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The homes of the Harvestmen

THE general appearance of the North Mayo country round Belmullet—another district of the
greatest poverty—differs curiously from that of Connemara. In Mayo a waste of turf and bog
takes the place of the waste of stones that is the chief feature of the coast of Galway. Con-
sequently sods of turf are used for all sorts of work building walls and ditches, and even the
gables of cottages instead of the loose pieces of granite or limestone that are ready to one’s
hand in the district we have left. Between every field one sees a thin bank of turf, worn away
in some places by the weather, and covered in others with loose grass and royal flowering
ferns. The rainfall of Belmullet is a heavy one, and in wet weather this absence of stone gives
one an almost intolerable feeling of dampness and discomfort.

The last forty miles of our journey to Belmullet was made on the long car which leaves
Ballina at four o’clock in the morning.

It was raining heavily as we set out, and the whole town was asleep ; but during the first
hour we met many harvestmen with scythe-handles and little bundles tied in red handker-
chiefs, walking quickly into Ballina to embark for Liverpool or Glasgow. Then we passed
Crossmolina, and were soon out on the bogs, where one drives for mile after mile, seeing an
odd house only, scattered in a few places with long distances between them. We had been
travelling all night from Connemara, and again and again we dosed off into a sort of dream,
only to wake up with a start when the car gave a dangerous lurch, and see the same dreary
waste with a few wet cattle straggling about the road, or the corner of a lake just seen beyond
them through a break in the clouds. When we had driven about fifteen miles we changed
horses at a village of three houses, where an old man without teeth brought out the new
horses and harnessed them slowly, as if he was half in his sleep. Then we drove on again,
stopping from time to time at some sort of post-office, where a woman or boy usually came
out to take the bag of letters. At Bangor Erris four more passengers got up, and as the roads
were heavy with the rain we settled into a slow jog-trot that made us almost despair of ar-
riving at our destination. The people were now at work weeding potatoes in their few patches
of tillage, and cutting turf in the bogs, and their draggled, colourless clothes—so unlike the
homespuns of Connemara—added indescribably to the feeling of wretchedness one gets from
the sight of these miserable cottages, many of them with an old hamper or the end of a barrel
stuck through the roof for a chimney, and the desolation of the bogs.

Belmullet itself is curiously placed on an isthmus—recently pierced by a canal—that
divides Broad Haven from Blacksod Bay. Beyond the isthmus there is a long peninsula some
four-teen miles in length, running north and south, and separating these two bays from the
Atlantic. As we were wandering through this headland in the late afternoon the rain began
again, and we stopped to shelter under the gable of a cottage. After a moment or two a girl
came out and brought us in out of the rain. At first we could hardly see anything with the
darkness of the rain outside and the small window and door of the cottage, but after a moment



or two we grew accustomed to it, and the light seemed adequate enough. The woman of the
house was sitting opposite us at the corner of the fire, with two children near her, and just
behind them a large wooden bed with a sort of red covering, and red curtains above it. Then
there was the door, and a spinning-wheel, and at the end opposite the fire a couple of stalls for
cattle and a place for a pig with an old brood sow in it, and one young one a few weeks old.
At the edge of the fireplace a small door opened into an inner room, but in many cottages of
this kind there is one apartment only. We talked, as usual, of the hardships of the people,
which are worst in places like this, at some distance from the sea, where no help can be got
from fishing or making kelp.

‘ All this land about here,’ said the woman, who was sitting by the fire, ‘ is stripped bog’
—that is, bog from which the turf has been cut—‘ and it is no use at all without all kinds of
stuff and manure mixed through it. If you went down a little behind the house you’d see that
there is nothing but stones left at the bottom, and you’d want great quantities of sand and sea-
weed and dung to make it soft and kind enough to grow a thing in it at all. The big farmers
have all the good land snapped up, and there is nothing left but stones and bog for poor
people like ourselves.’

The sow was snorting in the corner, and I said, after a moment, that it was probably with
the pigs that they made the most of their money.

‘ In bad years,’ she said, ‘ like the year we’ve had, when the potatoes are rotten and few,
there is no use in our pigs, for we have nothing to give them. Last year we had a litter of pigs
from that sow, and they were little good to us, for the people were afraid to buy at any price
for fear they’d die upon their hands.’

One of us said something of the relief work we had seen in Connemara.

‘ We have the same thing here,’ she said, ‘ and I have a young lad who is out working on
them now, and he has a little horse beast along with him, so that he gets a week’s pay for
three days or four, and has a little moment over for our own work on the farm.’

I asked her if she had many head of cattle.

‘ I have not, indeed,’ she said, ‘ nor any place to feed. There is some small people do put a
couple of yearlings out on the grass you see below you running out to the sands ; but where
would I get money to buy one, or to pay the one pound eight, or near it, you do pay for every
yearling you have upon the grass ? A while since,’ she went on, ‘ we weren’t so bad as we are
at this time, for we had a young lad who used to go to Scotland for the harvest, and be send-
ing us back a pound or two pounds maybe in the month, and bringing five or six or beyond it
when he’d come home at the end of autumn ; but he got a hurt and never overed it, so we
have no one at this time can go from us at all.’

One of the girls had been carding wool for the spinning-wheel, so I asked about the spin-
ning and weaving.

‘ Most women spin their wool in this place,’ she said, ‘ and the weaver weaves it after-
wards for threepence a yard if it is a single weaving, and for sixpence a yard if it is double
woven, as we do have it for the men. The women in this place have little time to be spinning,
but the women back on the mountains do be mixing colours through their wool till you’d
never ask to take your eyes from it. They do be throwing in a bit of stone colour, and a bit of



red madder, and a bit of crimson, and a bit of stone colour again, and, believe me, it is nice
stuffs they do make that you’d never ask to take your eyes from.’

The shower had now blown off, so we went out again and made our way down to a cove
of the sea where a seal was diving at some distance from the shore, putting up its head every
few moments to look at us with a curiously human expression. Afterwards we went on to a
jetty north of the town, where the Sligo boat had just come in. One of the men told us that
they were taking over a hundred harvestmen to Sligo the next morning, where they would
take a boat for Glasgow, and that many more would be going during the week. This migratory
labour has many unsatisfactory features ; yet in the present state of the country it may tend to
check the longing for America that comes over those that spend the whole year on one miser-
able farm.

The smaller peasant proprietors

THE car-drivers that take one round to isolated places in Ireland seem to be the cause of many
of the misleading views that chance visitors take up about the country and the real temper-
ament of the people. These men spend a great deal of their time driving a host of inspectors
and officials connected with various Government Boards, who, although they often do ex-
cellent work, belong for the most part to classes that have a traditional misconception of the
country people. It follows naturally enough that the carmen pick up the views of their patrons,
and when they have done so they soon find apt instances from their own local know-ledge
that give a native popular air to opinions that are essentially foreign. That is not all. The car-
driver is usually the only countryman with whom the official is kept in close personal
contact ; so that, while the stranger is bewildered, many distinguished authorities have been
pleased and instructed by this version of their own convictions. It is fair to add that the car-
man is usually a small-town’s man, so that he has a not un-natural grudge against the mount-
ain squatter, for whom so much has apparently been done, while the towns are neglected, and
also that the carman may be generally relied on when he is merely stating facts to anyone
who is not a total stranger to the country.

We drove out recently with a man of this class, and as we left Belmullet he began to talk
of an estate that has been sold to the tenants by the Congested Districts Board.

‘ Those people pay one or two pounds in the year,’ he said, ‘ and for that they have a
house, and a stripe of tilled land, and a stripe of rough land, and an outlet on the mountain for
grazing cattle, and the rights of turbary, and yet they aren’t satisfied ; while I do pay five
pounds for a little house with hardly enough land to grow two score of cabbages.’

He was an elderly man, and as we drove on through many gangs of relief workers he
told us about the building of the Belmullet Workhouse in 1857, and I asked him what he re-
membered or had heard of the great famine ten years earlier.

‘ I have heard my father say,’ he said, ‘ that he often seen the people dragging themselves
along to the workhouse in Binghamstown, and some of them falling down and dying on the
edge of the road. There were other places where he’d seen four or five corpses piled up on
each other against a bit of a bank or the butt of a bridge, and when I began driving I was in
great dread in the evenings when I’d be passing those places on the roads.’

It was a dark, windy day, and we went on through endless wastes of brown mountain and
bog, meeting no one but an occasional woman driving an ass with meal or flour, or a few



people drying turf and building it up into ricks on the roadside or near it. In the distance one
could see white roads—often relief roads—twisting among the hills, with no one on them but
a man here and there riding in with the mails from some forlorn village. In places we could
see the white walls and gables of one of these villages against the face of a hill, and fairly fre-
quently we passed a few tumbled-down cottages with plots of potatoes about them. After a
while the carman stopped at a door to get a drink for his horse, and we went in for a moment
or two to shelter from the wind. It was the poorest cottage we had seen. There was no
chimney, and the smoke rose by the wall to a hole in the roof at the top of the gable. A boy of
ten was sitting near the fire minding three babies, and at the other end of the room there was a
cow with two calves and a few sickly-looking hens. The air was so filled with turf-smoke that
we went out again in a moment into the open air. As we were standing about we heard the
carman asking the boy why he was not at school.

‘ I’m spreading turf this day,’ he said, ‘ and my brother is at school. To-morrow he’ll stay
at home, and it will be my turn to go.’

Then an old man came up and spoke of the harm the new potato crop is getting from the
high wind, as indeed we had seen ourselves in several fields that we had passed, where whole
lines of the tops were broken and withered.

‘ There was a storm like this three weeks ago,’ he said, ‘ and I could hardly keep my old
bonnet on me going round through the hills. This storm is as bad, or near it, and wherever
there are loops and eddies in the wind you can see the tops all fluttered and destroyed, so that
I’m thinking another windy day will leave us as badly off as we were last year.’

It seems that about here the damage of the sea-winds, where there is no shelter, does as
much or more harm than the blight itself. Still the blight is always a danger, and for several
years past the people have been spraying their crops, with sufficiently good results to make
them all anxious to try it. Even an old woman who could not afford to get one of the
machines used for this purpose was seen out in her field a season or two ago with a bucketful
of the solution, spraying her potatoes with an old broom—an instance which shows how
eager the people are to adopt any improved methods that can be shown to be of real value.
This took place in the neighbourhood of Aghoos—the place we were driving to—where an
estate has been bought by the Congested Districts Board and resold to the tenants. The hold-
ings are so small that the rents are usually about three pounds a year, though in some cases
they are much less, and it is easily seen that the people must remain for a while at least as
poor, or nearly as poor, as they have been in the past. In barren places of this kind the en-
larging of the holdings is a matter of the greatest difficulty, as good land is not to be had in
the neighbourhood ; and it is hard to induce even a few families to migrate to another place
where holdings could be provided for them, while their absence would liberate part of the
land in a district that is overcrowded. At present most of the holdings have, besides their tilled
land, a stripe of rough bog-land, which is to be gradually reclaimed ; but even when this is
done the holdings will remain poor and small, and if a bad season comes the people may be
again in need of relief. Still no one can deny the good that is done by making the tenants
masters of their own ground and consolidating their holdings, and when the old fear of im-
provements, caused by the landlord system, is thoroughly forgotten, something may be done.

A great deal has been said of the curse of the absentee landlord ; but in reality the small
landlord, who lived on his property, and knew how much money every tenant possessed, was
a far greater evil. The judicial rent system was not a great deal better, as when the term came
to an end the careless tenant had his rent lowered, while the man who had improved his hold-



ing remained as he was—a fact which, of course, meant much more than the absolute value of
the money lost. For one reason or another, the reduction of rents has come to be, in the
tenants’ view, the all-important matter ; so that this system kept down the level of comfort, as
every tenant was anxious to appear as poor as possible for fear of giving the landlord an ad-
vantage. These matters are well known ; but at the present time the state of suspended land-
purchase is tending to reproduce the same fear in a new form, and any tenants who have not
bought out are naturally afraid to increase the price they may have to pay by improving their
land. In this district, however, there is no fear of this kind, and a good many small grants have
been given by the Board for rebuilding cottages and other improvements. A new cottage can
be built by the occupier himself for a sum of about thirty pounds, of which the Board pays
only a small part, while the cottages built by the Board on their own plan, with slated roofs on
them, cost double, or more than double, as much. We went into one of the reslated cottages
with concrete floors, and it was curious to see that, however awkward the building looked
from the outside, in the kitchen itself the stain of the turf-smoke and the old pot-ovens and
stools made the place seem natural and local. That at least was reassuring.

Erris

IN the poorest districts of Connemara the people live, as I have already pointed out, by
various industries, such as fishing, turf-cutting, and kelp-making, which are independent of
their farms, and are so precarious that many families are only kept from pauperism by the
money that is sent home to them by daughters or sisters who are now servant-girls in New
York. Here in the congested districts of Mayo the land is still utterly insufficient—held at
least in small plots, as it is now—as a means of life, and the people get the more considerable
part of their funds by their work on the English or Scotch harvest, to which I have alluded
before. A few days ago a special steamer went fromAchill Island to Glasgow with five
hundred of these labourers, most of them girls and young boys. From Glasgow they spread
through the country in small bands and work together under a ganger, picking potatoes or
weeding turnips, and sleeping for the most part in barns and outhouses. Their wages vary
from a shilling a day to perhaps double as much in places where there is more demand for
their work. The men go more often to the north of England, and usually work together, where
it is possible, on small contracts for piecework arranged by one of themselves until the hay
harvest begins, when they work by the day. In both cases they get fairly good wages, so that if
they are careful and stay for some months they can bring back eight or nine pounds with
them.

This morning people were passing through the town square of Belmullet—where our
windows look out—towards the steamer, from two o’clock, in small bands of boys and girls,
many of them carrying their boots under their arms and walking in bare feet, a fashion to
which they are more used. Last night also, on our way back from a village that is largely in-
habited by harvest people, we saw many similar bands hurrying in towards the town, as the
steamer was to sail soon after dawn. This part of the coast is cut into by a great number of
shallow tidal estuaries which are dry at low tide, while at full tide one sees many small roads
that seem to run down aimlessly into the sea, till one notices, perhaps half a mile away, a
similar road running down on the opposite headland. On our way, as the tide was out, we
passed one of these sandy fords where there were a number of girls gathering cockles, and
drove into Geesala, where we left our car and walked on to the villages of Dooyork, which
lie on a sort of headland cut off on the south by another long estuary. It is in places like this,
where there is no thoroughfare in any direction to bring strangers to the country, that one
meets with the most individual local life. There are two villages of Dooyork, an upper and
lower, and as soon as we got into the first every doorway was filled with women and children



looking after us with astonishment. All the houses were quite untouched by improvements,
and a few of them were broken-down hovels of the worst kind. On the road there were several
women bringing in turf or seaweed on horses with large panniers slung over a straw straddle,
en which usually a baby of two or three years old was riding with delight. At the end of the
village we talked to a man who had been in America, and before that had often gone to
England as a harvestman.
‘ Some of the men get a nice bit of money,’ he said, ‘ but it is hard work. They begin at

three in the morning, and they work on till ten at night. A man will sometimes get twelve
shillings an acre for hoeing turnips, and a skilful man will do an acre or the better part of it in
one day ; but I’m telling you it is hard work, and before the day is done a man will be hard set
to know if it’s the soil or the turnips he’s striking down on.’

I asked him where and how they lodged.

‘ Ah,’ he said, ‘ don’t ask me to speak to you of that, for the lodging is poor, surely.’

We went on then to the next village, a still more primitive and curious one. The houses
were built close together, with passages between them, and low, square yards marked round
with stones. At one corner we came on a group of dark brown asses with panniers, and
women standing among them in red dresses, with white or coloured handkerchiefs over their
heads ; and the whole scene had a strangely foreign, almost Eastern, look, though in its own
way it was peculiarly characteristic of Ireland. Afterwards we went back to Geesala, along
the edge of the sea. This district has, unexpectedly enough, a strong branch of the Gaelic
League, and small Irish plays are acted frequently in the winter, while there is also an Agri-
cultural Co-operative Bank, which has done excellent work. These banks, on the Raiffeisen
system, have been promoted in Ireland for the last nine or ten years by the Irish Agricultural
Society, with aid from the Congested Districts Board, and in a small way they have done
much good, and shown—to those who wished to question it—the business intelligence of the
smallest tenant-farmers. The interest made by these local associations tends to check emigrat-
ion, but in this district the distress of last year has a bad effect. In the last few months a
certain number of men have sold out the tenant-right of their holdings—usually to the local
shopkeeper, to whom they are always in debt—and shipped themselves and their whole
families to America with what remained of the money. This is probably the worst kind of
emigration, and one fears the sufferings of these families, who are suddenly moved to such
different surroundings, must be great.

This district of the Erris Union, which we have now been through, is the poorest in the
whole of Ireland, and during the last few months six or seven hundred people have been en-
gaged on the relief works. Still, putting aside exceptionally bad years, there is certainly a
tendency towards improvement. The steamer from Sligo, which has only been running for a
few years, has done much good by bringing in flour and meal much more cheaply than could
be done formerly. Typhus is less frequent than it used to be, probably because the houses and
holdings are improving gradually, and we have heard it said that the work done in Aghoos by
the fund raised by the Manchester Guardian some years ago was the beginning of this better
state of things. The relief system, as it is now carried on, is an utterly degrading one, and
many things will have to be done before the district is in anything like a satisfactory state. Yet
the impression one gets of the whole life is not a gloomy one. Last night was St. John’s Eve,
and bonfires—a relic of Druidical rites—were lighted all over the country, the largest of all
being placed in the town square of Belmullet, where a crowd of small boys shrieked and
cheered and threw up firebrands for hours together. To-day, again, there was a large market in
the square, where a number of country people, with their horses and donkeys, stood about



bar-gaining for young pigs, heather brooms, homespun flannels, second-hand clothing,
blacking-brushes, tinkers’ goods and many other articles. Once when I looked out the
blacking-brush man and the card-trick man were getting up a fight in the corner of the square.
A little later there was another stir, and I saw a Chinaman wandering about, followed by a
wondering crowd. The sea in Erris, as in Connemara, and the continual arrival of islanders
and boatmen from various directions, tend to keep up an interest and movement that is felt
even far away in the villages among the hills.

•

The inner lands of Mayo

The village shop

THERE is a curious change in the appearance of the country when one moves inland from the
coast districts of Mayo to the congested portion of the inner edge of the county. In this place
there are no longer the Erris tracts of bog or the tracts of stone of Connemara ; but one sees
everywhere low hills and small farms of poor land that is half turf-bog, already much cut
away, and half narrow plots of grass or tillage. Here and there one meets with little villages,
built on the old system, with cottages closely grouped together and filled with primitive
people, the women mostly in bare feet, with white handkerchiefs over their heads. On the
whole, however, one soon feels that this neighbourhood is far less destitute than those we
have been in hitherto. Turning out of Swinford, soon after our arrival, we were met almost at
once by a country funeral coming towards the town, with a large crowd, mostly of women,
walking after it. The coffin was tied on one side of an outside car, and two old women, prob-
ably the chief mourners, were sitting on the other side. In the crowd itself we could see a few
men leading horses or bicycles, and several young women who seemed by their dress to be
returned Americans. When the funeral was out of sight we walked on for a few miles, and
then turned into one of the wayside public-houses, at the same time general shop and bar,
which are a peculiar feature of most of the country parts of Ireland. An old one-eyed man,
with a sky-blue handkerchief round his neck, was standing at the counter making up his bill
with the publican, and disputing loudly over it. Here, as in most of the congested districts, the
shops are run on a vague system of credit that is not satisfactory, though one does not see at
once what other method could be found to take its place. After the sale of whatever the
summer season has produced—pigs, cattle, kelp, etc.—the bills are paid off, more or less
fully, and all the ready money of a family is thus run away with. Then about Christmas time a
new bill is begun, which runs on till the following autumn—or later in the harvesting districts
—and quite small shopkeepers often put out relatively large sums in this way. The people
keep no pass-books, so they have no check on the traders, and although direct fraud is
probably rare it is likely that the prices charged are often exorbitant. What is worse, the shop-
keeper in out-of-the-way places is usually the only buyer to be had for a number of home
products, such as eggs, chickens, carragheen moss, and sometimes even kelp ; so that he can
control the prices both of what he buys and what he sells, while as a creditor he has an
authority that makes bargaining impossible : another of the many complicated causes that
keep the people near to pauperism ! Meanwhile the old man’s bill was made out, and the
publican came to serve us. While he did so the old man spoke to us about the funeral, and I
asked him about the returned Americans we had seen going after it.

‘ All the girls in this place,’ he said, ‘ are going out to America when they are about seven-
teen years old. Then they work there for six years or more, till they do grow weary of that
fixed kind of life, with the early rising and the working late, and then they do come home
with a little stocking of fortune with them, and they do be tempting the boys with their chains



and their rings, till they get a husband and settle down in this place. Such a lot of them is
coming now there is hardly a marriage made in the place that the woman hasn’t been in
America.’

I asked a woman who had come in for a moment if she thought the girls kept their health
in America.

‘ Many of them don’t,’ she said, ‘ working in factories with dirty air ; and then you have
likely seen that the girls in this place is big, stout people, and when they get over beyond
they think they should be in the fashions, and they begin squeezing themselves in till you
hear them gasping for breath, and that’s no healthy way to be living.’

When we offered the old man a drink a moment later, he asked for twopenny ale.

‘ This is the only place in Ireland,’ he said, ‘ where you’ll see people drinking ale, for it is
from this place that the greatest multitudes go harvesting to England—it’s the only way they
can live—and they bring the taste for ale back along with them. You’ll see a power of them
that come home at Michaelmas or Martinmas itself that will never do a hand’s turn the rest of
the year ; but they will be sitting around in each other’s houses playing cards through the
night, and a barrel of ale set up among them.’

I asked him if he could tell about how many went from Swinford and the country round in
each year.

‘ Well,’ he said, ‘ you’d never reckon them, but I’ve heard people to say that there are six
thousand or near it. Trains full of them do be running every week to the city of Dublin for the
Liverpool boat, and I’m telling you it’s many are hard set to get a seat in them at all. Then if
the weather is too good beyond and the hay is near saved of itself, there is some that get little
to do ; but if the Lord God sends showers and rain there is work and plenty, and a power of
money to be made.’

While he was talking some men who were driving cattle from a fair came in and sat about
in the shop, drinking neat glasses of whisky. They called for their drinks so rapidly that the
publican called in a little barefooted girl in a green dress, who stood on a box beside a porter
barrel rinsing glasses while he served the men. They all appeared to know the old man with
one eye, and they talked to him about some job he had been doing on the relief works in this
district. Then they made him tell a story for us of a morning when he had killed three wild
ducks ‘ with one skelp of a little gun he had,’ and the man who was sitting on a barrel at my
side told me that the old man had been the best shot in the place till he got too fond of porter,
and had had his gun and his licence taken from him because he was shooting wild over the
roads. Afterwards they began to make fun of him because his wife had run away from him
and gone over the water, and he began to lose his temper. On our way back an old man who
was driving an ass with heavy panniers of turf told us that all the turf of this district will be
cut away in the next twenty years, and the people will be left without fuel. This is taking
place in many parts of Ireland, and unless the Department of Agriculture, or the Congested
Districts Board, can take steps to provide plantations for these districts there may be con-
siderable suffering, as it is not likely that the people even then will be able to buy coal. Some-
thing has been done and a great deal has been said on the subject of growing timber in
Ireland, but so far there has been little result. An attempt was made to establish an extensive
plantation near Carna, in Connemara, first by the Irish Government in 1890, and then by the
Congested Districts Board since 1902 ; but the work has been a complete failure. Efforts have



been made on a smaller scale to encourage planting among the people, but I have not seen
much good come of them. Some turf tracts in Ireland are still of great extent, but they are
not inexhaustible, and even if turf has to be brought from them, in a few years, to cottagers
great distances away, the cost of it will be a serious and additional hardship for the people of
many poor localities.

The Small Town

MANY of the smaller towns of the west and south of Ireland—the towns chiefly that are in or
near the congested districts—have a peculiar character. If one goes into Swinford or Charles-
town, for instance, one sees a large dirty street strewn in every direction with loose stones,
paper, and straw, and edged on both sides by a long line of deserted-looking shops, with a few
asses with panniers of turf standing about in front of them. These buildings are mostly two or
three storeys high, with smooth slate roofs, and they show little trace of the older sort of
construction that was common in Ireland, although there are often a few tiny and miserable
cottages at the ends of the town that have been left standing from an older period. Nearly all
towns of this class are merely trading centres kept up by the country people that live round
them, and they usually stand where several main roads come together from large, out-of-the-
way districts. In Swinford, which may be taken as a good example of these market towns,
there are seven roads leading into the country, and it is likely that a fair was started here at
first, and that the town as it is now grew up afterwards. Although there is at present a popul-
ation of something over 1,300 people, and a considerable trade, the place is still too small to
have much genuine life, and the streets look empty and miserable till a market-day arrives.
Then, early in the morning, old men and women, with a few younger women of about thirty
who have been in America, crowd into the town and range themselves with their asses and
carts at both sides of the road, among the piles of goods which the shopkeepers spread out
before their doors.

The life and peculiarities of the neighbour-hood—the harvesting and the potato blight, for
instance—are made curiously apparent by the selection of these articles. Over nearly every
shop door we could see, as we wandered through the town, two scythe-blades fixed at right
angles over the doorways, with the points and edges uppermost, and in the street below them
there were numbers of hay-rakes standing in barrels, scythe-handles, scythe-blades bound in
straw rope, reaping-hooks, scythe-stones, and other things of the kind. In a smith’s forge at
the end of the town we found a smith fixing blades and hand-grips to scythe-handles for a
crowd of men who stood round him with the blades and handles, which they had bought else-
where, ready in their hands. In front of many shops also one could see old farmers bargaining
eagerly for second-hand spraying machines, or buying supplies of the blue sulphate of copper
that was displayed in open sacks all down the street. In other places large packing-cases were
set up, with small trunks on top of them, and pasted over with advertisements of the various
Atlantic lines that are used by emigrants, and large pictures of the Oceanic and other vessels.
Inside many of the shops and in the windows one could see an extraordinary collection of
objects—saddles, fiddles, rosaries, rat-traps, the Shorter Catechism, castor-oil, rings, razors,
rhyme-books, fashion plates, nit-killer, and fine-tooth combs. Other houses had the more
usual articles of farm and household use, but nearly all of them, even drapers’ establishments,
with stays and ribbons in the windows, had a licensed bar at the end, where one could see a
few old men or women drinking whisky or beer. In the streets themselves there was a pig-
market going on at the upper end of the town near the court-house, and in another place a sale
of barrels and churns, made apparently by a local cooper, and also of many-sized wooden
bowls, pig-troughs, and the wooden bars and pegs that are used on donkeys’ saddles to carry
the panniers. Further down there were a number of new panniers set out, with long bundles of



willow boughs set up beside them, and offered for sale by old women and children. As the
day went on six or seven old-clothes brokers did a noisy trade from three large booths set up
in the street. A few of the things sold were new, but most of them were more or less worn out,
and the sale was carried on as a sort of auction, an old man holding up each article in turn and
asking first, perhaps, two shillings for a greasy blouse, then cutting away the price to six-
pence or even fourpence-halfpenny. Near the booths a number of strolling singers and acro-
bats were lounging about, and starting off now and then to sing or do contortions in some part
of the town. A couple of these men began to give a performance near a booth where we were
listening to the bargaining and the fantastic talk of the brokers. First one of them, in a yellow
and green jersey, stood on his hands and did a few feats ; then he went round with his hat and
sold ballads, while the other man sang a song to a banjo about a girl :

. . . whose name it was, I don’t know,
And she passed her life in a barber’s shop
Making wigs out of sawdust and snow.

Not far away another man set up a stall, with tremendous shouting, to sell some little
packets, and we could hear him calling out, ‘ There’s envelopes, notepaper, a pair of boot-
laces, and corn-cure for one penny. Take notice, gentlemen.’

All the time the braying of the asses that were standing about the town was incessant and
extraordinarily noisy, as sometimes four or five of them took it up at the same time. Many of
these asses were of a long-legged, gawky type, quite unusual in this country, and due, we
were told, to a Spanish ass sent here by the Congested Districts Board to improve the breed. It
is unfortunate that most attempts to improve the live stock of Ireland have been made by
some off-hand introduction of a foreign type which often turns out little suited to the new
conditions it is brought to, instead of by the slower and less exciting method of improving the
different types by selection from the local breeds. We have heard a great deal in passing
through Connemara of the harm that has been done by injudicious ‘ improving’ of the ponies
and horses, and while it is probable that some of the objections made to the new types may be
due to local prejudice, it should not be forgotten that the small farmer is not a fool, and that
he knows perfectly well when he has an animal that is suited to his needs.

Towards evening, when the market was beginning to break up, an outside car drove
through the town, laden on one side with an immense American trunk belonging to a woman
who had just come home after the usual period of six years that she had spent making her
fortune. A man at a shop door who saw it passing began to talk about his own time in New
York, and told us how often he had had to go down to Coney Island at night to ‘ recoup’ him-
self after the heat of the day. It is not too much to say that one can hardly spend an hour in
one of these Mayo crowds without being reminded in some way of the drain of people that
has been and is still running from Ireland. It is, however, satisfactory to note that in this
neighbourhood and west of it, on the Dillon estate, which has been bought out and sold to the
tenants by the Congested Districts Board, there is a current of returning people that may do
much good. A day or two ago we happened to ask for tea in a cottage which was occupied
by a woman in a newAmerican blouse, who had unmistakably come home recently from the
States. Her cottage was perfectly clean and yet had lost none of the peculiar local character of
these cottages. Almost the only difference that one could point to was a large photograph of
the head of the Sistine Madonna, hanging over the fire in the little room where we sat, instead
of the hideous German oleographs on religious subjects that are brought round by pedlars,
and bought by most of the simpler Irish women for the sake of the subjects they represent.



It is not easy to improve the state of the people in the congested districts by any particular
remedy or set of remedies. As we have seen, these people are dependent for their livelihood
on various industries, such as fishing, kelp-making, turf-cutting, or harvesting in England ;
and yet the failure of a few small plots of potatoes brings them literally to a state of famine.
Near Belmullet, during a day of storm, we saw the crop for next year in danger of utter ruin,
and if the weather had not changed, by good luck, before much harm was done, the whole
demoralizing and wretched business of the relief works would have had to be taken up again
in a few months. It is obvious that the earnings of the people should be large enough to make
them more or less independent of one particular crop, and yet, in reality, it is not easy to bring
about such a state of things ; for the moment a man earns a few extra pounds in a year he
finds many good and bad ways of spending them, so that when a quarter of his income is cut
away unexpectedly once in seven or eight years he is as badly off as before. To make the
matter worse, the pig trade—which is often relied on to bring in the rent-money—is, as I have
shown, dependent on the potatoes, so that a bad potato season means a dearth of food, as well
as a business difficulty which may have many consequences. It is possible that by giving
more attention to the supply of new seed potatoes and good manure—something in this
direction is being done by the co-operative societies—the failure of the crop may be made
less frequent. Yet there is little prospect of getting rid of the danger altogether, and as long as
it continues the people will have many hardships.

The most one can do for the moment is to improve their condition and solvency in other
ways, and for this purpose extended purchase on the lines adopted by the Congested Districts
Board seems absolutely necessary. This will need more funds than the Board has now at its
disposal, and probably some quicker mode of work. Perhaps in places where relief has to be
given some force may have to be brought to bear on landlords who refuse to sell at fair terms.
No amount of purchase in the poorer places will make the people prosperous—even if the
holdings are considerably enlarged—yet there is no sort of doubt that in all the estates which
the Board has arranged and sold to the tenants there has been a steady tendency towards im-
provement. A good deal may be done also by improved communications, either by railroad or
by sea, to make life easier for the people. For instance, before the steamer was put on a few
years ago between Sligo and Belmullet, the cost of bringing a ton of meal or flour by road
from Ballina to Belmullet was one pound, and one can easily estimate the consequent dear-
ness of food. That is perhaps an extreme case, yet there are still a good many places where
things are almost as bad, and in these places the people suffer doubly, as they are usually in
the hands of one or two small shopkeepers, who can dictate the price of eggs and other small
articles which they bring in to sell. At present a steamer running between Westport and Bel-
mullet, in addition to the Sligo boat, is badly needed, and would probably do a great deal of
good more cheaply than the same service could be done by a line of railway. If the com-
munications to the poorest districts could be once made fairly satisfactory it would be much
easier for the Congested Districts Board, or some similar body, to en-courage the local
industries of the people and to enable them to get the full market value for what they produce.
The cottage industries that have been introduced or encouraged by the Board—lace-

making, knitting, and the like—have done something ; yet at best they are a small affair. In a
few places the fishing industry has been most successfully developed, but in others it has
practically failed, and led to a good deal of disappointment and wasted energy. In all these
works it needs care and tact to induce the people to undertake new methods of work ; but the
talk sometimes heard of their sloth and ignorance has not much foundation. The people have
traditional views and instincts about agriculture and live stock, and they have a perfectly
natural slowness to adopt the advice of an official expert who knows nothing of the peculiar
conditions of their native place. The advice given is often excellent, but there have been a
sufficient number of failures in the work done by the Congested Districts Board, such as the



attempt at forestry in Carna and the bad results got on certain of their example plots laid out
to demonstrate the best methods of farming, to make the conservatism of the people a sign of,
perhaps, valuable prudence. The Board and the Department of Agriculture and Technical
Education have done much excellent work, and it is not to be expected that improvements of
this kind, which must be largely experimental, can be carried on without failures ; yet one
does not always pardon a sort of contempt for the local views of the people which seems
rooted in nearly all the official workers one meets with through the country.

One of the chief problems that one has to deal with in Ireland is, of course, the emigration
that I have mentioned so often. It is probably the most complicated of all Irish affairs, and in
dealing with it it is important to remember that the whole moral and economic condition of
Ireland has been brought into a diseased state by prolonged misgovernment and many mis-
fortunes, so that at the present time normal remedies produce abnormal results. For instance,
if it is observed in some neighbourhood that the girls are going to America because they have
no work at home, and a lace school is started to help them, it too often happens that the girls
merely use it as a means of earning money enough to pay for their passage and outfit, and the
evil is apparently increased. Further, it should not be forgotten that emigrants are going out at
the present time for quite opposite reasons. In the poorest districts of all they go reluctantly,
because they are unable to keep themselves at home ; but in places where there has been
much improvement the younger and brighter men and girls get ambitions which they cannot
satisfy in this country, and so they go also. Again, where there is no local life or amusements
they go because they are dull, and when amusements and races are introduced they get the
taste for amusements, and go because they cannot get enough of them. They go as much from
districts where the political life has been allowed to stagnate as from districts where there has
been an excess of agitation that has ended only in disappointment. For the present the Gaelic
League is probably doing more than any other movement to check this terrible evil, and yet
one fears that when the people realise in five, or perhaps in ten, years that this hope of re-
storing a lost language is a vain one the last result will be a new kind of hopelessness and
many crowded ships leaving Queenstown and Galway. Happily in some places there is a
counter-current of people returning fromAmerica. Yet they are not very numerous, and one
feels that the only real remedy for emigration is the restoration of some national life to the
people. It is this conviction that makes most Irish politicians scorn all merely economic or
agricultural reforms, for if Home Rule would not of itself make a national life it would do
more to make such a life possible than half a million creameries. With renewed life in the
country many changes of the methods of government, and the holding of property, would
inevitably take place, which would all tend to make life less difficult even in bad years and in
the worst districts of Mayo and Connemara.

•

IN CONNEMARA, for although only the hastily written records of a journey through the West
of Ireland, they contain many characteristic passages which it is felt those interested in
Synge’s work will wish to have in this permanent form.

The publishers desire to thank the editors of the Manchester Guardian and the Shanachie
for permission to reprint the articles which appeared in their columns.
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