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MOHILL FAIRS

Peter Gordon

HORSE FAIRS have been held in Mohill
since the 1600s. While we cannot boast
that we supplied Marengo, the most
famous of Napoleon's 52 horses, we can
boast that we supplied one of the best ever
horses to the Irish Army jumping team. This
horse was called ‘Liatroim’—the horse that
won prestigious prizes all over the world.

Living at Main Street, Mohill, | was ideally
placed to observe everything that happened
at the monthly fairs. The three biggest fairs
were: Monaghan Day, February 25th, the
8th of May and the 19th of October. On
these days, the town was packed with
farmers, cattle dealers, stall holders, cattle
and horses. So much so, that for health and
safety reasons the schools were closed.

Far from staying indoors, we children went
around the town investigating every stall.

Early in the morning on a Fair Day, Gorman's,
of Carrick-on-Shannon, would arrive with a
big lorry loaded with second hand clothes.
They parked outside our house. Their sales-
men were just brilliant, and their prices
were very reasonable. No wonder that they
did very good business. The salesman
would shout as he hit a coat draped over
his arm “Washes like Donegal tweed, and
wears like a woman's tongue”.

Outside Sean Brennan's bar, a man had a
stall where you could try your luck with a
pellet gun in an attempt to ring a bell. If
you rang the bell, you got a prize. | presume
the sights of the gun were askew as | have
no recollection of anyone winning a prize.

A local entrepreneur had an oilcloth with
squares and numbers on it. His slogan was
“On the line, the money is mine. In the
square, the money is yours". It was almost
impossible to roll the money into the square.
An odd time he would shout “Come here in
your bare feet, go home in a motorcar”.

Further down the street cabbage plants,
wooden wheelbarrows, tubs and seed
potatoes are for sale. Qutside Paddy Logan'’s,
fresh herrings are for sale, and outside Jim
Griffin's, Frank Ellis, from Drumlish, is selling
smoked kippers.

A regular visitor to the fair styled himself as
Ireland's strongest man. His name was
Tommy Burns. He performed feats of
strength, such as balancing a cartwheel on
his chin, lying on a bed of nails, and having
a stone broken across his chest. After that
show, it was time for a collection for the
people to show their appreciation.

When the farmers sold their cattle on the

fair green, they arranged to meet the deal-
ers at the Banks, and collected their money.
They then went to the big shops to pay the
bills for the cattle feed, and other items for

M Images at Mohill Fair
PHOTOS: NAITHI GALLAGHER

the running of their farms. After that, it
was time for a visit to the many gourmet
restaurants. The most popular was McGovern's
of Glebe Street. Apart from the Cordon Bleu
cooking of Mrs McGovern, the restaurant
had the added attraction of having a fully
licensed bar. This meant that the farmers
could have a few pints whilst waiting for
their dinner. Consequently, the restaurant
was so busy, that the serving staff was
“Ran off their feet". Perhaps it was here
that Cyril learnt his nifty footwork, which
was to stand him in good stead in his
Gaelic football days and ballroom dancing
nights. Other gourmet restaurants were
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Rose Anne Greene's, Mrs Rowley's, John
Bohan's, Martha Foley's, The Castle, and
Mrs Hughie Logan’s.

Gabriel Moran and Dick Lawrence remind
me that late in the evening, when copious
amounts of drink had been consumed,
there would be an odd fight in the Butter
Market. ‘Odd" is the operative word as the
quality of the contestants was not great,
and none progressed to All Ireland Champion
status.

A very famous stall-holder was a black man
who set up outside Gannon Solicitors
office. In the 1940s seeing a black man was
a very rare event. He styled himself Doctor
W H Speedwell. In that politically incorrect
time, he was known as the ‘Black doctor’.
He sold bottles of what he called crocodile
oil for half a crown a bottle. According to
‘Dr Speedwell', this miracle mixture could
cure everything except the wooden leg. In
retrospect, | think if | were to look up the
register of medical practitioners, Dr Speedwell
would not be on the roll. A local had the
mixture analysed and it was found to be
water, with Epsom salts diluted in it. Perhaps
it was a cure for something. Sad to report
that the Black Doctor died suddenly aged
40. Perhaps he forgot to take his ‘Crocodile
Qil',

My uncle, Jack Reynolds, from Rooskey, a
publican and farmer, attended the fairs
every month to purchase horses for the
Belgian army. He based himself in Johnny
McGarry's pub, where he settled the
accounts with the horse sellers. On mature
reflection, to quote the late Brian Lenihan
Senior, and in view of the recent contro-
versy over horse meat, | wonder were ALL
the horses for the Belgian army.

Late in the evenings the enterprising publicans
employed musicians and singers to entertain
their customers. Many a good ballad was
sung. None better than Lovely Leitrim, our
local National Anthem, made famous by
Larry Cunningham, and the Shores of Loch
Bran, made famous by Ireland's greatest
ballad singer, our very own Mae Reynolds
Malone. If | may digress for a moment, on

the day of the Leitrim v Armagh game in
the qualifiers in Carrick, my friend and
neighbour, Gerry Nangle, brought me on a
tour of Leitrim's lake district, which encom-
passes Leitrim village, Drumshanbo, Cornaroy,
and Loch Bran. We also visited Liam Foran's
Hacienda in Drumkeelanmore. As the game
was a huge disappointment, at least we
had the tonic of enjoying the brilliant
scenery of Sylvan Leitrim.

In the 1960s the number of cattle at the
fairs began to dwindle. Like the sequel to
Belshazzar's Feast “The writing was on the
wall". Golden Vale marts made a proposal
to Leitrim IFA about opening a mart in
Mohill. The chairman, Hugh Leddy, convened
a meeting of farmers and business people
to deal with this proposal. The Canon Dono-
hoe Hall was packed. There was much dis-
cussion, some of it heated, as opinion was
divided as to the benefits, or otherwise, of
the mart. A motion was passed that a survey
of the business people in the town be carried
out to explore their preferences for fair or
mart. Micheal Crossan, now sadly departed,
and myself, were delegated to do the survey.
By a huge margin, the traders favoured the
continuation of the fairs. However, it soon
became clear that the day of the fairs was
gone, and a mart was needed as soon as
possible. | am glad to report that the mart
was built and is now trading very success-
fully.

In the Noughties, the horse fair was revived
and is held each year in October. It is
universally acknowledged that nothing
stays the same. This annual fair is vastly
different from the fairs of my youth. Instead
of second hand clothes being sold on the
back of a lorry, we have what resembles
the stage of a Garth Brooks concert in
Croke Park. The clothes are far from second
hand. It is all designer and labels. The best
Houses of Milan, Paris, New York and
London are represented — Calvin Klein,
Ralph Lauren, Gucci, Cavalli, Christian Dior,
Dolce and Gabanna, Versace, Valentino,
Prada and Yves Saint Laurent. Although

| have never been accused of sartorial
elegance, | have one thing in common with
Yves Saint Laurent; we were both born on
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the same day. The garments are sold at a
tenth of the prices being charged in the
fashion houses in the major cities. The
stalls nowadays are different too. Outside
Luke Early's, a lady is selling finest Mohill
boxty—just delicious. At O'Malley's, people
are selling antique three- legged pots, black
kettles, frying pans, ovens, and griddles—
cooking utensils from a by-gone age. Also
for sale are Loys, slanes, and steevens.
Outside what used to be Tommy Donnelly's
barber shop, a man is selling videos and
(CDs. He has amplifiers at strategic points
on his stall. He puts on a CD and comple-
ments the tune by playing the melody on a
saxophone. | realise that he is a good musi-
cian and enquire of him what Showband he
played with in the 1960s. He replies “The
Gaylords” but quickly adds the rider that
“gay"” had a different meaning in the 1960
than in 2012. Outside what used to be Mick
Nicholl's sweet shop, people are selling
guinea hens, rabbits, and chickens. At Chris
Reynolds pub, a Blacksmith is demonstrating
the art of shoeing horses.

At George Kerr's shoe shop, a man is selling
perfume at a euro a bottle. He calls it

‘Eau de Cologne'. The price is a tenth of the
perfume of that name. A lady enquires if it
is any good. Our salesman replies in an
instant “Is it any good —a lady bought a
bottle off me last fair day and got two
marriage proposals on her way home”. He
mentions that she was back this morning
for another bottle.

Time marches on and the gourmet restau-
rants are all gone. The farmers are paid for
their cattle by cheque from the mart. They
repair to John James McKeon's bar for the
lunch now. Leonardo Da Vinci said that
water is the greatest force of nature, so
perhaps “Dr Speedwell” agreed with this
sentiment when making up this medicinal
compound of Epsom Salts and eh eh water.

With apologies to Thomas Grey:

“The Angelus tolls the knell of parting day,
The lowing herd winds slowly oer the hills.
The farmers homeward plod their weary way
And leave the town to darkness and to me”.




