 
kettle. We were very dependent on turf in those days because there was 
no firewood in our area and in those early days there was no electricity 
and no gas. 

We had to win hay with the rake and pitchfork and it had to be 
lapped. I can remember my father giving me the task of pulling the wet 
hay that the horse put into the ground with his foot as it was mowed, 
and setting it in on the top of the new made laps. There was no silage 
or black bales and the people, especially the farmers, were much 
poorer than the people now. Then in the springtime of 1925 cattle died 
with fluke. The potato crop had practically failed, for blight had struck 
early the harvest before. There was relief coal and seed potatoes given 
out to people in the Free State. We were on the Border in Fermanagh 
and so we didn't qualify for any, but Uncle Sandy did get some. 

It was in 1924 that Mary McCorry came home from America. She 
was a daughter of our neighbour Terry McCorry who herded for 
William Elliott. Now a Yankee coming home from America in those 
days caused a great stir. I remember going into McCorry's with my 
sister Raby and noticed that there was a big trunk in the kitchen. We 
got candy and heard a gramophone and thought that it was a great 
treat. When Mary was invited down to our house Terence and I threw 
small stepping stones into wet gaps for her to walk on. She had 
overshoes, the first time I had ever heard of overshoes. 

In a few months time she married a man, Patrick Dolan from the 
townland of Mullaghbee. There was dancing and parties and fun 
galore. In all the bad times p oor people hardly ever complained. It is 
the well off people that grumble. To be sure, there was loss of cattle and 
when a cow died neighbours came and helped to bury it, and I can still 
see old Terry McCorry as he stood there and said, "The loss of a cow is 

-- ~= 

------ - - -
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George Sheridan with Jim Dolan of Clyhannagh (left) and Philip Nolan of 
Marlbank, 1998. 

a slap in the face to any man." 

Mostly the cow was skinned and the hide brought in a few shillings 
and people bought a pot or an oven, something metal or iron for good 
luck. 

It is raining heavy now and I see two tractors go past, the first one 
has a round bailer attached. The bailer men or contractors work 
Sunday and Monday, which brings up the big question, "Shouldn't 
Sunday be a day of rest." 

A slight improvement in the weather today. Edie spends the 
afternoon in the garden. I tell my neighbour about 1924 and the blight 
that hit our potatoes in the middle of July. I can remember my father 
pointing out the black patch, and by the middle of August the whole 
field of potatoes was black as your shoe. When all our potatoes were 
dug that year there was maybe half a ton and they were so small, just 
fit for seed which we did save until next spring. 
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Our servant man that year was Tom Leonard and he left in October 
because he was going to America. He had mentioned this when he 
hired with us in May 22nd hiring fair, so it was a fair and agreeable 
parting. Poor Tom, he went off to America dressed in brown trousers 
and a navy tag coat and had a paper parcel under his arm. 

Notes, 8 August 1998 

Today, August 8th 1998, was warm and close, but near evening it 
turned sunny and a bright blue sky showed all late evening. Edie and 
I went to see Lily.7 She was very weak and it was sad to see her fade 
away. She is eighty years old and suffering so much that one is 
inclined to say it would be happy for her if she was taken. Then there 
is the other side. She is much loved by children and grandchildren, 
but she said today "I wish I could go to sleep and never wake again." 

It is hard on Edie and yet is natural for the old to die. On Sunday I 
went to Church where Canon Day took the service. 

It was a lovely August day but we sat round dear Lily in grief, for 
life is like our weather, cloud and sunshine, and perhaps for most 
people more cloud than sunshine. But then there is the other side of 
the coin. If there was no grief there would be no joy, and Lily certainly 
brought joy to her children and grandchildren. 

Notes, 25 August 1998. 

It is now August 25th. So much has happened in between my last 
notes. Lily died 12th inst. after months of pain and suffering. What a 
gap there will be in some of our lives, Edie especially and her 
immediate family. People came and went and the weather was kind 
on the day of her funeral and there was bright sunshine as we stood 
around her grave. Since then Frank and Willa had a golden wedding 
anniversary which was quietly celebrated in Mahon's Hotel, 
Irvinestown. For their two daughters it was a moving and nostalgic 
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occasion but a lovely party for a worthy p air. 

Our neighbour and my life long friend Terence McCorry died 
yesterday morning, and Willie John Evans died the same time in 
Enniskillen hospital. He played with my sister Mary long ago in 
Dowra Parish in 1929, nearly seventy years ago, so the years are 
building up. This day is cloudy and dark but forecast for the weekend 
is good. What a wet bad month August has been to add to all the wet 
months of 1998. 

Edie and I went to Donegal for the last weekend in August and the 
Saturday and Sunday were lovely and warm. We sa t on the beach a t 
Rossnowlagh until we felt the sun burn us, and then moved on to 
Glen ties. 

Next day, Sunday, we spent at Narin beach and Porlnoo. ] t was a 
lovely day but rain was forecast for Monday and sure enough it 
started to rain on Monday morning as we sat a t breakfast. When we 
left Mrs O'Donnell we went into Glenties an d went though the 
Museum which kept us interested until one o'clock. Then after a meal 
in the Highlands Hotel we drove to Rossnowlagh. The wind was so 
high it was drifting the sand in such force that it would take your 
breath away, so we made our way slowly home as the rain got heavy. 

Notes, October 1998 

The month of September has come and gone and I have added 
nothing to these notes. I was called into Enniskillen Hospital on 
Thursday 3rd of September for a camera view of my stomach and got 
a prescription for tablets which has not improved my condition. 

Annie spent the month with Mary and seems to have boundless 
energy. Our cousin Harold Pinkerton has died in Canada. Now the 
world seems drab and grey and things are closing in on me. I feel sad 
for Edie. She will miss me. It must be thirty years since I met her first 
and in all those years I came to know what a wonderful person she 
is, for she has cheered my gloom and made my life ideaL What a 
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lovely woman, sweet and brave and such good fun to live with. 

It is now the end of October and so long since I put pen to paper. 
Reggie Cunningham was in the other morning and he was talking 
about a school con cert in the Gate Hall and told us that the parents 
and the Parish at large has no interest in it. There is so much 
distraction with all sorts of entertainment these days that a Parish 
concert seems very tame. 

I was telling him how different it was when I was a boy at Blacklion 
school. In those days we had no radio, and television was beyond our 
dream s. A concert caused quite a bit of excitement. Sometimes we 
schoolchildren put on a play, I remember once I played the p art of a 
doctor. Bertie Armstrong was the sick boy who was too ill to go to 
school that day and his mother sent for Dr Cureall. It was a simple 
plot for simple people. All the adult plays were clean and cheerful 
and thoroughly enjoyed by all. 

In those days we had a ' two tier' society. Most of the people sat on 
long forms with an aisle up the centre, but the first three rows of seats 
on either side had back rests. These were for the 'quality' or gentry 
and cost 2/- each . All the other seats were 1/- each and maybe some 
who came in late had to stand. There was great excitement in selling 
the tickets . A few days before the concert George McBrien, who was 
in my class at school, said to me "What are you going to wear to the 
concert?" 

Now, I wore a skull cap and jersey with collar and three buttons on 
the shoulder and a pair of sh ort pants. I said to my chum, "This is all 
the stitch I have in the world." 

He said, "Yous must be very poor for I have three suits at home." 

When we were having our dinner that evening I was foolish 
enough to tell this story in front of my father and mother. This stung 
my father a bit because he considered himself a farmer, and he did 
not think that a herd's son could be so much better off than me. 
Without saying a word he slipped down to Blacklion that night. 
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There was a shop called the Hibernian House. It sold drink, groceries 
and drapery - a mixed trade - and he arrived home that night with a 
new suit of clothes for me. Boys always wore short pants, but this suit 
had knickerbockers- with two buttons below the knee. It was a style 
my mother would never let me wear, so she had a look at the suit and 
said to him, "You can bring that back where you got it because 
George will never wear it." 

So I went as I was to the concert, in my jersey and short pants. 

George Sheridan died on 20th December 1998. 

He went to God as he was. 

Notes 

1. The crossbar to which the traces are attached in harness. 
2. An eave. 
3. A few; some. 
4. Soiree. 
5. George's sister Annie, Mrs Hassard of Bellanaleck. 
6. Named after a nineteenth century Charles Maguire of Kilnameel. 
7. Mrs Edie Sheridan's elder sister, Mrs Cunningham. 
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Appendix 

Sheridan family 

It is not the function of this book to trace a Sheridan genealogy, but this appendix 

gives context to the Sheridan cousins who lived in Gortaree and Legolagh when 
George was growing up there. Other Sheridans in the district were more distantly 

related. 

JAMBS Sheridan of Legolagh in the Parish of Killinagh, co Cavan , born 

1813, married Mary Ann Nixon. They had ten children. 

Of these ten children; John, the eldest, died aged 22. 
Ann, Sidney, Mary, (all married), and James 
(who married Martha Nixon of Carricktirrim) 
emigrated to the United States. 
Jane Margaret married James Nixon of 
Carricktirrim in the parish of Killinagh, eo 
Cavan; five children. 
Ellen married Robert Wilson and lived at 
Drumsroohll, Florencecourt, eo Fermanagh; 
six children. 
Rebecca married John Elliott and Jived at 
Bohevny, Letterbreen, eo Fermanagh; one 
child. 
ROBERT 1864-1955, moved to Gortaree, parish 
of Killesher, eo Fermanagh; married Rebecca 
Elliott of Moneenlum, eo Leitrim and they had 
four children - see below. 
ALEXANDER (Sandy) 1873-1962, stayed in 
Legolagh and married Elizabeth Gowan. They 
had eight children - see below. 

Children of Robert and Rebecca Sheridan of Gortaree: 

Annie Elizabeth, married Edward Hassard and 
lives in Bellanaleck, eo Fermanagh. 
GEORGE 1912-1998, married Edith Wilson (nee 
Thomton) of Wheathlll, eo Fermanagh. 
Mary (Molly) married John Gout and lives in 
Cardiff, Wales. 
Rebecca (Raby) married Gerard Bracken and 
lives at Blacklion, eo Cavan. 
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Children of Alexander and Elizabeth Sheridan of Legolagh: 

Robert, unmarried. 
Elizabeth, married James Brady. 
Margaret, married Daniel Brady. 
Annie, married Cecil Brown. 
Albert, married Charlotte Smith . 
Rebccca, married Thomas Stephenson. 
Ethel, married George Doak. 
Alexand c1~ unmarried. 
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