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To my great, great grandmother, Bridget (1820-1898), who lived through it all.
Chapter 1
The thunder that night in August was terrifying!
The solid sheets of rain torrented down drowning everything in a deluge of water and the whole cottage was soaked. The small family huddled around the spitting and sizzling fire for warmth and attempted to keep themselves dry. The heavy downpour kept running down the inside walls of the blackened chimney and threatening to dowse the spluttering fire. The thick covering of normally waterproof thatch, and even the dried-out insulating peat underneath, couldn’t totally protect them from this inundation from the skies. Dirty water was dripping constantly through many places in the roof, creating expanding puddles on the compacted dirt floor and even forming some small streams flowing out of the doorway. Everyone was wet, miserable and cold. The high-pitched howling winds and heavy rain battering against the walls added to the cacophony. A variety of mixed and troubled thoughts were in each of the family’s minds, but the crops were their major concern. ‘How would it affect their crops? Would they all be washed away? Would even the roof of the cottage survive? How much longer would this rain last?’
All they could do was to wait out the deafening and drenching storm.
The complete contrast in the weather of only a matter of weeks previously now seemed almost unbelievable.
*
Three weeks earlier, the air was still and warm on the slopes above the calm waters of the Lough, which nestled under the shadows of the Connemara Mountains in County Galway, Western Ireland.
The oppressive heat of the long, hot summer’s day had gradually lost its edge and it was more comfortable now, as the deep orange sun slowly sank behind the hills towards the horizon. Small clouds of gnats danced in the warmth, performing their courtship in the last rays of the setting sun; and a few bees buzzed around the wild scented flowers, heavy with collected pollen, gathering the valuable dust for their queen.
Many flocks of ducks, geese and bevies of swans were flying in low to land on the lake with only a few splashes and ripples to break its glistening surface. The slight disturbance quickly settled down with a few calls, quacks, and shrieks from the birds, as the slowly widening ripples reflected circular patterns of the deeper blues, purples and reds of the sky in the rays of the rapidly disappearing sun.
The stillness of the landscape revealed the steadily rising warmth from the ground that had been baked earlier by the intensity of the sun. All was quiet, serene and unhurried in this timeless prospect that few people could ever be fortunate enough to contemplate.
Away in the distance, a lone figure sat on a rocky outcrop, taking in the peace and tranquillity of the scene. At first, it was not obvious what the figure was staring at, but as the light changed it became clear that the view was of the many small islands across the water and the square turrets of the distant castle rising above the surrounding trees and vast expanses of bright green grassland.
She was considered a dreamer by most of her family, and often came to this favourite spot to remove herself from the harsh realities of her troubled existence. As her mind wandered, she imagined what times might have been like at the castle in the old days when it was first occupied - perhaps she would have been the Princess that lived in the castle, and have many servants to wait on her and take care of her every whim. Were they all happy? Did they have everything that they wanted? It must have been romantic then, with the possibility of a handsome Prince to woo her. The parties that they would have had, with dancing, merrymaking, dressing up in exquisite gowns, and talking until the small hours of the morning. What a joyful life that would have been! Oh, how she wished that she could have been there!
Her thoughts came back to the present, as her eyes were attracted to a pair of the wild white Connemara ponies standing on a nearby outcropping, almost as if they were sharing her thoughts and wishes. She loved the countryside around Cong, with the sparkling Loughs not far away to the north and south of the village, the Risings, where the water bubbled up from the white porous rocks surrounding the village, and the grey mountains in the distance to the west. The sunset was dramatic, this evening, with the grey-white golden-edged clouds boiling over the peaks, but this just added to their beauty. She loved the animals, the sheep and goats, and most of all the wild ponies that roamed the hillsides. The horses weren’t afraid of her, since they saw her there often, but they never came very close to her. Perhaps one day they would be her friends and let her stand amongst them, touching them and sharing their thoughts and feelings.
She had always been a free spirit, through her early childhood and as she grew up few things had changed. As she reached maturity, her mind still wanted to remain that of a child with little or no responsibility and the chance to revel in the world that she had grown up in. As a result of this, her love of the countryside and her lack of involvement with anyone outside of her family, she appeared much younger than she really was. Her coming of age had not made any difference to her life and she continued living as she had always done.
Life was hard and unforgiving, however, in this beautiful landscape. Bridget had been hungry for as long as she could remember. There was never enough food to go around and it was getting harder and harder to find any roots or berries in the woods and on the hillsides.
In this green and fertile land, food should have been plentiful, but the hated English landowners were only interested in profit and as a result, most of the country had been changed so that the only food grown in any volume at all was the potato. This gave the landowners what they needed, which was the money that they raked in from selling to foreign parts, but it did little to feed the general population. True, the labourers and cottagers could survive on their crops, but only at the expense of their miserly landlords, and so, more often than not, everyone went hungry.
Bridget lived in one of the tiny cottages, with her parents, just on the edge of the village that was provided by the landlords in return for planting, growing and harvesting the crop. Without the potatoes that her father was growing on their pitiful acre of land, they would have starved by now. Bridget remembered how hungry and lonely she had been in her childhood, although she was barely out of her adolescence at this moment in time. Her father, James, had told her about how their potato crop had failed a few years before she was born in 1820 and how hard it had been subsequently to bring her up. She was aware, from what her father had told her, that she had had two brothers and a sister, but she couldn’t remember them, since they had died when she was very young. She now only had one younger sister named Maria.
It was not unusual for children to die before the age of two, mainly due to lack of sufficient food, and although heart-rendingly sad, it was nevertheless a part of everyday life. Her father often described how the landlord had increased the rent, and had reduced their land from two acres at the same time, in order to get more tenants on his lands and line his pockets still further. Nevertheless, even with the reduction in their volume of crops, they had managed.
If it hadn’t been for the dirt, grime, unwashed hair and thin, starved body she could have been considered quite beautiful. As it was, her long, unkempt black hair straggled out from a thick scarf over her high forehead and square angular features. Her long sharp nose accentuated a thin-lipped mouth and small chin with no softness in her cheeks; and her thin, uninviting body was gratefully covered by a long rough shawl, a voluminous apron and ragged skirts. Her small hands, scraped and bruised from constant scrabbling in the ground for edible roots, had broken, uneven nails encrusted with dirt and soil. Her eyes, however, showed her true self. They were deep and dark, and sparkled with a fiery determination that proved that she would survive at all costs. She had a hidden strength and energy that would enable her to overcome any obstacle placed in her path, and would be essential for the life that she would eventually lead, even though she would be tested to breaking point on many occasions.
Suddenly the echoing bell of the now-derelict Abbey rang out, in the distance, to bring her out of her reverie. She realised, with a start, how late it was getting, and quickly wrapped her berries and roots in her apron, ran from her vantage point above the Lough, jumping from rock to smooth rock down the slopes, through the edge of the damp green woods under the trees, and past the extensively cultivated fields owned by the landlords and worked by the scattered cottagers.
She finally came to the edge of the village where the cottages were clustered together amongst the sea of dark green leaves and small white flowers. The bell of the Abbey was still ringing as she ran past; so if the monks had still been there then they would be dining well tonight.
The story was that many, many years ago the monks had designed a timesaving means of catching fish from the lake, in order to allow themselves to devote more time to their prayers. The bell was joined to fishing lines that hung in the stream below the Abbey, so that when a fish was hooked, the bell would ring, summoning one of the monks to draw in the fish that had been caught. When the bell rang often, the monks dined well, and Bridget could never ever recall seeing any thin monks wandering around. The Abbey, of course, was deserted now, and had been for three hundred years, but the parishioners still had an Abbot who held Masses there in the remaining shell of the Abbey and occasionally some of the monks made pilgrimages to the site of their original Abbey and attended the services there.
With hunger and the lateness of the day uppermost in her mind, her thoughts returned to the available food. It wouldn’t take her long to make a detour and help herself to the fish, and she was sorely tempted, but that would be stealing, and her parents would know where she had got it from. Even in her pitiful and hard existence, she had been brought up to be honest and respectful and dare not suffer their displeasure. Still, perhaps she could be tempted, just a little - but not this time.
Shaking off these sacrilegious thoughts, she continued over the river and up the track to the start of the village proper where her family lived in their two-room cottage.
As she burst through the wide wooden door, she realised that her mother already had the supper simmering in the cooking pot over the smouldering peat fire, and she and her sister were sat down in front of the hot fire peeling a few more potatoes.
“Bridget Coen, where d’ya think yer’ve been all this toime? D’ya know how late it is? Oi’ve already started supper and oi need them roots oi sent yer fer. Now, lass, what have yer found?”
Bridget handed over the few meagre roots that she had brought back.
“Is that all?” demanded her mother. “They’ll not go far. What have yer been doing? Time-wasting and dreaming, no doubt. Oi work hard all day and all yer can do is daydream,” her mother accused her, but continued without pause, “And look at these roots - hardly worth having, but oi suppose they’ll have to do. They moight give some flavour to the taters,” she muttered resignedly.
“Oi’ve got some berries Ma,” Bridget said trying to placate her.
“Well, oi suppose that’s something, but it’s a sarry sight, me girl. We have little enough as it is, wit’out you spending all day dreaming up on the crag, and not finishing yer chores.”
“But, Ma, oi was only there for a little while, and it’s so peaceful.”
“Don’t yer answer me back, girl. We eur not all going to starve because of you. Oi’ve told yer before about yer dreams and oi’m not putting up wit’ it anymore, d’ya understand? Yer a wilful girl wit’ no responsibility or respect. Oi’ve had enough of it! Yer can go wit’out yer supper tonight and keep out of moi way. Now be off wit’ yer… yer can lie in the corner while we eat eur supper. That’ll larn yer. And perhaps next toime yer’ll do better!” Her mother brushed a few wisps of grey hair out of her eyes in exasperation and glared at her daughter in annoyance and frustration.
As old as she was, Bridget dared not argue and she went sadly to the corner with a heavy heart and sat down where her mother had told her to. She was exceedingly hungry and also upset by her mother shouting at her. The tears started to form in her eyes, but she didn’t want her mother or little sister to see, so she quickly wiped them on her apron when no-one was looking.
Her mother always appeared to have the worst of it - constantly working her fingers to the bone - preparing what food there was, cooking, cleaning and bringing up two children. She never talked about the children that she had lost; in fact, Bridget could hardly remember her mother voicing any opinion on anything, except to shout at her for not doing the things that she should have done.
Her mother was small, dark and thin, but years of drudgery had strengthened her spirit and her body giving her a voice that would curdle milk and a tongue that could scare crows off the crops for miles around. Bridget wished that she could get to know her better and try to understand what it was that kept her going. But perhaps Bridget took after her in many ways, certainly in looks, temperament and determination, only hoping that there was more to life than the constant hard work that her mother seemed to be enslaved by.
It wasn’t long before her father returned from his toil in the fields. He was a tall man, wiry and always had harsh stubble around his face. He was hard - he had to be to survive in this environment - and he had his own rules for his household that no-one dare cross. Bridget respected him, but more due to fear than anything else. He had beaten her when she was younger for many minor mishaps, but she had quickly learned how to avoid that confrontation any more. She certainly would never challenge him and always did his bidding without question.
As she heard him approach the door, she cringed into the corner to be as invisible as possible. She wished that he wouldn’t notice her in her disgrace, but she knew that that was very unlikely. Her father never overlooked anything, and was proud to say that he kept his girls under control. Surprisingly, he was not alone as he came through the door. There was another man with him who Bridget hadn’t seen before.
“Where’s me supper?” her father demanded as he walked in, “we have a guest tonight - James here, from over the other side of the village.” He removed his cap and ushered his guest into the small cottage. “Make him welcome, mother, he moight be helping us out in the fields.”
As he moved into the room nearer the fire, he suddenly noticed Bridget on the floor, even though she had tried her best to conceal herself. “What eur you doing down in the corner fer?” he looked hard at her, but turned to his wife for an answer.
“She hasn’t done her chores properly, and she can’t have no supper!” his wife sharply commented.
“Well that’s a right to-do, ain’t it? And we have a guest as well to see how miserable you eur.” He snapped at Bridget. “Oi’ll be glad to get shot of yer, moi girl… Is moi supper ready, mother?” he demanded turning away from his daughter. “Now James, yer best sit down here and we’ll have something to eat.”
The visitor sat where he was told and Bridget’s father sat at the head of the small wooden table, while her mother served up the meal to the two men. Her mother and sister then sat at the other end of the table, dished up the food for themselves and waited for the men to eat first, after her father had said ‘Grace’.
Once everyone had tucked into the food and had their fill, Bridget’s father sat back and said “Now oi’ll tell yer why James is here wit’ us tonight.”
Everyone sat back in their chairs and Bridget looked up from her place in the corner to listen to what he had to say.
“Oi’ve brought him home with me to supper tonight for him to have a look over her in the corner,” he said looking sharply at Bridget, “and oi’ve arranged for him to marry yer.”
Bridget was shocked. She didn’t know what to think or say. She had never set eyes on this man before, and now her father was telling everyone that he had arranged her marriage with him.
Her father took another spoonful of stew and then added “…and wit’ yer performance today, perhaps he can beat some sense into yer.”
“But, Da…”
“Oi want to hear nothing from yer. Yer can tell it all to yer new husband when yer married, that’s if he let’s yer! Although moi advice to him is to keep yer under control and beat yer when necessary.”
*
Chapter 2
The bell of the Abbey rang twice in encouragement as the couple stood in front of the Abbot at the end of the normal Sunday Mass.
The rotund Abbot was familiar with sudden marriages for one reason or another, but his understanding was that the young couple in front of him had only met each other a matter of days earlier, so this was simply a marriage of convenience, not one of love or necessity - all too common in these days. Still, all marriages were equal in the sight of God, even though the Abbot himself had reservations about bringing the inevitable children - more mouths to feed - into this world of pitiful and struggling existence. However, this was their choice, although the thin waif of a girl standing in front of him did not look as happy as a bride should do on her wedding day. Nevertheless, his role was to unite them in Holy Matrimony, whatever the circumstances. This he was ordained to do, and may God have mercy on their souls.
The formal wedding ceremony had been set up, very quickly, to take place in this location and at this time, and the couple would now exchange marriage vows in front of the small collection of relatives, village friends and neighbours.
Bridget’s thoughts, however, weren’t entirely on the service. It had all happened so fast - only days after her father had made the announcement over supper. Her husband-to-be hadn’t given her a second glance and had returned to his own home immediately after the meal. He had exchanged no words with her and this was the first time she had actually seen him since that day. This wasn’t how she had imagined her wedding day. No handsome Prince! No throngs of cheering people! No choirs or orchestra would accompany the pomp and circumstance of a famous wedding! No party or grand ball! And perhaps worst of all - no love or happiness! She didn’t know anything about the man that she was about to marry. Since she had been instructed to marry him by her father a few days earlier, her thoughts had been in turmoil. She had never met James, her husband-to-be, until that day, and he had completely ignored her since that time also. He was older than her by quite a few years - more experienced, some would say, whatever that was supposed to mean. Also, he was almost destitute, as was everyone around the area, but fortunately he was as strong as an ox and at least that would bode well for the toil required in the fields - God knows, her father needed some help. However, James was a man of few words, and clearly only wanted her as a slave to do his cooking and looking after him. Where would life take her now? She didn’t know, but, with sad resignation, it looked as if she would soon find out.
She didn’t feel any different after the Abbot had pronounced them man and wife - somehow she felt that she should do? She was vaguely surprised and annoyingly puzzled that James, her husband now, didn’t even kiss her. This wasn’t how marriages were supposed to go. Where was the romance or even desire? He just turned away, completely ignoring her and walked over to her father to shake his hand, presumably to seal the deal.
She felt so alone and deserted. Only her mother seemed interested in her as she escorted her down from the altar, “C’mon, daughter, come wit’ me. Yer a married woman now, not that the men seem to have noticed any difference.”
“Ma?” she said with a catch in her throat, “this isn’t how oi thought moi marriage would be.”
“No, moi darling, oi know. None of these things eur loike yer want them to be. Yer dreams eur just that… dreams. And life is hard.”
“It was almost as if oi’ve been an item for sale to anyone that was prepared to buy,” Bridget said sorrowfully.
With the marriage ceremony completed, everyone gradually dispersed back to his or her daily grind. There were no celebrations or even congratulations from anyone. She had simply become a married woman, whatever that meant? Her life would never be the same again.
Her responsibility was now to her husband, but they would be living together in her parent’s home; and the cost of her marriage to this stranger was that her husband would work on the land with her father and help provide for the family.
Apparently, arrangements had already been made for the night without Bridget’s knowledge or involvement. For that night only, Bridget’s parents would allow the new couple the use of their bedroom to consummate the marriage.
Once back at the house, the usual meal of potatoes simmering with a few roots was set before them with hunks of bread to soak up the gravy. This was the first meal as a family, or more precisely two families. Her father and husband were making the most of it with some bottles of beer and potcheen and they were laughing and joking as men often seem to do. The mother and two daughters kept away from the men as much as was possible in the small cottage and contented themselves with cleaning up. There were so many questions Bridget wanted to ask her mother, but didn’t know how to start and it was difficult in front of her younger sister anyway - so very little was said.
The evening progressed and her husband was getting louder and clearly more drunk, as was her father. But Bridget was getting clearly more tense and worried as the time that she was not looking forward to approached nearer and nearer.
At the appointed time her mother whispered to her, “Now, moi girl, go and prepare yerself fer yer husband.”
“What should oi do, Ma?”
“Nothing, daughter, just pray to God that he’ll be easy on yer. Yer good at dreaming, so perhaps this’ll be a good toime to think on something else.”
With a final squeeze of her hand from her mother, Bridget went quietly into the room, feeling the eyes of her husband following her, and closed the door behind her without turning back. She looked nervously at the small bed, and with a deep breath resigned herself to what she imagined might follow.
She removed all of her outer clothes, just leaving on a thin linen smock to hide her emaciated body. She then lay on the bed under the cover of the single woollen blanket and waited anxiously for the dreaded moment to arrive.
Her mind was in turmoil. She was terrified of what was about to happen. She had never touched a man before, let alone been in a bed with one and now she was to be at the mercy of a stranger. She knew what was expected of her, or at least she thought she did. She had picked up a basic knowledge from her mother, when she had reluctantly explained why she and her father had been making strange noises in bed on fairly frequent occasions.
So far, nothing had been as she had imagined her wedding day to be and she didn’t expect anything different now. However, she felt as ready as she was ever going to be and wished he would hurry up and get it over with.
After a long drawn out period of time, the almost continuous laughing and talking in the next room gradually died down and everything went deathly quiet. It was the lull before the storm - the silence was eerie, full of threat and tension. Bridget held her breath in fear of the unknown and the dread of waiting for the unavoidable intimacy.
With a loud crash, her husband suddenly burst through the door. He was clearly drunk, as he wavered on the threshold, slammed the door behind him, moved nearer and leered at her as she waited, terrified, in their marriage bed.
Bridget was shocked and startled by the abruptness of the intrusion and felt exceptionally scared. The worry of a man actually touching her, and the way that he was acting was frightening her even more.
He staggered towards her, fumbling at his trousers and swearing under his breath. As he reached the bed towering over her, he suddenly grabbed at the blanket that was covering her. She held on tightly to it in fright, and with some effort managed to stop him pulling it off. The expression on his face abruptly changed to anger. He looked straight at her with glaring eyes, and unexpectedly brought his arm back and slapped her hard across the face. The tears immediately came to her eyes, and in her shock, she let go of her hold on the blanket to put her hands up to her smarting face.
With a triumphant laugh, James threw the blanket off of her, grabbed both wrists to stop her struggling and leant over her. She could hardly breathe as he lay on top of her with his hot, beery breath in her face. She tried to scream, but with his weight on top of her, nothing came out of her mouth. Now in total control of her movement, he roughly forced her legs apart. She was completely at his mercy as he pinned her down on the bed. She was scared and defenceless and on the verge of panic now. She couldn’t move in any way at all. He tore at his clothes urgently with one hand while holding her wrists with the other, pressed his whole weight on top of her, levered himself forward and upwards and suddenly invaded her in the most intimate way, causing her to cry out in intense pain.
The tears coursed faster down her cheeks with each painful movement, until with a final agonising shudder and groan he collapsed over her.
The breath was knocked completely out of her, and all she could manage was a few quick pants to get some air into her lungs. James had started to snore, then wheeze, but she was trapped underneath him and couldn’t move.
After what seemed a lifetime, he groaned and moved slightly, which was enough to let Bridget free her one arm from his grasp. By gradually pushing and shuffling, she was finally able to move out from under him.
She was sore, bruised and dirty, and as she fell off the bed onto the floor she could no longer move. All her energy had gone. All she could do was curl up into a ball, crying and whimpering onto the dusty straw covered floor.
Eventually, exhausted and desolate, sleep finally overtook her.
She was awakened early the next morning when her mother found her on the floor, sorely bruised and red-eyed. Her mother helped her to stand up, but it was very painful for her, causing her to cry out as she moved. “Get yerself cleaned up, girl. Yer have no time to feel sorry for yerself. Yer’ve now got a husband to tend to… Leave him be to sleep it off for now - he’s best that way. Just remember that the happier yer make him, the easier yer life will be. Yer can start by sorting out an area in the main room where yer can both sleep tonight, and me and yer Da can have eur room back.”
Bridget wandered around in a daze for most of the day, preparing their sleeping area in one corner of the room as her mother had suggested, and helping her mother and sister where she could, while the men went out to work in the fields. Her mother was strangely quiet and her sister just didn’t seem to know what to say to her, in her obviously distressed and unfamiliar state. At meal times, the men returned from their work, but no-one spoke to her, particularly her husband who just seemed to sneer at her whenever she caught him looking at her. She was simply his chattel, warranting no attention or respect whatsoever.
That night and almost every night afterwards, the circumstances were much the same. James had his way with her and any protests from Bridget were met with violence and strong words.
This was married life and it was all she could expect for many years to come. However, Bridget soon learned that if he became too drunk, then he often fell asleep before he could get his hands on her, and she occasionally had some peace at night. Also, she started taking her mother’s advice, and dreamed of many other things while her husband was relieving himself of his manly needs.
Her daily chores continued much the same as they had done before her marriage. The only difference being an extra man in the house, who used her as he saw fit, and frequently took out his aggression on her.
She no longer had the opportunity to wander the hills in search of roots and berries as she had done before her marriage, since she couldn’t afford to not be at the cottage whenever her husband returned. The threat of punishment and beatings was all too strong for her to risk upsetting him. However, the longing for the wide open sky and the never-ending green hills and exhilarating freedom grew and grew.
Nevertheless, the tortuous days and nights extended into weeks, then stretched into months and it was after a year of this change of circumstance that she finally found herself back on her favourite crag overlooking the Lough.
*
Chapter 3
It had been a long hot summer - the rain early on in the year had provided plenty of water, but the sunshine and heat were unusual and the crops had responded with a tremendous spurt of growth. The woods and fields were filled with chirps, caws and squeaks - all of the wildlife was busy and active in the brilliant sunshine, making the most of the long dry spell to breathe in the warm fresh air and gathering while they could. Perhaps this year the crop would provide them with sufficient food, not only to keep themselves well fed, but possibly even to sell a little. This year it looked as if everything was going to change for the better.
The help from James, her husband, had made a big difference in how much the family were able to plant. The hard work had been done in planting the potato crop on her father’s acre of land by the end of March, and apart from foraging for food in the nearby woods, she had now managed to have some time to rest and think about how things could be better. The farms crammed closely together all had luxuriant crops this year and everyone around the village seemed happy for the first time in years.
Her husband did have some uses, she grudgingly admitted to herself, even though she would have preferred not to have to share a bed with him.
As the evening closed in, she stared across the Lough to the Castle again. She still imagined herself as the Princess there with the handsome, loving Prince to woo her. True, she had been married to James Varley for over a year now, and he was a strong and useful man; but love and romance had never been there. She could still dream though, after all there was no harm in that was there? Oh, how she wished that things had been as she had imagined that they might have been…
As she sat there on the bare rocks, a sudden gust of chilly wind came across the lake to disturb her thoughts, and she could see that the clouds had built up threateningly over the mountains. The birds, animals and insects had already taken note of the change in weather and had disappeared from sight, presumably to their dens or nests to seek shelter. It looked as though they were in for a storm. This would be good for the potatoes, but she must hurry to get back to the cottage before she got caught in it. Her father and husband were still out working in the fields tending the few crops that they had planted, but they would be back soon.
Her husband was hoping to rent his own plot of land next year, which would let them have their own cottage, and they could then start a family, much that she dreaded the idea. However, for the time being, they were forced to live and work with Bridget’s parents.
The bell of the Abbey was unusually quiet as she ran past. ‘Strange?’ she thought, but didn’t have time to take a look.
As usual, her mother had the supper nearly ready as she arrived back at the cottage, so she started to help her set out for the meal and ensure that the fire was well stacked up with peat and some logs.
The two men of the household arrived back just as supper was ready. “Oi think there’s going to be a storm tonight,” Bridget’s father said as a few low rumbles sounded in the distance. “Would’ja take a look at them clouds now.”
They all looked out of the doorway to see the dark clouds boiling and rolling over the far distant peaks. “It’s a long way off yet, but oi think we’ll be having some rain tonight.”
“Oi could see them over the mountains when oi was up at the other side of the woods getting roots,” Bridget butted in.
“Who asked yer, moi girl? And who said yer could speak?” her father said sharply. He turned to James and added, “it’s about toime yer kept her under control. Oi don’t loike mouthy women under moi roof and she’s yer responsibility, so just keep her quiet.”
“Don’t worry, sorr, oi’ll sort her out tonight,” James replied as he gave Bridget a nasty look that sent a shiver down her back.
As the light gradually went out of the sky, it was difficult to see the clouds in the distance, but the rumbles of thunder could be heard clearly enough. As it became darker, there were occasional lightning flashes over the distant mountains.
The growling of the imminent storm punctuated their supper in the dim candle-light. They quickly finished up and looked out of the doorway to check on the storms progress. The clouds had moved much closer, starkly identified by the lightning flashes spread across the sky. It became blacker, and blacker, and blacker as the clouds rolled and broiled low above the cottage. The rumbles of the thunder were a constant growl now with frequent deafening crashes. The wind was becoming exceedingly strong with howling gusts and the nearby trees were whipping around threateningly.
Then, suddenly, the heavens opened. Not the pleasant gentle, drizzly rain that watered the crops and fed the streams and lakes, but a torrential downpour that bounced off the roofs and paths, and flattened the crops.
The paths and fields were immediately running with water, brightly illuminated by the constant flashes in the sky, followed by the deep crashes of thunder. The sharp, tangy smell of lightning strikes pervaded the air and mixed with the brown, earthy smell of sodden peat.
It was not unknown to have storms living this close to the mountains. The ‘Oiche na Gaoithe Moire’ - ‘The Night of the Big Wind’ had only been six winters ago and Bridget remembered it well. On that night, it had even rained fish from the skies brought in from the distant sea by the most powerful wind in anyone’s experience, causing considerable damage to any tall buildings around. Everyone thought that ‘Judgement Day’ had come and even the Abbot and his Church were preparing for their last days on Earth. Fortunately, it wasn’t and after clearing up the devastation everything returned back to normal. In general, these storms would only last a few minutes and pass over quickly, but this latest monstrosity went on and on. The flashes and bangs were almost instantaneous as everyone cowered under the table in the cottage. They were in amongst the heart of the storm, and the deluge appeared to be never ending. After a while, the noise and flashes were gradually moving away from the cottage and they crawled from under the table to sit back on their chairs pulled up in front of the fire, avoiding the water running across the floor where possible.
The rain didn’t stop at all on the following day, although it had abated slightly, and the high winds continued to howl around the trees. There was even some hail and sleet as the evening closed in and the landscape was still dazzlingly illuminated by the lightning. It was almost as if winter had closed in. All of the family could do was to wait out the storm.
After a few days of this uncomfortable and frightening situation, the weather started to calm down and the rain finally stopped.
The family sluggishly moved to the door fearing the worst. As they looked out, they saw the intense yellow sun for the first time in days. The sky was a bright blue with a few puffs of white cloud drifting slowly by. The trees and crops were a deep luxuriant green and still dripping with water. A few large branches had broken off the trees and were lying across the path. The nearby streams and river were swollen to overflowing and everywhere there was standing water in large muddy pools. The sun reflected blindingly in the puddles causing everyone to shield their eyes, and the heat of its rays made the ground steam and shimmer. It was hot and humid!
Amazingly, no real damage seemed to have been done anywhere and the crops were as abundant as ever. The potatoes, rather than being flattened by the weight of water falling on them, even seemed to have benefited from the intense rain.
The men of the household heaved their individual sighs of relief, and everyone started smiling for the first time in days. They had lost nothing and they could get back to work in the fields at last.
For the next few days, unsurprisingly, the weather was the major topic of conversation in the village. Whenever anyone met in the street, at the meeting points, monument or church it was “a good morning to yer, and what d’ja think of that there storm then? Oi’ve never seen so much water fall out of the sky. And them potatoes loike it an all. Look how green they all eur. Oi’ve heard reports from Counties Galway and Mayo that spoke of potato crops of 'the most luxuriant character ... promising abundant yield'. Oi think that means we eur going to dig up a lot of potatoes this year”.
Even at church in the Sunday sermon, the Abbot had quoted from The Freeman's Journal of 20th August which reported: 'The growth of the potato plant progresses as favourably as the most sanguine farmer could wish', and they had all offered thanks to the Lord with smiles on their faces for the first time in many years. This year, they would grow enough for the landlord to make his profit and have plenty left to feed them well. Even the stores might be filled to the brim with excess food that would keep them healthy throughout the winter. They had much to be thankful for.
The same thanks was offered on the following Sunday and the feelings of the cottagers and farmers were cheerful, relieved and expectant for better things to come. Most of the workers had prepared for the excess crop and had cleared out sheds and stores in readiness. The Coens and the Varleys were no exception and the small cottage was a hive of activity in preparation for the hard work needed for the picking of their crop.
But God moves in mysterious ways and the excitement, happiness and relief at getting a good crop this year was all about to be wiped out in a matter of just a few days.
*
Chapter 4
Extract from The Freeman's Journal: 1st September 1845
DISEASE IN THE POTATO CROP
We regret to have to state that we have had communications from more than one well-informed correspondent announcing the fact of what is called ‘cholera' in potatoes in Ireland, especially in the north. In one instance, the party had been digging potatoes - the finest he had ever seen - from a particular field, and a particular ridge of that field up to Monday last. On digging in the same ridge on Tuesday, he found the tubers all blasted, and unfit for the use of man or beast.
*
In the early hours of the morning, just as the dawn was beginning to lighten the sky, on that fated first Monday of the month, there was a frantic banging at the door of the cottage. “Who’s that then at this hour?” Bridget’s father bellowed. “Can’t anybody get any sleep now?”
“It’s the Abbot, Mister Coen and oi need some help. There’s been some terrible news.” He shouted through the door.
“Hang on, oi’m coming.” By now, everyone in the cottage was awake wondering what the commotion was all about, and the door was opened to see the grief stricken priest standing at the entrance. “Whatever is the matter, Father?”
“We eur on the edge of a real disaster, and oi need to speak to everybody in the village. Can yer help me to get people down to the Abbey, so that oi can tell them the news?”
“To be sure, Father. James and moi-self will wake up the rest of the village and get them there.”
“Thank yer, and may God’s blessing be wit’ yer.”
With that, the priest almost ran off in the direction of the Abbey. “C’mon everyone, lets get knocking on doors to get the village down there, and find out what is happening.”
Soon the whole village was walking uncertainly down towards the Abbey, muttering amongst themselves and wondering what was taking place.
By the time the sun was rising, all of the people were gathered at the Abbey and complaining vociferously to each other. The priest called out to everyone “Oi have some grave news to tell yer all.” The crowd quietened down and waited impatiently for what was about to be said. The Abbot held their attention as he paused to look up to Heaven and then directly at the crowd in front of him, “Disaster is upon us… it is the same throughout all of the counties of Oireland… the wrath of the Lord is raining down on us sinners… hell and damnation to everyone… the Devil, himself, is amongst us… and there is no redemption…”
There were some cries in fright from within the crowd and general unease and murmurings. One more level headed individual shouted from the back of the crowd “C’mon Father get on wit’ it. Oi haven’t got out of moi bed just to hear yer lengthy sermons!” This was supported by more low mutterings and a few laughs from the majority gathered there.
“No, oi say to yer, listen to the voice of the Lord… a pestilence has been set upon the land… to destroy eur crops and eur way of life.”
“Geraway wit’ yer, Father,” the voice at the back shouted, “look at all of the fields around… the taters have never looked so good. Oi’ll believe it when oi see it wit’ me own eyes. Oi’m going back, and anyone wit’ any sense will not listen to yer”. With these comments, a large group of people at the back of the crowd started to move off.
“Ignore me at yer peril, only repentance and faith in the Lord can save yer now! The end of the world is upon us, and disaster is about to strike…”
The priest seemed to have exhausted himself and now had nothing left to say. He collapsed where he stood and a few people went to help him, but the majority of the crowd, confused and afraid, started to wander back to their cottages and farms.
This impending disaster, that the vociferous Abbot had professed, didn’t seem possible, Bridget could see their crops as they neared home and they looked as luxuriant as they had done since the storm. She ran over to the edge of the crops and pulled the first one up. It was all right. The second one was as it should be. ‘What was the Abbot trying to do? As if people hadn’t got enough troubles anyway’. She ran back to tell her family the good news. “The potatoes eur all right - there’s nothing wrong wit’ them,” she shouted, holding up the few that she had pulled up.
With Bridget shouting and clutching a handful of potato tubers, her father suddenly came out of his crest-fallen stupor, “Quickly, get the baskets - we must collect as many as we can - now!” After the heart-stopping realisation of what Bridget had said, everyone was rapidly urged into action. The two women went in to the cottage to get the baskets and some empty sacks while the men started to pull the potato plants. The women separated the tubers from the leaves and filled as many baskets of potatoes as they could. Everything was frantic, and the family had never lifted as many plants as they did on that day. They worked the whole day with hardly a break, and well on into the night, but even so they could only collect a small proportion of their crop. The baskets were all put under cover; some inside the cottage jammed in until there was hardly any room to move, and the rest against the outside walls beneath lattice-works of branches and twigs and in the small storage areas.
Surprisingly after such an exhausting day and night, sleep did not come easily. That night Bridget kept tossing and turning, much to her husband’s annoyance. It was only at day-break that, at long last, she fell into a deep sleep.
A bright, sunny and still autumn morn greeted the family with birds chirping and chattering and they could even hear the ponies on the hills snorting and neighing in the distance. It was rare for the air to be so still and clear. The plants and crops were glistening in the sunlight from the dew that was on them.
They had almost forgotten the panic that had been started by the Abbot’s pronouncement from the day before, worrying about their crop particularly since everything still looked as it should. Once everyone was out of their beds, Bridget’s father said, “We had best examine the crop to see if there is any damage.”
They first checked on the ones that they had managed to collect and store against the walls. These all appeared to be acceptable, albeit a little small as they had all been picked too early. They then walked to the fields to see their main crop. The luxuriant growth was better than normal and many plants had started to produce flowers indicating that they were almost ready for collection. Bridget brushed her hands against many of the green leaves laden with dew and they felt in fine quality.
Bridget’s father pulled one of the plants with flowers on to reveal a mass of tubers, healthy, firm and large. “These are all good! Oi think that we should spend the day collecting the ones that eur ready and store them wit’ the rest. So let’s get to work and get in what we can.”
Bridget and her mother went to gather more sacks and baskets for the potatoes while the two men pulled the plants. After a few hours of back-breaking work, they had gathered and filled many sacks - the men shaking the soil off the plants and the women collecting the dropped potatoes and scrubbing around further in the soil for each tuber.
James said with a smile “Yer know if we eur the only ones to have a good crop and everyone else has lost theirs then we moight be able to sell them at a higher price.”
Bridget’s father replied “That may be true, but they eur the landlords crop and no doubt he will want all of them.”
“But what he don’t see he can’t sell on, can he?”
“Yer just may be right, yer know.” Bridget’s father said thoughtfully. “When we have collected as much as we can, we will hide a few of the sacks to keep for eur-selves. Oi know a place that they won’t be found.” For the first time, that Bridget had seen anyway, her father actually had a smile on his face.
That day, and on many subsequent days, there was no evidence of any disease.
The villagers were regularly informed, by the Abbot, of the progress of the canker as it swept across the countryside steadily heading in their direction. So far, they had been lucky, or perhaps it was God’s will as the Priest continued to profess. No-one could explain why they had been spared so far, but the landlords made a point of collecting their crops at the earliest opportunity and forcing the workers to bring in what they could before anything untoward could happen. It was clear that the landlords were raking in the money with excessively high prices and lining their pockets at the expense of the areas devastated by the disease.
As it turned out, the crop that year was the best that the village had ever had and everyone was pleased with it. The landlord was also happy, but he did have some sense of urgency in taking the crop away. The family’s rent was easily paid that year and for the first time they had coin in their pockets, plus their own hidden stash of potatoes.
It seemed that the area had been lucky to avoid the disease that had hit almost everywhere else in most of the counties of Ireland.
That winter the family were happy, relatively well off and no longer hungry. They had plenty of their crop in store ready to be planted in the spring and could almost ignore the reports of people starving in many other areas of the country.
Unfortunately, the disease in the potatoes had not yet run its course…
*
Chapter 5
By February 1846, the potato disease had struck almost every county in Ireland and three-quarters of the country's potato crop had been destroyed.
People were now short of any foodstuffs and with hunger came the susceptibility to disease.
The dreaded typhus fever, which always tended to accompany poverty in Ireland had broken out in Cork, Kilkenny and other counties and by the beginning of March, together with diarrhoea and dysentery, had been registered in twenty-five counties out of thirty-two.
The weather had been unusually mild that year and as a result warmer and much damper. However, the family had done well over the winter and, fortunately for them, had not been directly affected by the problems in the rest of the country yet, although they were worried that it might affect them sooner or later.
Every report or message that they heard, usually from the Abbot, indicated that it was only a matter of time before everyone would be affected. “Place yer trust in God. No-one else can help yer now. We are in the midst of hell and will be damned forever. The ravages of starvation will affect us all and there will be no redemption. The Devil himself is coming to take us all into the Pit. Pray… Pray for your souls… and may God help us all.”
The green leaves swayed in the gentle breeze towards the end of that summer and again everyone was concerned whether the crop would succeed this time. The family did as they had done the previous year and that was to pick some of the potatoes earlier than normal for storage, just in case the problem caught them unawares.
Could they get away with it a second time? Both Bridget’s father and husband took a more practical view than the Priest’s suggestion of placing everything in God’s hands. They worked as hard as they possibly could to be one step ahead of everyone else, which had worked well so far. They slept the sleep of the righteous that night - exhausted, comfortable and content with what they had done.
Bridget was abruptly woken by a strange, heavy, unpleasant smell in the room. At first, still half within her dreams, she covered her nose and mouth, but slowly the smell became stronger and stronger until the rotting stench filled the room and pervaded her whole being. She sat up sharply, choking and retching, as did James in the bed beside her.
“What is that awful stink?” James shouted, as they staggered out of bed and through the door to the cleaner outside air. They were quickly joined by Bridget’s parents, both in the same state of distress, coughing and spluttering with stinging eyes squeezed shut in an attempt to close out the discomfort.
The reek was clearly coming from the potatoes that they had collected in the baskets the day before and stored inside. The sickly, cloying, eye-watering smell was almost oozing out of the doorway of the cottage.
After getting a few lungsful of sweeter air, and preparing themselves for the worst, they decided to check on the potatoes that they had placed under the latticework against the walls of the cottage.
As soon as the covering branches were moved back, the same pungent, rotting smell hit them. James, holding his nose, examined the baskets more closely. He could see small round dark spots on the potatoes each having the appearance of a running sore or cancer spreading out from the spots. The potato itself felt soft and mushy and he quickly threw it back into the basket with the rest.
All of the crop that they had lifted on the previous day were ruined, and the family just stood there, stunned and fearful.
“What about the ones still growing in the field?” Bridget queried hopefully.
“Eur yer stupid, woman?” her husband said taking out his fear on his wife. “They eur all gone. All that work for nothing!”
They walked slowly towards the field resigned as to what they would find there. From a distance everything looked normal; the leaves were bright green as they swayed in the gentle breeze, but as they approached they noticed that some of the leaves were starting to turn brown, and the same smell was coming from the fields. James bent down to lift one of the nearest to him, and as he did so the rotting smell burst out upon him, knocking him back in reaction. The potatoes were all the same - rotten, brown and disgusting!
“See! Oi told yer so,” he said with some strange satisfaction even in his adversity.
They looked desperately at each other and with resignation lifted plant after plant. After pulling many of them from the ground, they found a few that hadn’t been so badly affected. These were carefully gathered, and once the baskets of rotten potatoes were thrown out of the house, Bridget’s mother decided to boil the seemingly sound ones that they had just gathered. As the pot started to boil on the fire, the smell from the cooking was abominable. No-one could stand it and the pot was quickly thrown out of the house to follow the rest of the rot.
The realization that the totality of their crop had been destroyed suddenly dawned on all of the family. “What eur we to do?” asked Bridget almost in tears.
“That’s it! We eur finished! We have nothing to sell! Nothing to pay the rent wit’! And very little left to eat!” Bridget’s father hung his head in despair, as his wife put her arm around his shoulders.
“But Da, we still have the grain and roots that we collected earlier.” Bridget naively commented.
“That’s true, moi daughter, but we can’t live forever on just that now can we?”
The bad news travelled fast, and at a stroke, everyone in the village and around the area became drained and defeated. All of the nearby farmers had been devastated by this disaster and they were all frightened for their lives. What was going to happen and how would they survive? The future now looked bleak. But no-one, as yet, knew the true extent of the disaster.
The snobbish landlords were keeping well clear of the devastated farms as soon as they heard of the problems and there wasn’t anyone nearby to turn to for help.
Perhaps for all of his fire-and-brimstone sermons, the Abbot had been proved correct!
As more and more people realised their desperate situation, they naturally began to return to God, the Church, and the Abbot for solace and some small element of hope.
Unfortunately, he rarely had any good news. “On this day in October every post and newspaper has brought in new accounts from all over Ireland of extensive failures in the staple food of the country. Disease is spreading in the west, and in our own County Mayo nine-tenths of the population who depend on the potato are now on the brink of survival. It grieves me much to have to inform you that the rot is making frightful ravages even in the crops, which about eight days ago were intact. The country hereabouts is in a most melancholy state: despondency and tears are to be seen in almost every face.”
As the wet, cold and windy winter eventually closed in, any supplies that had been stored rapidly dwindled. It was going to be a long, hard winter for everyone. With almost a complete absence of available food, each person and every family were in the same state of despair.
However, the experience and skills of the countryside that had come naturally to Bridget helped the family out to a significant extent. “Oi know where there’ll be some blackberries and other fruit now, so oi’ll go and collect what oi can find from the crags.” It might not have been much, but it sustained them longer than most. She was also lucky enough to find a few roots and mushrooms to help them along. It was only a matter of time for everyone, however, before food would finally run out.
Bridget’s sister, Maria, was the most pitiful. “Oi’m hungry, Ma,” she kept moaning. “Why is there no food, anymore?”
“We have lost all of eur crops,” her mother tried to explain.
“But, why? Da and James planted them all… and all the plants grew big and strong…”
“Yes, they did, didn’t they? But unfortunately they all died and now we have nothing to eat anymore.”
“But why?” Maria asked again. “Oi’m so hungry.”
“It’s God’s will and if he wants us to, we will all survive, somehow. Just pray that we can deal with it.”
They managed to endure the winter with what they had been able to collect and, with the few coins that they had stashed away, could buy some foodstuffs at exorbitant prices. But they did manage to survive! And for now that was all that mattered
The fraught New Year came and went, but people were now getting really desperate. Although weak and exhausted from lack of food, some, however, still had a fiery spirit and determination.
After yet another disheartening sermon from the Abbot, a particularly aggressive labourer from the village shouted the priest down. “It’s about toime the landlords helped us out! We have done all of the work for them in the past, but they have done nothing for us! Let us march together while we have some strength left and demand food from them!” There were a few shouts of agreement, and some half-hearted comments and murmurs from the rest of the crowd.
“Come on then! Grab yer forks and shovels, and we will march on the grain-barns.”
The storage warehouses were still partly filled with some foodstuffs, even potatoes that had been lifted prior to the disease, since no-one had seen fit to move any of it, and some of the landlords had taken refuge in or near the warehouses.
A number of the more agitated of the frustrated crowd shouted “Aye lets do it then! We’ll show ‘em!” They raised their clenched fists in anger, grabbed what sharp or pronged tools they could and followed their new self-appointed leader to confront the cowardly landlords.
As the noisy group started to move off, with determination in their stride, more and more of the crowd decided to join them. Nearly all of the men and some of the women were getting fired up for the confrontation.
Bridget’s husband and father had no real choice. They had to look for food or work before it was too late. “Perhaps we ought to join them?” James said abruptly.
“Oi think yer right. We don’t want ter miss anything that’s coming to us, do we?” Bridget’s father added.
The father and son-in-law both joined the growing horde of several hundred men, some carrying shovels or picks, to march into the town and on to the landlords’ estate to demand or at least plead for food or work… At first, the group was moderately quiet, perhaps a little unsure of themselves and what was likely to happen. But as they marched, a few voices started up a rousing chorus and each and every one of them joined in with gusto and increased confidence.
“Will yer stand in the band loike a true Irish man,
And go and fight the forces of the crown?
Will yer march with O'Neill to an Irish battle field?
For tonight we go to free old Wexford town!”
A few tried singing Cong instead of Wexford, but it didn’t sound right so they stuck to the original words of the well-known southern Irish tune.
They strode on with increased determination in every step until they arrived at the landlord’s estate. There they stopped unsure as to what they should do next. The place appeared deserted, but all of the doors and windows were closed and some even boarded up. The group milled around for a while in uncertainty, until someone suddenly shouted, “Look there is someone at that window.” Many turned to see where the man was pointing and sure enough, there was a ruddy face peering out from the edge of one of the upper windows. “Come on down and give us what we want!”
The crowd murmured in agreement.
“There’s nothing for you here, sirs,” the terrified face shouted back in a strained English accent. “We have no food and we are starving just like you.”
There were a few jeers and shouts at that comment. “Let’s go and look in the barns.” A large number surged forward towards the barns in desperation and expectation.
The barns were empty! There was none of the grain that was thought to be there and it seemed as though their landlord was in the same plight as themselves. The crowd now disappointed and dejected either slumped to the ground or slowly returned the way that they had come. A few went back to the house to shout abuse at the landlord, but it was all to no avail. There was no work or food to be had. The crowd’s determination had dissipated and all that was left was a few pathetic stragglers with nothing left to fight for.
In the towns, scenes were even more dramatic, but no more successful. There were food riots and men and women scaled the workhouse walls in the town with cries of: “We want something to eat! We eur starving!”
Eyewitness accounts of the terrible plight of the people, particularly in the western districts, multiplied daily. A justice of the peace wrote from County Mayo:
‘The heart sickens at the sight of so many fellow creatures all but dead. Should even public works commence, many, many, many are not able to work, they are so debilitated from want of food. I see hundreds of women and children going through the stubble fields striving to get an old stalk of potato.
There have been attacks on flour-mills by people whose bones protruded through the skin which covered them. They stared through hollow eyes as if they had just risen from their shrouds, crying out that they could no longer endure the extremity of their distress and that they must take that food which they could not procure.... As we pass into summer, we pass into suffering… Every week develops the growing intensity of the national calamity.’
The first year for the family without any potato crop at all dragged itself to a hopeless ending. They had no food left and were struggling desperately to survive through the winter, as was the whole population of the area.
Even hope was deserting them now…
*
Chapter 6
The first death in the village was a shock to everyone, even though the elders and the old women of the small community had predicted the inevitability of it all. The lack of food and sustenance had slowly been taking its relentless toll, and was finally reaping its horrific rewards.
What food the Coens and the Varleys could get was shared out carefully and reverently amongst the family. Bridget had realised early on in their dire predicament that her mother was taking less of her own share and ensuring that Maria, the youngest, had a little more than most, but it didn’t appear to be making any noticeable difference as she became thinner and thinner. If something didn’t happen soon to help them out, they would not be able to survive for many more days. They were all getting weaker all of the time and could do little to help themselves. A black cloud had descended over the minds and thoughts of the two families living under one roof.
Everyone around was steadily and surely succumbing to the continuing ravages of starvation. The community were all shadows of their former selves: wasted bodies; bones protruding; eyes staring out above sunken cheeks and cracked lips. There was no longer enough energy even for tears. All hope had gone, and most were just waiting to die. The old, infirm and young fared worse. The first death was one of the elders of the village and had been respected by everyone in the village.
The shock and misery of someone so well known dying in those circumstances was too much to bear. The village itself had started to die and this event set the scene for what they all thought would inevitably come to claim them.
The wailing of the old women at the side of the shallow makeshift grave was most memorable for the small community, adding an eerie and desolate tone to the service quickly arranged by the Abbot. The desolation was completed by the dark, blasted lands of the once-green fields.
The second death was even more poignant and heart breaking. It was a child of one of the family’s near neighbours, and to see a child so young succumb to starvation was a tragedy to all.
Horror succeeded horror; deaths of friends and relatives accumulated faster and faster. Too fast, even, for proper burials in the churchyard - bodies were being left where they lay, and death was amongst them. Even consciences as far away as England were seriously disturbed, and two major charitable projects had already started dispensing free food from soup kitchens all over Ireland and helping local committees financially. One was run by the Society of Friends, the Quakers, and the other by an Organisation specially formed for the purpose, the British Association.
However, in the first eighteen days only four days' of rations were handed out. Even a temporary gap between the issue of rations and the distribution brought an immediate rapid increase of deaths.
As Bridget lay in bed weak and exhausted, she kept her thoughts to herself ‘Death now walked amongst the fields that only a few months earlier had shown the promise of luxuriant crops and a healthy future. Had God forsaken them? Certainly everyone else had! How could any of them survive this terrible ordeal?’
A thin, high-pitched wail abruptly came from her parent’s room. Bridget struggled up “Oh moi God, what was that?” she fearfully asked her husband at the side of her.
The wail came again followed by shouts of “No… no… no… not moi child”, and deep heart-rending sobs. Bridget climbed out of bed as quickly as she could in her weakened condition, and went across the room to her parent’s door. She pushed it open to see her mother holding her younger sister, Maria, rocking her in her arms, crying without any tears, but wracked with sobbing. Her father was just standing there at the side of the bed totally stunned and making no move to do anything.
By now Bridget’s husband, James, had followed and stood behind her taking in the scene. He put his hands on her shoulders, and for once Bridget didn’t flinch away, simply too shocked to do anything.
Later that day, Maria was buried at the back of the cottage beneath the trees, without ceremony except for a prayer muttered almost apologetically by their father. The inevitable had happened, so quickly and finally. One of their own family had yielded to the ravages of the disease in their crops.
The death in the family served only to take the last dregs of any optimism or hope, if any had been left, away from them all. Her distraught mother and stunned father could only grieve, and didn’t seem to care anymore about what was happening to them. The change in her father from the strong, aggressive head of the household to a wizened and defeated old man was sudden and saddening to see. Her mother had similarly altered from the strong-willed and sharp-tongued woman, that Bridget had known all of her life, to a nobody who had no voice or spark left in her.
As a result, Bridget and James took on what little responsibility that remained to keep themselves alive. But this was proving to be an impossible task and even the meagre rations that they could obtain from the ‘soup kitchen’ that had been set up in the village, plus the few berries collected would achieve little but delay the now expected outcome.
Bridget was weak with hunger; they couldn’t live any longer on the roots and few cereals they had managed to collect. They needed to get work in order to buy the meagre stocks of bread that the English government were condescending to sell.
Things rapidly went from bad to worse, if that was possible, physically and mentally. The distressed landlords were starting to turn out the workers from their homes forcibly, since they could no longer pay the rent. They even had the Garda with guns to evict the starving tenants. Unsurprisingly there was violent opposition to this, but if anyone resisted the consequences would be dire and they would be shot without thought or pity. Once this was realised, the people took the more placid response by waiting until the officials had moved on and then simply returning to their homes. However, the landlords soon realised what was happening, combated the situation rapidly and the buildings were burned and razed to the ground to prevent tenants moving back in.
Hell and damnation had really arrived in all its forms!
The long-awaited and dreaded knock came on the door on a cold and blustery day. The family had spent most of the day huddled around the fire and wrapped in blankets to keep themselves warm. At first nobody moved - they were lethargic and had little inclination to move.
The knock came again louder and more impatient this time. “Open up… in the name of the law.”
The family looked at each other with fear in their eyes. Bridget hung on to her mother, and the two men resignedly stood up to walk to the door. Her father opened it a crack to see who was out there, but as he did so, the door was forced back with a crash by one of the guards. The Garda were outside, about six of them with rifles, and some sort of official dressed all in black. “Oi have a letter here from the landlord that says ‘For failing to pay the rent owing in due time, yer eur now formally evicted from these premises’, and oi am here to enforce this ruling.”
“But sorr, we have no money or crops to sell. It is not eur fault that we cannot pay the rent. Have mercy on us. We will pay when we can.”
“That is not moi problem. Oi am only carrying out moi orders. Get what belongings yer can and move out.”
The two men stood there, Bridget’s father seemingly resigned to their fate. But James, her husband, was getting angry, “We have worked her for many years and we have always paid eur rent.” He shouted as he raised his fist.
“Oi have instructions that if there is any resistance oi can move yer out by force if necessary.”
“Is that a threat?” James demanded.
“Guards!” At the command the Garda all cocked their rifles ready to fire and raised their guns to point them at James.
James stepped back in shock, muttering under his breath and facing the barrels of six guns with determination in the eyes of the men. Bridget’s father in a panic said “Wait, wait… we will go peacefully.”
The silence could be cut with a knife as the official relaxed slightly, but didn’t tell the Garda to stand down. “Get yer things then and move out!”
The family gathered together what they could - blankets and a few clothes - and carried them outside. As soon as they were out, the Garda all trooped inside and threw out all manner of pots, pans and implements. “The house is empty, sorr,” reported one of the Garda after wrecking the home.
“Destroy it!” the official commanded.
“Nooo…” Bridget’s mother shouted, but stopped short when she saw the guns raised yet again and pointing at her this time.
A firebrand was thrown onto the peat roof and two Garda set fire to anything they could find inside. Within a few moments, the flames could be seen through the doorway and the roof, smouldering and smoking, had caught fire. It soon became a raging inferno and everyone had to stand back for fear of getting burnt from the intense heat. The family stood watching, devastated at the loss of their home, and sorrow at all that had befallen them since the loss of the crop.
The Garda and official quickly moved on to their next location once they had done their job and ensured that there was nothing left for the family to occupy.
The family watched their home burn down, holding on to each other, until there were only embers, smoke and a blackened ruin left. With nothing left, they finally moved towards the village to see if they could find any shelter.
There appeared to be no hope left for Bridget and her family. They had been turned out of their cottage since they could not pay the rent, and had to resort to sheltering under some lean-to branches against the walls of the workhouse. “What can we do?” Bridget murmured under her breath.
Most in her village had also been turned out of their homes and many had now left the village entirely and decided to walk to the nearest town. This seemed to be the only option left for the Coen and Varley families. “We must leave here”, Bridget’s husband decided, “There moight be hope for us somewhere else, perhaps even far away in America… The farther we get away from this place, the better.”
* * *
Chapter 7
Bridget had never been more than a mile or so from her place of birth, and exhausting though that distance had seemed to her, it was only into the nearby hills above the Loughs.
Unfortunately, what she had once thought of as a safe and protected home was no longer there, and the family had been forced at gun point to move out of their cottage, which had then been destroyed by the Garda on behalf of the landowner. There was no longer any hope left within any individual in any part of Ireland, due to the ravages of the virulent disease in their crops.
Bridget didn’t want to leave her home!
The blackened, crumbling ruin around the still-smoking ashes was all that remained. But it was still where she was born and brought up. Her life had been in that cottage, frugal though it was, and now everything had gone forever.
As they moved away, she turned around to glimpse the mountains in the distance, grey in the drizzling rain, and remembered her solitary dreams as she had looked over the Lough to her Castle. Never again did she expect to see that Castle or sit on the crag overlooking the Lough.
Sorrowfully and with a heavy heart, she followed her husband and parents as they started on their long journey towards the distant town of Galway.
They had gathered together what little food that they had, and carried it with their meagre belongings in two of the now-spare sacks used for potatoes. Bridget and James each carried a sack, but her parents were incapable of carrying anything, perhaps not even themselves.
Hundreds of people from the area had been forced to abandon their homes and reach the same decision, and those that were still physically capable were making their way, in dribs and drabs, to the nearest ports in the hope of gaining berth on a ship to take them out of the country. The journey ahead of them was daunting enough, but weakness and despondency from lack of food made the task before them seem impossible.
“How far is it to Galway?” Bridget asked James.
“Dunno… perhaps yer Da will know,” James snapped.
She turned to her father who was wearily plodding along and supporting his wife, “Da?” she asked.
Her father glanced up at her with almost blank staring eyes.
“Da, how long will it take us to reach Galway?”
“Why do yer want to know that, child?”
“That’s where we have to go, father.”
“Oooh, it’s a long way, y’know. Oi’ve only been there once before, and that was when oi was young. Oi went wit’ the landlord to take some taters to the docks there. It was a long journey.”
“Yes, Da, but how long did it take?”
“Well now, oi remember we had to leave early in the morning, and we didn’t stop once. If yer wanted a drink or needed to relieve yerself then yer had to jump off the waggon and then run to catch up wit’ it when yer’d finished.”
“Yes Da, but how long?” Bridget butted in impatiently.
“Well, it was nightfall when we reached the town, but everywhere was lit up wit’ braziers and torches, so people could see what they were doing in the dark. They have to load the ships y’see to catch the tide. So often they work through the night. Of course once we unloaded the taters, and watered and fed the horse, then we were on eur way back again.”
“So it took from dawn to dusk just to get there?”
“That’s what oi’ve been telling yer, lass. Ain’t yer been listening?”
“Yes Da, thank yer,” Bridget said as she returned to James.
After some thought she said, “It will take us two days at this speed, as long as we don’t stop. But we will have to stop sometimes to rest and sleep if possible. We will also have to collect what food we can, if there is any to be found along the way. D’ye think that we can make it?”
“We will have to, won’t we?” James brusquely replied.
“But my parents are so weak!”
“Perhaps we should leave them here then.”
“No! Don’t yer dare say that! They eur moi parents and oi’ll look after them. They gave yer a home when yer had none.”
“Only because they wanted me to marry yer, and don’t yer forget it. Wit’out me yer would probably have starved by now yerself.”
“Yer a callous bastard, James Varley. Oi hate yer!”
“Please yerself then. Look after them, but yer may come to regret it later.”
Bridget was fuming with indignation at her husband as they followed the winding path for some considerable distance cocooned in heavy silence.
They hardly saw anyone along the path at first, until they came across a few men digging an enormous ditch away from the narrow roadway in both directions. Most of the men were using large shovels, but some men and all of the women were even using their bare hands to put dirt and rocks into sacks for carrying away. As the weeds, topsoil, bushes and trees were all being dug out, white chunks of chalk were gradually being exposed. Some of the fairly level areas were almost completely white.
Bridget couldn’t contain her curiosity “What eur they doing?
“Oi think that they are building a deep canal between the two Loughs,” James said off-handedly.
“How d’yer know that?”
“Oh, oi hear talk, y’know.”
“What do they want to do that fer?”
“Oi dunno really, but at least some men can get work. They want to be able to get boats from one Lough to the other.”
“That’s downright stupid!” Bridget snapped. “How will they stop the water sinking into the ground – same as the underground river? Everyone knows that the chalk doesn’t hold any water. If they let the water out from the Lough onto that ground it will just disappear, and they won’t be able to sail boats down it.”
“Don’t snap at me, woman! Perhaps they don’t know that – typical of the English landowners. But nobody is going to tell them what will happen, otherwise they will lose the work, won’t they? Anyways it don’t concern us. We will never see it finished. We will be in America – the land of opportunity. No disease or hunger! And we can make a good life fer ourselves”.
They continued on their plodding journey, past the people labouring in the ditch, and slowly getting drenched by the steady rain. The paths were wet, muddy and slippery, but at least it was warm for the time of year. Once they had put some distance between themselves and any other signs of life, they decided to stop for a while under the overhanging trees, and eat a few scraps of the food that they were carrying. Grateful for the rest and recovering slightly after some rainwater from the dripping leaves had been collected, Bridget’s parents still looked to be in a sorry state. It was almost as if they didn’t know what was happening to them, or even where they were.
After a well-needed rest and a further long wait, the rain eased off and the sky lightened noticeably. Rays of bright yellow sunshine broke through the clouds in the distance and brought an air of freshness to their journey. This gave Bridget and James the impetuous to get moving again. They struggled to their feet and then helped their parents to get up and on the road once more.
The next few hours of walking were producing sore feet, aching backs and painful muscles, but they had to continue at least until nightfall when hopefully they could have a lengthy rest.
As dusk fell over the land, the sky had cleared and the stars gradually came out one by one. The small group decided to stop and rest for the night. They huddled together for warmth, as there was a chill in the air, but exhausted though they were, sleep would not come.
Bridget lay there looking up at the bright stars in the sky, drawing out the patterns of some of the familiar constellations - The Plough towards the North West, with its handle and bowl reminding her of food in the cooking pot, and The Swan - a large Sign of the Cross of stars almost overhead - was God still watching over them? The Milky Way drew itself across the sky, like sparkling and scattered dust in the dark heavens, from the South West through the Swan and Cassiopeia - the letter W - and then heading on over to the North East. She knew the stars well and they had never changed, not like everything else. She wondered about what it all meant. ‘Why was this happening to them? What had caused it? Who was to blame? Would they even make it as far as the town of Galway, let alone America?’
Her thoughts strayed in no particular direction. She stared at the sky in all its splendour. Deep blue with hazy patches and the lighter band of paler blue with many stars scattered amongst it running right across from one horizon to the other. She wondered, ‘why is that different to the rest of the heavens? Do the stars foretell the future as her mother used to tell her when she was younger? But they were just stories anyway. Nothing could have prepared anyone for this, could it? And as if the situation wasn’t bad enough, she had a husband who she hated, who didn’t care about her and abused her when the fancy took him. He did have some good points, but she couldn’t think of them at the moment, and perhaps she had met worse people in the village. Or at least that’s what her mother had said to her.’
With these thoughts and questions spinning around in her head, she finally fell into a fitful sleep.
Bridget awoke with the pale, early morning sun on her face and birds singing and chattering in the woodland. It sounded and felt pleasant, just like the earlier days before she was married. The muted and continuous gurgling of the nearby stream and the gentle breeze whispering through the long grass was pleasurable and comforting. She stretched herself in the warm morning air with the sounds of the countryside all around her. But then with a mind-numbing jolt, she realised her sorrowful plight, and the despair returned to her in an overwhelmingly fearful rush.
The rest of the family were reluctantly waking up now with groans and sighs, and James, assuming leadership of the little group, said, “It’s toime to go. We must move while the weather is wit’ us.”
There were a few more people moving in the same direction as they were on that morning, although as the groups passed there was no acknowledgement that they were aware of anyone else’s existence. They all just stumbled on blindly.
Bridget helped her parents to stand up and after some encouraging words, they were soon on their way again.
Suddenly and without any warning, Bridget’s mother started to struggle and tried to pull free of her husband and Bridget, who were supporting her. “Where’s moi child? Moi baby, we can’t leave moi baby girl! Where is she?
“Calm down, Ma, oi’m here.” Bridget said.
“No! No, not yer. Oi mean Maria.”
Bridget stepped back in shock “But Ma, Maria died weeks ago.”
“Dead?” her mother said with a pained and puzzled expression on her face. “No she can’t be. Why would she be dead? That’s a horrible thing to say.”
“Come on now, Mother. She died because we had no food.” Bridget’s father said quietly, putting his arms around her. “Maria has gone to Heaven. She was a good girl and she is now wit’ the Lord.”
“Oh moi baby. Moi baby? What am oi to do?” She sobbed.
It was as if she had only just realised that her daughter had gone, and everyone else was totally shocked. It had brought all of the pain of the past few months back in just a matter of minutes. And with tears in their eyes, Bridget and her father did what they could, but Bridget’s mother was inconsolable.
“We really need to get going. Otherwise we moight be joining yer daughter in Heaven soon.” James said in his own feeble attempt to be jovial.
Bridget turned to him with hate in her eyes just as her father launched himself at him and knocked him to the ground. James was about to retaliate when, with a shout from Bridget, he realised that her father was just lying on the ground and groaning. He had expended all of his energy to get at James and could hardly move anymore. He had clearly hurt himself and the brief flash of anger at James had completely drained him and left him helplessly lying on the ground.
“James! Help him up!” Bridget commanded.
Her husband didn’t even hesitate. This was a different Bridget. It was as if something had snapped inside her, and she seemed to have a hidden strength that was suddenly exposed to all.
“Let’s get moving again. You help moi Da, and oi’ll help Ma. We eur gonna get to Galway before it’s too late.”
The journey continued. They had to stop for rest for yet another night, but they were encountering more and more people attempting to reach Galway as quickly as was physically possible. Hardly anyone spoke to each other. They all were in the same state of exhaustion with utter hopelessness in their eyes, and as groups of them stopped on the road they could see some of the fires dotted around in the distance that indicated the presence of the outskirts of the town.
They had stumbled and trudged exhaustedly along the twenty-eight mile journey from their destroyed home in Cong and had eventually arrived at the brown and grey outskirts of the town of Galway late in the afternoon of the third day.
*
Chapter 8
The small group of four disparate individuals walked slowly step by step along the centre of the now widening well-trodden roadway, with many other impoverished groups in front and behind of them. At first, there were a few straw-thatched cottages scattered along both sides of the road, with people seated outside, warming themselves by braziers and watching the steady procession of destitute travellers walking past. But as they moved further on, the cottages and shacks became more closely packed together, with many people sitting by the fires or sprawled out on the ground. The burning peat fires brought back the pleasant memories of clustering around the hearth at home to the family, but little else did.
Bridget had never seen so many people. Even at Church, there were never this many, and she felt hemmed in by them all and slightly nervous.
As they followed the steady procession, seemingly towards the direction of the docks, the buildings gradually changed from the normal cottages with thatch or peat roofing to more substantial stone buildings. Even the people, at least some of them, seemed to be different - more confident and better dressed, and the way they looked at the long continuous line in disgust and with an apparent air of superiority was intimidating. Clearly, the lack of food and housing wasn’t affecting everyone hereabouts in the same way.
Bridget’s parents had no strength for anything except to concentrate on stumbling forward, and they were clearly suffering with exhaustion. They tried to stop at the side of the road, but the movement of the crowd; the abuse hurled at them by the watchers on; and the Garda all conspired to prevent this happening. There was nothing for it but to continue their crowded, but lonely, path with everyone else towards the docks.
The road gradually sloped down towards the river that apparently joined the Lough to the sea. They were now sandwiched between row after row of houses, buildings and warehouses. The roads were of stone in places, uneven and hard on the feet compared to the dirt and muddy paths, and the tangy salt smell of the sea was everywhere.
As they neared the slowly flowing, grey river on their right with many small and tiny boats moored at the side, they could see across the water to the extensive fishing areas. They all moved steadily through a large stone-built gateway that led to the larger docks. Here thousands of people were milling around, shouting, crying and shrieking amidst the deep-throated hub-hub of the chaotic loading areas.
The massive, impossibly tall ships lined the wharves, some with sails unfurled, almost ready to set sail to many distant locations. Barrels, boxes, and crates stood at the ready to be taken on board the creaking boats. Winches, cranes and hoists lifted the heavier items onto the decks, whilst the smaller packages were carried up the gangplanks by the sailors and dock-hands.
Ships were leaving from every port in Ireland, some directly to America or Canada, and some to Liverpool in England.
“Where do we go to join a ship to America?” James said as he grabbed a strong lad pushing a two-wheeled trolley stacked high with sacks of grain.
“If yer lucky yer moight get on that one,” the lad said nodding towards the large black ship further down the docks, “but yer better have yer money ready.”
“Money? What do oi need money fer?”
“Yer didn’t think that yer could get on ‘em fer free, did yer?”
“Well, oi didn’t think that we would have ter pay. We have no money.”
“The ships passage is supposed to be free, but the ship-masters eur taking any bribes that they can get. Of course, yer moight persuade one of them to have yer wife, is it, for a few hours. She would look alright if she was cleaned up a bit, and if she was sweet to him – yer know what oi mean – yer moight survive the journey,” the lad shouted over his shoulder as a parting comment.
Bridget was shocked, disgusted and now afraid of what had just been said - even James was taken aback. “No. No, oi can’t do that,” she said to James with obvious fear in her eyes.
But James quickly realised that without any money this might be their only way of getting onto a ship. “Yer’ll do as yer told, wench! And if that’s what it takes to get us on that ship, then that’s what yer’ll do,” he demanded, gripping her by the arm. “Come on let’s get to that ship before it sails.”
James pushed Bridget forward to join the crowd that was attempting to board the ship to America. Her confused and bedraggled parents followed behind. Slowly the crowd shuffled forward, and it was becoming clear that what the lad had said was probably true. Certainly, James could see a few coins changing hands up ahead with the people that were allowed up the gangplank and onto the massive wooden ship. Quite a few were being turned away, presumably because they couldn’t pay. Soon it would be their turn to confront the ship’s master sitting at his small desk and backed up by two extremely large, rough-looking sailors.
“Now, when we get there, smile at him, and make sure he knows what yer’ve got to offer him. Understand!” James harshly instructed his wife
Bridget just nodded her head reluctantly.
It was their turn at last. All four of them, James, Bridget, and her parents stood in front of the small wooden desk. “Names?” the master asked without looking up from his log book.
“James and Bridget Varley, sorr… and moi parents-in-law, James and Mary Coen… sorr”
“Money!” the master demanded.
He looked up in annoyance at the lack of response until James said, “We have none, sorr.” And then added quickly, “But yer moight be interested in a bit of comfort from moi wife here as payment?”
The master now looked hard at James with squinting eyes, and then glanced, with no interest whatsoever, at Bridget, who was forcing a reluctant smile onto her face. “Ha! You think that she is worth a journey for four of you, do you?” he said leaning back on his chair.
“Well, sorr, she’s only been had by moi-self, and she’s young, and will do exactly as yer tell her. Whatever yer want?” James said desperately.
“I like my women to have a bit of meat on ‘em. She’s got nothing. In fact my men here have more to offer me than she has.”
“But, sorr, she is willing.” James prompted, now panicking.
“So are my men, perhaps in more ways than you can imagine, now be off with you. Passage denied! Next!”
James looked at the master who had now returned to his books and was ignoring him. Then he looked up at the two sailors, but there was no hope there either as they both eyed him threateningly. Reluctantly he turned, ushered the others in front of him and moved out of the queuing crowd.
As soon as they found a relatively empty place to stand away from the crowds, James slapped Bridget hard across her cheek with anger in his expression. “That’s fer not getting us ship passage”.
Bridget cried out and crumpled to the ground, but her father was not going to take that, even in his weakened state. With a shout, he grabbed James around the neck from behind to try to prevent him hitting his daughter again. James started to choke, but with all of his remaining strength managed to jerk his head back hard to hit Bridget’s father on the bridge of his nose. Her father released his grip and staggered back.
Before anyone could stop him, James turned and hit the now-defeated man full in the face. Bridget’s father collapsed onto the hard stones, blood flowing from a broken nose, groaned once and didn’t move anymore.
The silence was suddenly tangible. A group of people had gathered around to see what the commotion was, but no-one moved to help the old man.
Bridget crawled over to her father on the ground. “Yer’ve killed him!” she shouted. “He’s not breathing! Da? Da? Wake up. Please… Can someone help please?” She looked around, but everyone just stepped back in shock. It had all happened so quickly.
James was still standing in the same place above her father, breathing hard and glaring down at the father and daughter in triumph.
Bridget’s mother, in a daze, moved slowly over to her husband. “Oh, no? No…” she whimpered, as her knees buckled. She knelt at his side sobbing over him and holding his hand in hers. Finally, she cradled his bloodied head in her lap, looked up to the sky and prayed to God for deliverance from this nightmare.
The crowd started to draw back – no-one wanted to be involved in a death. The space around the two sobbing women and two men – one stunned, the other unmoving - gradually became larger and larger as people backed away until they were noticeably on their own in the middle of the quayside.
In an attempt to justify his actions, James shouted at Bridget. “Yer saw what happened, woman. He attacked me – it was self-defence. It was all of his own fault.”
Bridget looked up at him with venom in her eyes. “The Garda will decide on that when oi tell ‘em what yer did to moi Da.”
“Oh no they won’t. Oi’m not staying around here waiting for them.”
“That’s right. Clear off. We’re well rid of yer.” She said in distaste, anger and pain.
James stepped back, but then said, “Don’t think yer getting rid of me loike that. Yer coming wit’ me! Yer moi wife and yer will do as yer told”, he ordered as he pulled her up by her hair.
Bridget struggled and shouted, but he was just too strong for her.
“Listen ter me.” He said threateningly. “If yer don’t do what oi tell yer, then oi won’t be responsible for what oi do to yer. D’yer understand? We’re leaving, and yer Ma can stay wit’ yer Da – she’s no good to me, anyway.”
“No, James. Please? Oi’ll do anything.”
“Oi just moight hold yer to that, moi girl… but we’re going anyway. Just yerself and moi-self! And if yer scream or shout, yer’ll see what moi fist can do to yer pretty face.”
As he dragged her away into the crowd, anguish displayed clearly on her face, the last she saw of her parents was her father dead on the ground, and her mother weeping over him, oblivious to the additional loss of her only remaining daughter.
*
Chapter 9
With an over-riding sense of the urgency to escape from any consequences of his actions, James had purposefully walked away from the docks, almost dragging Bridget along in her distressed state of mind.
They followed the roads, that they had originally arrived by earlier on in the day, at a rapid pace and they climbed quickly out of the town of Galway for over an hour, in brooding silence and with no clear plan of what to do. They received many strange looks from people in the expanding procession going into town, wondering why they were heading in the opposite direction. James and Bridget kept their heads down and eyes averted to ensure that no-one would greet or question them.
They kept their thoughts to themselves, but both came to the same conclusion that any expectation that they had had of sailing to America had rapidly disappeared and now they were effectively on the run... destitute… starving… and with no place to go.
The end of the procession had dwindled away by the time they reached a junction in the roadway, which they hadn’t really noticed on their way into Galway. James was undecided on which route to take, and since no-one was in sight, they stopped for a while to rest as he pondered their predicament - could it be that this alternative road could give them a possible way out of their current dilemma.
“That road leads back to Cong, and there is nothing there for us any longer, don’t yer think? But this road leads across country all the way to Dublin. Perhaps we can reach there?” James queried.
“Oi don’t care what we do. Nothing matters anymore.” Bridget murmured miserably, resigned to the misfortune and violence that had resulted in her leaving her parents behind.
“C’mon, woman! We need to do this together. Oi need yer help.”
“Oi’ll give yer nothing, James Varley. Yer’ve taken away all oi ever wanted in moi life – moi family, moi home, moi virginity, and moi dreams. Oi detest everything that yer do.” She spat at him.
“Well oi’m all yer’ve got. And yer bound to me in body and soul. Yer’ll honour and obey me, as yer promised to God, and oi’ll keep yer to that promise even if it kills yer!” He threatened.
The anger and hate were building up in Bridget’s mind, and beginning to overwhelm her feeling of desolation and regret. In those few moments of yet more threats from her husband, her attitude changed radically from one of defeat to one of determination to survive; if only to seek retribution on her husband.
James noticed the change in her expression and bearing, but in his arrogance took it as a sign of acceptance and submission to his will.
Finally, he made the decision, and they moved away from the town along the road that led to Dublin. James thought that there would be ships there – perhaps not to America, but at least off of this God forsaken land.
As they distanced themselves from the outskirts of the town and into the countryside, the stench of the rotting potatoes was becoming noticeable again, everywhere around them. Even covering their noses wasn’t enough to stop the smell seeping through their fingers. The smell made both of them retch and they collapsed at the side of the road drawing slow, shallow breaths until they could control their heaving stomachs. After a while’s rest in order to get their breath back, they slowly continued on their arduous journey.
Although they were now on a wider and more well-trodden road, there were very few people on it, but occasionally they would see someone walking back the way that they had come. James didn’t want to take any chances, so if they saw anyone coming their way they jumped off the road and hid down in the ditch.
As they continued on their slow trek, sporadically they came across poor thin migrants, almost scarecrows from the lack of food, that had collapsed at the side of the path. Other than making large detours, James and Bridget couldn’t avoid these pitiful people, but James didn’t think that they would pose any threat so they ignored them. Bridget was saddened to see them, so weak and helpless. It reminded her of the way her younger sister, Maria, had died. It was terrible to witness, and nothing could be done for them.
That night, James and Bridget moved a little way away from the road to hide from prying eyes, and attempt to get as much rest as they could. They came across a cluster of bushes that had a small open mossy area in the centre which seemed as though it might be suitable.
With the effort of stumbling on now removed for a short while, Bridget’s thoughts turned back to what had happened. Most prominent was how James had killed her father, who had only been trying to protect her. If that wasn’t distressing enough, she thought of how they had left her mother to fend for herself. She hated James for all of that. Her dilemma was that James was her only means of survival. He was her husband after all, and apart from him she now had no family left. She realised that she would probably never see them again. The blackness in her heart, mind and soul gradually drifted off into a dark, troubled and restless sleep, vainly searching for an answer to her predicament.
As the hours of darkness clawed their way, one by one, through the night, Bridget finally started to dream of earlier, more pleasant times.
Although hunger had never been far away and her father never paid her much attention, she had been relatively happy helping her mother out as a young girl. The elder brother and sister that she had been told had died when she was very young didn’t really affect her, since she could never remember anything about them - she only remembered that her mother had been very upset for much of the time afterwards.
As Bridget started to grow up, she spent her time helping her mother and exploring around their cottage and the nearby fields. She had an inquisitive mind and was continually tempted to explore farther. Her boundaries were expanding: her mother didn’t seem to mind and her father didn’t seem to care. Although now, much too late, she realized that perhaps with the way he had tried to protect her, her father had cared for her after all.
The dark green of the crops in the fields and the scrubby rough slopes leading away from the cottage were her playground, and the birds and animals were her friends and play-mates.
As she played and amused herself in the loose, gritty soil, the same inquisitive robin would always come to visit her and she would dig out juicy grubs and larvae for the grateful robin to feast on. The alert bird would puff out its red breast, bob its tail up and down, while it uttered the odd ‘chirrup’ thanking her for what she had done.
In the early springtime the long, drawn out bird songs would entertain her and she would try, unsuccessfully, to whistle back to them in response, laughing out loud at her shrill and tuneless attempts. The robin gave every appearance of understanding what she was trying to do and hopped from rock to rock to encourage her whenever she tried to whistle. The days were becoming longer and more pleasant and she could do and see whatever she desired.
The situation changed dramatically, however, when her new sister, Maria, was born. Her mother now spent most of her time looking after the baby and Bridget began to feel left out somehow. But rather than upsetting her, it almost gave her more freedom to do as she wanted. To try to please her mother, nonetheless, she began to bring home a few fruits and scrabbled up roots.
“What yer bringing them home fer? We can’t eat them! Even the pigs wouldn’t eat them.”
Bridget smiled to herself, in her sleep, as she remembered her mother’s comments after she returned with a strange collection of tubers. It hadn’t seemed funny at the time, but she soon learned how to find the roots worth digging up, once that she knew what to look for.
As time moved on, she wandered farther and farther away from the security of their cottage, rapidly becoming more familiar with the surrounding countryside.
The green hills and rolling mountains in the distance somehow beckoned her - their blue-grey mistiness in the early morning replaced by the green, gold and purples of grass and heather in the afternoon and then followed by the black silhouettes against the orange and red of the setting sun in the evening.
The land of her youth was beautiful and awe-inspiring and every moment was a joy. The frequent light rain accentuated the colours, expanding the green as far as the eye could see and made the plants, bushes and rocks sparkle and glisten in the sunshine.
This was Bridget’s own world and she loved every minute of it.
Somehow, from the depths of her mind a rough voice was calling to her, “Bridget… Bridget… time to wake up.”
She awoke with a start to the realisation that she had been dragged out of a pleasant dream and back into the harsh reality that she had to contend with. It was her husband shaking her to wake up and continue their enforced, desperate journey. Her lips curled in disgust as she felt his bony hand on her shoulder.
*
Chapter 10
The vast expanse of brown and green bogland lay before them, as far as the eye could see. Neither of them knew whether they would be able to reach Dublin, but they no longer had any choice if they wanted to go on living. They both stood up with some considerable and painful effort, due to the dull stiffness in their bones, muscles and joints and prepared themselves, as best they could, to continue on their way.
As they trudged along the road towards the bogs, the cultivated fields slowly became less and less numerous as they were separated by large areas of moss and bog plants. The one consolation was the reduction in the rotting smell of the potatoes. If Bridget closed her eyes it was even possible to imagine that none of this had taken place, particularly if she forced herself to visualize what it was like before all of this had occurred, sitting on the crag looking over the Lough. She might be weak with hunger, but from her dreams, she had gained a determination in spirit that she knew would see her through these increasingly bad times.
To her knowledge, very few others shared this dark resolve, and it was clear to Bridget that many of the poor people that they came across at the side of the road would not survive their flight from the ravages of famine and destitution.
Almost nothing useful could grow in the wet boglands, just tall grasses and moss on the surface of the peat, plus a few sedge plants. Even the few rambling sheep had disappeared from the desolate landscape. The constant drizzle was soaking everything. Much as she loathed the idea of it, Bridget and her husband, James, huddled together whenever they stopped, to keep as much warmth in them as they could. They were occasionally able to shelter in sporadic, deserted cottages along the roadside, which at least kept them dry for a while.
After two more miserable nights on their tortuous journey, they began to lose track of time, days, distance and location. They were not able to have any conversation with any other travellers in a similar state as themselves, and they avoided anyone that either looked well-fed or officious. It was becoming almost a dream-like state. Constantly struggling along in the damp, drizzly rain, or resting when and where they could find some protection from the elements.
They struggled on past the small village and walled monastery in Loughrea with its Carmelite chapel not far from the strangely grey-coloured lake, and continued on the road towards Dublin, having no real idea how far they still had to travel. Many more people were evident in the village, but they were all weak from hunger and helpless and didn’t offer any hope for the desperate travellers.
Still they would pass others collapsed at the side of the path - perhaps huddling together in pairs or in small families. They were all so pitiful. They even saw one of the local priests attending to some of the people, perhaps giving them ‘extreme unction’ - the last rites, but even the forlorn priests were little better off than the hopeless people that they were trying to help.
As they slowly went by village after village, the story was always the same - blasted crops, lingering stench, devastated countryside and the pall of death hanging in the air. They passed open fields, wooded copses, streams, ponds, lakes, a river and even a canal that would normally have been a hive of activity, but now lay dormant and unmoving. The stillness was haunting. Everything had stopped. No activity took place anywhere, except for the dead, the dying, and the steady progress of small groups of famished people making their way along the road in both the same and opposite direction to that of James and Bridget.
Days ran into nights and time seemed to stand still for the couple - this didn’t feel like a dream anymore, it felt like a nightmare.
After over a week of painful walking along the well-trodden pathway, raised above the surrounding boglands, they encountered a most significant barrier to their slow, but steady, progress. This was the massive river Shannon. It cut directly across their direction of travel as far as the eye could see, and provided very few crossing places due its width and depth. Neither Bridget nor James had seen such a large river, swollen with constant rainwater and brown from its journey through the peat boglands.
One of the major crossing places was where the river fed into the large Lough Ree, and the town of Athlone had been built there centuries earlier. The strategic importance of the town was significant, since the river and the Loughs that it connected across the vast expanse of boglands, effectively divided the whole country into east and west. A military garrison had therefore controlled the town from its birth. The path that they were following turned northwards in the same direction as the river was flowing and headed for the town and the river crossing.
With the sheer size of the town, its castle, military presence, abbey and twin-spired church, and the inevitability that there was no other easy way to cross the river, James was becoming more agitated. “Oi’m not sure that oi want to go through this place. Someone moight recognise the two of us. Or they moight have heard what had happened to yer Da in Galway. Let us wait here a while and see what happens to other people when they try to cross the bridge.”
They stopped at the side of the road partially hidden by a few bushes where they could see the point that the road crossed the river as it meandered through the town and into the Lough.
Eventually a small group of similarly destitute people wrapped in shawls and blankets shuffled past, and carried on down towards the bridge.
At first, it looked as if they would be able to cross without any difficulty, but as soon as they were within a few yards of the bridge, two scruffy and arrogant militia men stepped out with aimed guns to block their path. “Halt, yer cannot pass, by order of Her Majesty’s Government!”
The small group of people stopped in their tracks and looked in wide-eyed fear at the men brandishing rifles. The shock of this was too much for the women in the party and one, more frail than the others, crumpled to the ground.
James whispered under his breath, “Look! Look at what they’re doing”, as the two aggressive militia pushed the rest of the group to one side and pulled the collapsed woman roughly up from the ground. The one unkempt guard held his rifle at the ready, while the other searched the woman under her clothes ensuring that his hand lingered on the more interesting parts of her body.
The one man shouted, “Yer leave moi wife alone!” but was held back by his family and friends as the dishevelled guard raised his gun in a threatening pose. The other sweating guard then took his time to finish his search in an explicitly vulgar way.
The men were then searched in turn in a no-less familiar approach, even though the men displayed hate and disgust on their faces. The guard doing the searching just laughed “if yer want to try anything, me boy, just go ahead and yer’ll see what this pistol can do to yer face.”
The guard had purposefully left the youngest and fittest looking woman until last. As he looked her up and down, a glint appeared in his eye and a slightly moist smile played across his lips. At first, he seemed gentler with her somehow playing his hands and fingers over every part of her body, but as he became rougher and more intense in his searching, the woman started whimpering. The guard just chuckled at her discomfort “Oi think that we will have ter look a bit closer here”, he said to the other guard, “oi think that there eur some places that she could be hiding something!”
The woman looked up in fear and loathing as she had her shawl snatched from her shoulders, and then her skirts ripped from her body. A keening scream went up from the woman in her embarrassment, and one of the younger men in the group shouted “Noooo…” and launched himself at the guards with both arms outstretched.
With almost nonchalant ease, the second guard turned to meet the onslaught, quickly raised his rifle and shot the charging man through the head.
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