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L O N G  J O H N
Conor McManus

He stood with his back to the smoked-stained chimney breast
Tall, straight as an arrow.

The 'Long Johnnies' his family were called, after him.

His white hair flourished against
the black charred rafters of the low drinking-room ceiling.
A set of sharks teeth hung open on the wall above his head
given  by a friend who had been in Bermuda or somewhere.

He drank from a glass of guinness.

Before leaving to drive his long white car to Nanas'
He would place his bottle-green beret on his head

and stoop to go out through the hall door.

He was home. He came each year from England
to see Nana and Mum and I supposed my aunts
and uncle, but this time he was home for good.

I even saw him once in his blue bib-overalls and beret
walking across low street.

It felt strange that I knew this man.

I was at school when he died.
The priest was wringing his hands

when he called me out of class to tell me

Mum said he was driving home from work
when he had a heart-attack and the car just rolled into 

the gripe.

I imagined he was wearing his overalls and beret
when they found him in the long white car.

I s t P R I Z E
Adjudicator’s Comments

1st PR IZE
Long John Conor McManus
A very good pen portrait of a
local “character” who is well
described in his striking appear-
ance, his impact on the commu-
nity while alive and the sense of
loss when he died.

2nd PR IZE
E.F.Y.M. Kevin Patrick
This is an eloquent, moving
reflection on the nature of
bereavement, the impact of sym-
bols and how funeral rituals and
gestures support the bereaved. 

3rd PR IZE
An Traen Gaile/The Steam Train
Maire Bn Ui Giollarua
My Irish is poor and I struggled
through the Irish version but
managed to grasp the gist of it
until I saw the English.  Somehow
it comes across as more lyrical
and atmospheric as gaeilge than
as bearla, maybe because the for-
mer conveys better the fact that
the Cavan & Leitrim railway is a
thing of the past.  I like it.



A N  T R A E N  G A I L E
Maire Bn Ui Giollarua

Ag taisteal o Bhéal an An Átha Mhór
Go Airgneach, Bóthar-Iarainn

fCabhán-Liathdruim,
Ag teacht is ag imeacht,

Ó mhaidin go h-oiche gach lá.

Ag séideadh is ag feadail
An tiomanaí agus fear na dtitéad
Ar bord, ag tabhairt paisinéirí,

Abhair agus gual do na h-áiteanna
Ar fud na cúigi.

Na fir ina dtost
Na mná ag comhradh os íseal,

Na páisti ag siosarnaigh go meidhreach
Ag féachaint amach ar na crainn

Is na páirceanna ag sleamhnu thart.

Ag bagairt do na daoine
Go gnótach ins na páirceanna,

Ag taisteal anal go deire na líne.
Gan imní ar bith.

Freastal an traen freistin
Ar an an aonach agus an margadh

Stoc agus éanlaith a iompar
Go monarcaí agus feirme i bhfad ó baile.

Thárla an turas deireannach
Ar an 31 ad Márta, 1959,

Da mbéadh an traen abalta caint
Biodh scéalta fada, suimiul le n-innsint,

Slán go deo, leis an Traen Gaile.
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Q U E E N S  O F  H E A R T S
Orla Parkinson

Dealing out decades in diamonds and hearts,
mothers of mothers of mothers, my aunts

propped up at sick beds, decked out in red suits
dealing out decades in diamonds and hearts

mothers of mothers of mothers, my aunts
they cry out, they laugh, they wring out their souls

sparkling and bleeding, they’ve learned to accept
who’ll follow their suit? we’ll play their hand yet.

mothers of mothers of mothers, my aunts,
dealing out decades in diamonds and hearts.

E . F . Y . M .
Kevin Patrick

Each funeral you meet changes you, in subtle ways.
Sermons, Songs, the 23rd Psalm.

Revealing itself through all your numbered days.

Softly spoken words, a much repeated phrase, 
“The deceased never did no harm”.

Each funeral you meet changes you, in subtle ways.

Faces to names, getting through the handshake maze,
reverence, reflection then calm.

Revealing itself through all your numbered days.

Sprinkled Holy Water, the Incense haze,
the Rosary rhythm charm.

Each funeral you meet changes you, in subtle ways.

A life now ended, or just passing through a phase?
Shared sympathy providing its own balm.

Revealing itself through all your numbered days.

The change that seeps up through us, 
the ones who remain.

The start of the Alarm?
Each funeral you meet changes you, in subtle ways.

Revealing itself through all your numbered days.

2 nd P R I Z E 3 rd P R I Z E

D E C  2 0 1 0
Conor McManus

In a week that the country has
ground to a halt with frost and snow

Just a week after we have been
reoccupied for the umptheenth time

And just before the budget and
the Christmas recess when the

country will be put on cruise control,

The cabinet agrees on a new greyhound breed-

ing bill.
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M O R N I N G  S T I L L
Caroline Flanagan

Smears of blue and grey

Across a backdrop of dusty white.

The florid sun smiling blasts through a 

Valley of several shades-

Burgundy- mustard-

Ivy Green moss cascades the trees,

Bark so thick,

It holds home to hark!

Swallow swirls, above the

Lake so still. It salutes the picture.

No ripple, no motion-

Crystal Clear.

Ephemeral Climax..

S T O R I E S
Peter McGeever

Stories ar old as told by the teller

Stories that lay there deep in the celler

Stories intruge unearth and unwind

Stories ar fictional tales of the mind

Stories believed by the young an the old

Stories that make u shiver with cold

Stories that last the test of time

Stories that question the state of mind

Stories ar real an unravel the tale..

of legends of heros beyond the pale

Some stories ar dark,others ar deep

especially those that disturb your sleep

These stories ar there for u an for me

To tell the tales of land and an of sea

Stories will change over time that has gone

But stories remain and will always belong

To people who tell them...in prose or in song!

A  H I D D E N  D R E A M
Peter McGeever

I’ll build u a dream for tomorrow
A world of no tears, no lies or no sorrow

Sourrounded by rainbows and colours of gold 
In this world of existence where no one grows old

This world will remain like a dream over time
Never casting a shadow to darken your mind
This dream is your world and always will be

A place to go where no otheres can see

A cloud of light will forever unfold
Sourrounding your heart an capture your soul 
This world of ur dreams will always remain 

In your minds eye forever unstained

T H E  S T E A M  T R A I N
Mary Gilroy

From Ballinamore to Arigna
The Cavan-Leitrim railway coming and going

From early ‘til late every day
Tooting and whistling.

Driver and ticket man
Taking passengers, goods and coal

To places all over the Province
The men silent, women chatting together

The children chattering merrily.

Looking at fields and trees whizzing by. 
Joys of the world

Waving to people, busy in the fields
Journeying along to the end of the line

With no worry at all.

The train, carriages and wagons
Took produce, fowl and cattle

To farms and factories in many parts, 
The final journey on 31st March, 1959,

Train packed with passengers.

If the Train could speak
Long interesting stories to tell.

Slan, Good Bye forever to the Old Steam Train

3 rd P R I Z E (Translation)
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A F T E R  P L AY S C H O O L  
David Cameron

O‘I was sad of you,’ my son says, meaning

He missed me. So we cherish each mistake

As once we cherished milestones – the long weaning,

First words and steps, all done for his own sake,

Yet prompting gratitude (ours, but to whom?).

Now do I say, ‘I missed you too,’ or, rather,

As I want to, checking who’s in the room,

‘And I was sad of you’? Pity the father

Who lacks recourse to memory to decide

What he should do and say. My dad died young,

And it was de rigueur at home to hide

Sorrow, leave love on the tip of the tongue....

Forget it. I’ll say what I want to my son.

‘And I was sad of you. Did you have fun?’

D R U M S H A N B O  
Willie Keane

Drumshanbo town of fair renown

‘Tis many a long day

Since first I saw your chimney pots

From out Dristernan way.

In a cushioned trap my parents sat

My aunt and uncle too

Driving down into town

On that hilly avenue.

At noontime there on Barrack Square

Joe Fee was shaping shoes

His hammer rang the anvil

The smith had work to do.

Jack Keane’s home by the Leitrim Road

To McManus’s busy store

Crawford’s had suits in Fashion

And the banker was at home!

McKeon’s Market House and Conway’s bar.

Laird’s down by the river,

At Bernie Joe’s the cash lines soared,

The Red Bank on the corner.

Soon my parents and our kinfolk

Stood amid the pilgrims

Mission retreat to pray to greet

In church where nuns kept vigil.

“Down the nights and down the days”

In prayerful adoration

Drumshanbo’s own, their pride and joy

The Sisters of Assisi.

S W E E T  C H E AT  G O N E  
David Cameron

It’s ages ago now

I won a prize unfairly

In Mrs Robinson’s living room.

Looking back, I see

Mrs Robinson knew

Fine well what I was doing –

Wrinkling my nose to twitch

The blindfold up a bit.

I pinned that donkey’s tail

A little too precisely,

Mrs Robinson, didn’t I?

God knows why it’s back again,

That lost illicit love

Of victory and liquorice

At any cost, my shame

Lifting the blindfold a little

In Mrs Robinson’s living room.
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V I S I T  T O  K I LT O G H E R T  
G R AV E YA R D  

Shane Meehan

Three ominous footpaths

Climb down what was once

Half decent pasture,

But now there is an entirely

Different type of cattle

Being put out to graze.

One headstone is blank,

Hopefully awaiting engraving

For history is to be made,

That it might stand some chance

Against the hard chilled wind

And the mark of acid rain.

Walking past unfamiliar names

I repeatedly read: "who forever shall be remembered",

As if to say – this grave-hill knows no mark

But the test of time – 

Perhaps when all is truly forgotten

It will remain still.

T H E  G O O D  R O A D
Conor McManus

After a bellyfull of goojy berries and mung beans

She reclined in the passenger seat 

To align her chakras somewhere around Monasterevin,

(I never know where I am on that good road) 

When you go, she said, leave your heart in the rubble

And I wondered could I meditate while driving

Or would I wreck the car.

L I G H T S
Tony Fahy

It’s the lights

I love the lights

In the distance

A cottage

In the night

A single light

A candle light?

Shining

There

On the crest of a hill

Who lives there?

Is there a road?

In the distance

Another light

Brighter but further away?

Warmer

Not as bright

More ambery

I love the lights

Mystery, always a mystery

Anyone there?

Where?

Cottage?

Farm?

Double light

One inside

One outside?

A road

A distant, distant road

How do I get there?

I love the lights



102 Leitrim Guardian 2013

A helicopter passes
above and a flutter of

leaves tumble to the pool

A Chorus of tumbling water

floating leaves
precarious rafters
brave the rapids

or gather with friends at the
edges

sink or
sail over the edge

dry green moss
shiny ivy scorched in

parts

water sound drowns thinking

My feet, hot from walking,
itch for the soft

slabs
that floor the middle of the pool

Runny nose
warns me that this

may not be a good idea

A lift awaits later
I'll wait 'til

then and leave
my body with
anticipation of

tingling life
bouncing

super

Wet woody smells
dry rock seat

leaf confetti, welcoming
gushing water

the earth endlessly giving

a smaller fall at
the side
white

a younger version

Nearby branches bow to
water

others stand to attention

Life is here

Familiar rocks

A bramble dances
at the top of the fall

Dogs bark, someone is
throwing a ball to dogs
in the lower car park
I edge back into my

seat and hope to remain
unseen

brown rusty rocks

I lean my head against the
mossy rock,

close my eyes

A dry leaf bounces
along the rocks

downward to the pool
and floats there

A bubble bobs then bursts

a dribble of white foam
chases a leaf to the

rapids

A piece of driftwood
tells the tale of that

recent spate of high water

I remember
a dozen or more

people
say

"I learned to swim there"
as they drive me
through Leitrim

I can't understand
how white horses

seem to
flow up the little rapid

at the end of the
upper pool

Another gust of confetti
leaves a haw leaf i
in my red scarf -

Eat a haw leaf
everyday and will

have a healthy heart

I once lost a
lump of rose quartz here

I would wear it
under my left breast

as I swam

I imagine it's still
here, throbbing

it's love

An ash tree sits beside me
anchored between rocks,

a Leitrim bonzai
it's thick stem giving

away it's age

I don my wet togs
they smell of chlorine

my last swim
I apologise to the pool,

it swiftly replies -
don't worry

if you really care
give up plastic

The tiny stones are
like sand underfoot

Water shining
keeping my hands
out of the water
my hair tucked
into woolly hat 

B Y  T H E  W AT E R
Teresa Wood
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I'll just go in for a minute

My feet search for
the flat rocks,

a breeze seems to
warm me,

but up to my middle
now and it's enough

out of the water
refreshed
my body
tingles

Now retired from
purpose

Sky's darken
and I recall the days

I was drenched
to the skin

drying clothes in a friends
house,

taking the lend of a jacket
but

refusing to take a lift
as I was only on my way to

swim
in summer rain

The plop of a stick carried
over the rapids into a

pool.

I stand as it's too cold now
to sit

arching back I shelter
and contemplate the yellow

leaves
above

young yellow sycamore
sways

and I feel like I am at sea

Terraces of rock
carpeted, iced, like cake with

yellow and brown
dry leaves

on the farther shore
Ferns chatter

and I wonder are they
males or females

A bird spirals, ascending  a
tree on the highs of

the other shore
pecking off insects

Now at the top he
disappears

camuflaged by the autumn
leaves

Solitary flies brave the pool

a tiny spider in a
bonzai ash

turning around,
my other ear

hears a different
rumble of water

S T  J O H N ’ S  P O I N T
Kevin Patrick

This insular peninsular in jagged Atlantic strut

longer than you think from turn to toe point.

Sound ever changing, the further you go.

Ocean noise and Sea-Light becoming 

more intense.

Past Castle Port, under stress from tidal surges

and the slipway sound of sea-slapping stones.

Onward to the point, almost an Island of its own.

Where land gives way, to cliffs.

Where the road stops.

At the Commissioner’s Irish Lights

all white walled and ship-shape today.

Where cattle wander free,

still curious of the cars abandoned there.

As you have to walk from here, to reach 

this Point of ours.

To where the full force is felt on even the 

sunniest of days,

after all, you’re five miles or more right out

in the Bay.

Gulls hanging on the Gulf-stream rush.

The strata-sandwiched rocks with water

opening up  fissures and cracks

to the Point of break up.

A pavement in parts, a micro Burren.

In parts, now surrendered to the Sea.

So I come to the Point of Return

lonely to leave

always anxious to stay.

Before I turn my face back

to Bruckless once more,

I think of the night-lights

of old Mullaghamore.
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1
Come all my friends and neighbours I won’t keep you

but a minute,
Tis to each of you to one and all I want to pay a tribute.

‘Twas on the 23rd of March, a day I’ll ne’er forget,
For on that fatal afternoon I nearly met my death.

2
I went to put out slurry as I often did before, not 

knowing that an accident would tear me to the core.
Mick Flanagan came with a ton on meal from 

Mc Cartins brothers mills,
Was it not for him and my good luck, there’d be 

tears on Hurley Hill
3

He reuted all the neighbours,who rallied to the call,
To do for me what are they could, 

be it ever great or small
Tommy Gallogy was quick to flee and 

very soon was there,
He covered me with his top coat and in my 

he said a prayer.
Pat Brennan rang for an ambulance and Dr Dolan too,
When he got the message poor Arthur must have flew.
When he landed on the site he did what are he could,

Was it not for his great eloquence 
I’d sure be in the wood.

4
Lena McGuire rang for Kevin Reynolds; 

she’s his beloved Aunt,
And like the neighbour that he is he headed for beyond
On coming near the garage he spied three gallant men

and with a quick reaction, he thought, 
I’d better get them in.

He called on Sean Mc Govern and his 
younger brother Hugh and with 

Tommy Tiernan by their side they sped off to 
help McHugh.

5
When they landed on the site the Doctor said 

“Lads we better hurry pass no remarks upon the blood
and never mind the slurry”

I was placed upon the backseat just how I do not know
And off to meet the ambulance the cavalcade did go.

T’was five or six miles over the road as 
we came near Tullyoran

We met the Ambulance at high speed with all 
its sirens roaring.

They flagged it down onto a stop and before too 
many minutes,

They had placed the stretcher on the ground and 
soon had me within it.

The doctor put me on the drip while John Murphy
turned around

And with Murphy’s foot down to the board for Sligo 
we were bound.

6
He sped through all the little towns and oe’r high

Curlews while back at home the McGovern boys told
Breda the sad news.

Twas soon she followed after though she did not go
alone, for with her was our dear old friends, 

Tommie and Anna Mc Keon.
Now as we were nearing Sligo the driver inquired how 

I was holding out
And hearing from the Doctor he said he said he’d give

the guards a shout.
When we landed in the town the guards were on their

feet and instead of 
going around about we drove up a one way street.

When I was brought in to theatre the 
Doctors were assembled 

while the older ones were cool and calm the 
young ones nearly trembled.

The worked on me throughout the evening and 
well into the night and 

when they had done what they had to do, 
I was transferred into intensive 

care they call it I.C.U.
Now with Breda there in silent prayer 

she asked of god above,
For him to spare till some further day her 

dearly true beloved.
7

With the nurses there, none could compare, 
as each one took her turn, 

To hear them grieve, you’d think they could feel the
stitches and the burns.

Now the clock rolled slowly onward, and when coming
near to four,

The doctor, he pushed in the door, he advised poor
Breda she should go home

That I was attached to all machines, and 
working on all four

Now there was heart machines and monitors, machines

T R I B U T E  T O  T H E  M E N  O F  1 9 9 0  
Peter McHugh
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that did work wonders
While I had tubes from here, and tubes from there, and

tubes from away down yonder
8

For seven or eight weeks after there were things I did
not know or see

As the neighbours on their turns took Breda to see me.
For weeks that followed after my mind was in a whirl

As I wondered where I was in this great big room
And who were those snow white girls.

9
Well I raved and dreamed for many days, and at night

threw off the clothes
And in the morning I got told off for lying there exposed

For days and nights I gave them frights for 
I often took a turn

10
But with the nurses there on red alert, 

they soon had me back in form.
Now things were going good at home with 

Sean Doherty at the helm
While all the children loved him, he had fun with 

little Helen
For every morning when he came, it was her 

hearts delight
When he’d take her in his arms, and show her 

the calves that come o’er night
11

Now as the weather was getting warmer t’was hard to
stand the heat

A nurse would sit upon my bed, and wipe my 
sweating brow

And in a soft and gentle voice proceed to tell me how
I had an accident on the farm to thank my God I am

alive and only lost an arm
12

Well as the days were getting longer, and 
I was getting stronger

And the things I was told began to unfold, twas 
then I got into bother

When I’d gaze upon my lone right hand and 
couldn’t find the other

Well for days that followed after, 
I shed some bitter tears,

When I’d think of Breda back at home, and 
our little six wee dears.

13 
But the Cloones were always loyal, for 

that they were renowned,
And when the occasion did present, 

t’was seen to still abound.

They knew our cattle were locked up, 
that some money we might need,

With Breda now all on her own, and 
six little ones to feed.

14
Our good friends got together within 

McKeon’s one night
They talked of how they’d run a dance, and 

in order to take no chance
They would try and sell some tickets

They put their thoughts in motion, and 
soon were making money

For as they went from town to town 
the tickets sold like honey

15
T’was on a Sunday night in June 

they held the dance in Cloone
The town that night it was a sight, 

in the pubs it ne’r was seen
Not even on the 26th of May 

when the fair was on the green.
With the drinking oe’r, and each LAN GO LEOR,
they headed for the hall; we call it our new centre

it soon was filled from wall to wall, and 
hundreds couldn’t enter

They came from the East and from the West,
from Drumlish to Cannabo,

From Longford, Sligo, Donegal, 
and some come from Mayo.

From Dublin, Kildare, Westmeath, 
and Meath our friends they all came down
While Eileen and her daughter came from 

far off London town.

16
Well I’m almost twelve months in hospital, and 

the accident I’d rather forget
I know with all the care I’m getting here, 

there’s a hope I might walk yet.
Well I’ve spent six months in Sligo General, and 

Lady’s in Manorhamilton
Where I’m sure I was quite contrary,

but for the last six months I must have drove them daft
in this Rehab in Dunlaoghaire.

17
Now to each of you I’ll bid adieu,

and to those of you who know McHugh
My advice is don’t be daft,

Insist on a proper steel cover on the 
blooming old driveshaft.
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Mary Guckian

C H R I S T M A S  D AY,
1979 K ILTOGHERT

Fields around the roads
I walked to-day
Are full of wasteful matter
Rushes dead and waiting to
be freed
From Leitrim rough mucky soil
Carty's well is overflowing
The ruins of 2 rooms stand
Upright and fail to show
Us how 10 children were reared
In this house before my time
I recall Michael, he always
Dressed well and went to town on
His bicycle once or twice a week
They say his brothers sent
him money
He always had a few drinks 
His breath might smell
When he spoke across the 
road
And sometimes his bicycle
wavered
From side to side as he
Tried to move up the hill
No food in his tummy
His bike was heavy as himself
As he leaned on it now and again
His brother Jack had some
Class of a bakery
I knew one man who
Worked there, he was McKeon
From Finisklin
He cycled home every Monday
It was his day off
I never remember eating the
bread
He baked
But it was distributed Here
and there in Cartys van 
They say he made his money
In Australia working for 

Archbishop Mannix

Waiting on his table in 

Melbourne,

Growing up in the country

Feeling close to the earth

We brought cows to the bull

Gave directions to men

Who passed our gate

At the end of the farm lane

With mares for the stallion

A few townlands away.

People walked across Al's land

To mate their turkey hens

With a turkey cock owned

By one of the small farmers

Who lived in Kilmadderoe.

When the seven of us were born

At home, we never questioned

Why the midwife came with us

In her worn looking suitcase.

I believed it was cruel

To lock a baby in such a place

But I had no reason to worry,

Believing my parents without question.

We had no radio or television,

Never heard of videos, CDs.

Watching nature was the way we lived

Our time spent working and caring

For the animals and the crops.

The long nights were spent watching 

My Mother knitting, the clackety clack 

Of the needles diffused the silence 

Around the fire at night time. 

Whenever we got the paper 

My Mother read it out loud. 

It was either the Leitrim Observer 

Or the Irish Press, while my Father 

Was always busy making things, 

He weaved turf baskets with reeds 

That he saved from the lake. 

When we purchased a turf bank 

He made a barrow from wood, 

Carving the wheel carefully, 

Edging it with tin, saving it 

From splitting or sinking 

In the depths of soft bog earth. 

He spent time carving a handle 

Getting it honed to a size 

That would be gentle on our hands, 

So that we could wheel turf 

From the black wet cutting bank. 

He made crates for the cart 

Used them to take home turf. 

When handles broke on hay forks, 

Scythes, hedging knife or rakes, 

Wet days were spent replacing them. 

The small wooden chairs we sat on

Were made by him, furniture 

Was regularly repaired, varnished. 

We always appeared to be working 

At different jobs, the word sex never used. 

We had no time to think about our feelings

Or how we came into the world, 

Getting to bed exhausted after so many 

Evening jobs, taking water from a spring well 

About a ten minute walk away in Lynch's land, 

Cleaning the henhouse, counting the hens, 

Making sure all returned safely for the night. 

We brought in turf for the fire, collected 

Loose wood around the farm keeping 

Flames burning, ensuring we were warm. 

Eggs had to be collected, pigs and calves 

Were fed and the byre cleaned out every day 

As well as taking water for the cows to drink. 

Our horse's dung firmer and easier to manage 

We swept it out of the stable with a yard brush. 

Daily, the Sacred Heart Lamp was filled 

with oil and the globe of the night oil lamp 

gently removed, polished, trimming both 

of the wicks before they were lit for the night. 

After saying the Rosary on our bended 

Knees, we collapsed into bed 

dreamed of wakening in the morning 

And drinking the cows fresh milk.

Mary grew up on one of the many organic farms dotting the Leitrim landscape. This harmony with nature inspired her poetry. She was awarded the Scottish Open Poetry
award as well as the Leitrim Guardian Literary Award for Poetry. Published works include 'Perfume of the Soil' and 'Road to Gowel' published by Swan Press. 

A S  A  C H I L D  AT  K I LT O G H E R T
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Colm Flynn

THE SHARP-EYED SHEEP 

As we are waiting in Aughawillan Church
For John McGahern mortal remains to arrive
I’m thinking of how they left him in the lurch
And weren’t bothered if he didn’t thrive.
After Liam performs a minimalist mass
With no organ music swelling from the loft
There isn’t any artificial grass
Placed over the grave on a day we describe as soft.
Conglomerated lumps of Leitrim loam
Are tossed on top of the unpretentious casket
As orisons associated with Rome
Are said for the man who didn’t blow a gasket.
A sharp-eyed sheep is like the soul of John
Seeing his instructions are heeded now he’s gone.

THE DESIRE TO BE A DEER 

We are driving as far as Roundwood when a deer
Is dazzled by the headlights of the car
And it’s a creature who shouldn’t venture near
Humanity whom tribulations mar.
A multiplicity of houses vie
To have the brightest display of Christmas lights
And the cost of their electricity supply
Would give a Rockefeller restless nights.
The ultra fashionable hotel is dim
Due to the effects of the comprehensive bust
And a lot of the population is feeling grim
As we approach the season when turkeys are trussed.
I have a desire to be a deer in the wild
Of County Wicklow where no bills are compiled.

AT THE LAYING ON OF HANDS 

I give a tenner to the bishops’ fund
When at the confirmation of Robbie Lloyd
As if to guarantee I won’t be shunned
By people whose psychology is buoyed.
An excellent meal at The Lough Rynn Castle Hotel
Is followed by a plethora of drink
And the stories told by people who are swell
Would give material to Maeterlinck.
Ann Marie O’Rourke’s unintoxicatedness
Means she is able to drive us to Breffni House
So there’s no need to worry about the stress
Of losing one’s licence as a result of a souse.
After being at the laying on of hands
We climb the stairs to our various slumberlands..

REMEMBERING JOHN 

I was honoured to drive the best Irish novelist
Of his generation to a reading in the west
Where it didn’t take people long to get the gist
Of how his father made sure he was oppressed.
I was in a workshop he ran in UCG
When he made complimentary comments about my verse
Even if he knew I was never going to be
As good as somebody like St. John Perse.
I remember as we were coming back from drinking
He thought I was going to drive into Laura Lake
Till he’d be in the car when it was sinking
So you wouldn’t blame him if he had to quake.
I’m glad he lived for another twenty years
To pen four more books profound enough for tears.

A LANE IN LEITRIM 

The constant noise of traffic on the road
Accompanies me as I do my work
Until I wish I had a secluded abode
With no gigantic juggernauts to irk.
I want to live in County Leitrim where
There is an unfrequented lane I know
With the carolling of songbirds filling the air
And the wild flowers of the fields are allowed to grow.
I wish it were possible to go there now
Without the necessity to sell my house
And I would listen as the breezes sough
Not having a solitary reason to grouse.
I continue watching vehicles go past
Until it is no wonder I am aghast.

THE DISTANCES OF LEITRIM 

The distances of County Leitrim insist

On recognition for their rustic beauty

Resulting in my wanting to make a list

Of their attributes because it is my duty.

The Sliabh An Iarainn mountains undulate

Like the graph of life each of us undergoes

And if afflictions put us into a state

It is important to accept the blows. 

Three provinces conjoin at Gulladoo

So the greyish back of Leitrim is bright-hued

And there is no alternative for you

Except decide to be in a better mood.

It must be wonderful to have a home

On the limestone of Leitrim’s illimitable loam..

Colm Flynn was a secondary teacher at Moyne Community School, Co Longford for over twenty five years. He lectured at the University of Spokane, Washington State,
on Irish and World Literature. He was first published in New Irish Writing by David Marcus and has since been published in Irish, British and American publications.
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I R I S H  I N  A M E R I C A
WHAT DOES IT MEAN TODAY? 
Rich Carlson 

I  AM PREC ISELY seven-eighths Irish
and one-eighth Swedish. I grew up in a
suburb of New York City, in a town called
Suffern, in the 60s and 70s. Suffern had a
typical population at the time. There was
a mix of ethnic groups including first
generation immigrants as well as families
that had been in the states for multiple
generations. The largest groups were the
Irish and Italian Catholics, as well as 
Jewish Americans, from mostly Eastern
Europe. On one side, my grandmother
had emigrated directly from Leitrim to
the U.S. when she was 16, and on the
other side, my family had been in the 
US for over four generations and had
sent their boys to the best universities in
America including Harvard. Frankly, they
thought they were of a higher class than
my grandmother who spoke with an Irish
brogue, but they were happy my mother
had at least married a man of Irish
descent. 

I grew up as a typical American kid.
We played baseball, American football,

basketball, had cookouts and camp outs,
went to the beach in the summer, and did
other typical American suburban things.
And yet, it meant a mix of both good and
bad things to be Irish. On the plus side, 
if you were Irish Catholic, you were 
supposed to be tough. You did not get
bullied and you could give and take a
punch. I remember my Dad and his friends
recounting various altercations they had
gotten into as youths that ended with
fisticuffs. It was not important to win or
lose a brawl but you were expected to
not back down when cornered and to be
a tough customer no matter how big the
opponent. “Make them remember you,
Laddie” was how the elders communi-
cated it. Not only were you expected to
be tough but it was equally important to
have a strong, strong work ethic and be
able to put your head down and labor for
hours. I remember my Grandmother
shoveling snow in her 70s and finishing
the job before I got down to her apartment
to help her. If she could do this after the
age of 70, I could hardly complain about
raking leaves or some other chore. 

We were also expected, like the Jews,
to excel in school and achieve at higher
academic levels than our parents. The
generations before us made significant

sacrifices to help us get through
universities. The same grand-
mother “scrubbed floors” to
ensure that my uncle and father
got into the best Catholic 
high school in New York City. 

There were also some negative
stereotypes hoisted upon us. The

Italians were not shy at labeling the Irish
as drunkards and, in fact, there did seem
to be a fair amount of alcoholic abuse in
our community. We countered by sticking
all of them with the “mafia” label no mat-
ter what their dads did for a living!
Somehow this nasty name-calling had no
impact upon our friendships. While some
of our parents stuck mostly to their own
kind, the barriers began breaking down.
Simply put, suburban Americans had more
in common with each other than they did
with folks from the same ethnic “tribe”
who were either in a different class or
lived outside of suburbia. 

Now, I am 50 years old with a family
of my own. We live in a suburb of Wash-
ington DC with five kids. In the DC region,
there are new immigrant families from
Korea, China, Pakistan, India, Ethiopia and
a host of families from Latin America
including Mexico, El Salvador, Peru and
many other countries. Their arrival has
changed my identity. I am no longer Irish
American. They do not see me as different
from my Italian American or my Jewish
American friends growing up. Instead I am
simply an established white guy. And
they are probably right. I married an Italian
American and nearly every one of my
“Irish” friends married non Irish spouses
and we all had kids that are typical 
American suburban kids. To top it off, my
wife and I adopted a daughter from China.

So do I or my kids still have an Irish

Reflection

The Carlson family vist the Gilbride
home. Pictured here with Padraig
Gilbride and his mother Annie (RIP)
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identity? We took a wonderful vacation
to Western Ireland seven years ago, in
part, to find out. I am not sure we answered
the question but it was a memorable and
magical trip. We spent several days with
my second cousin Padraig Gilbride of
Leitrim, in the same house my Grandmother
grew up in. My kids were mesmerized by
his cattle and the wood stove in the living
room. My wife and I were equally impressed
by the greenery and natural beauty of the
landscape. We traveled the country, hitting
many of the typical sites: the energetic city
of Galway, the rocky terrain of the Burren,

the castles and majestic renaissance
churches, and the stunning Cliffs of Moher. 

Ireland is a truly beautiful country. As
we drove from one site to another, I had
this urge to just stop the van and go for a
hike on the land. Speaking of driving, we
did get into a mishap that says something
about Ireland. As we navigated the narrow
streets of a small town in a rented small
bus, not the minivan we envisioned, my
wife swerved to avoid an oncoming car
and clipped a parked car, knocking off the
mirror. We stopped to survey the damage.
An older gentlemen popped out, “Are ye

on holiday?” “Yes, we are. This was our
fault and we will compensate you for the
mirror!” “No, no…you go on with that
beautiful family. Tis nothing but a little
scratch” he said, fingering the mirror
hanging by one wire at the side of the car! 

We are proud of our children and their
Irish heritage. They are tough athletes,
good students, and, most importantly,
very warm people. They love the land as
much as they cherish their consumer
electronics. Perhaps more of Ireland
rubbed off on them then I appreciated at
the time. We cannot wait to come back. 

Reflection

THE  JOY  OF  CHA F IRST  WINNER OF
@eircombusiness Digital Boost
Mohill man Dara Gallagher from The Joy of Cha, and his business partner Sergey Letsko, are delighted
to be the first winners of Eircom's Digital Boost initiative. The eircom Digital Boost initiative is
designed to help SME owners increase their digital presence and maximise their online potential. 
As winners of Digital Boost, The Joy of Cha will benefit from a brand new state-of-the-art website, a
strategy day with digital and marketing experts from the eircom Expert Panel to provide consultation
specific to their business and a telecoms package
for one year, all to the 10,000.  Situated in 
Temple Bar, the specialist tea shop, which was
set up in 2006 sells more than 50 different
types of teas, imported from every part of the
world. It also sells all of the key accessories to
enhance the enjoyment of tea, from teapots to
strainers. Seating approximately 30 people, The
Joy of Cha has a unique charm and even boasts a
real fire, which provides a cosy feeling of relaxation to its
customers. From time to time it holds exhibitions of art and
photography, with much of the art on display for sale. 
While specialising in tea, the shop also sells coffee supplied
by small artisan coffee importer and roaster, Ariosa of 
Ashbourne. They also do a great trade in homemade scones. Sergey Letsko, Gary Disley, Eircom Market-

ing Director & Dara Gallagher
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C L U A I N Í N  W I N S  F I R S T
S E N I O R  H U R L I N G  T I T L E
I N  5 3  Y E A R S
PJ Leddy

Cluainín Iomáint or
Manorhamilton won
their first Leitrim senior
hurling title since
1959 on Saturday
October 20th in Carrick-
on-Shannon with three
late points when over-
coming Carrick at the
death of an exciting
game.

In what was one 
of the best hurling
finals seen for years
whose outcome was in
doubt until near the
end. After getting
behind in the first half
Carrick made a terrific
drive from the start of
the second half to pull
this game this game
out of the fire that it
almost stopped Clu-
ainín’s bid to bridge a
fifty-three year gap in Leitrim hurling history.

Captain of the 1959 championship winning
Manorhamilton team Eugene Gilroy from Cornaneane
and father former Kildare footballer Jarlath 
travelled down from Ballymore Eustace to be 
present in Carrick-on-Shannon. He was delighted
to see men from North
Leitrim emerge victorious.

Cluainín Iomáint: 
Val Cronin; Patrick Clancy,
Steve Feeney, Patrick Clerkin;
Seamus McTiernan, Michael
Poniard, Paddy Loughlin;
James O’Brien, Michael 
McKeon; Niall McLoughlin
1-3, David Poniard 0-2, 
Sean McTiernan 0-1; 
Kevin Clerkin, Micheál Dolan
0-1(1f.), Garry Hickey 
0-3(3f.).
Subs: Declan Ryan for Gary
Hickey; Dominic Kelly for
Sean McTiernan; Gary Hickey
for K Clerkin.

Bridging the gap
Gary Hickey, captain of the vic-
torious Cluainín Iomáint hurl-
ing team hoists the Stephen
Dorrigan Leitrim 2012 Senior
Championship trophy along
with Kildare based Eugene
Gilroy who was the last captain
of a Manorhamilton team to be
crowned county hurling cham-
pions in 1959.

Manor Ladies Win County Final
The Glencar/Manor Ladies made
history in 2012 when the Club’s
team won their first ever Junior
County ‘B’ final in which they
defeated Eslin by 3–7 to 2–6 on
Sunday, September 2nd in
Drumshanbo. 

In what was only the second
year to enter a team in the
County Junior ‘B’ championship
Glencar/Manor tasted success
at the highest level in Leitrim in
a relatively short period of time,
which is a great tribute to all
the players involved and their
management. It was a hard
fought decider in which Glencar/
Manor struck for three first half
goals to hold a decisive 3–3 to
l–3 doubles scores lead over Eslin at halftime. To their credit Eslin put up a
terrific second half fight and outscored Glencar/Manor by 1–3 to 0–4 before
the North Leitrim side pulled through for victory.

The county championship winning Glencar/Manor team was Clare O’Brien;
Aoife Keaney, Gemma Tiffoney, Róisín Rooney; Marie Clerkin, Bronagh Rooney,
Aisling Coyle (Capt); Siobhan Feehily 1–2, Arelene McWilliams; Orla McHugh
(0 – 2), Chloe Gilligan, Niamh Feehily (1–2) and Emma O’Hagan(1–1). 
Subs: Michelle McNulty for Orla McHugh, Rionach Nealon for Emma
O’Hagan. The team managers were Dermot McMorrow and Colm Farrell.

After she was presented with the
Leitrim Ladies Junior B Trophy in
Drumshanbo, Glencar/Manor Captain
Aisling Coyle is pictured with her sister
Rebecca on her left and her brother
David on her right and Glencar/Manor
supporters.
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A S  I  S E T  O U T  to write this
piece on Wednesday 10th October
I have just learned that Colin
Griffin and Laura Reynolds
have been confirmed as the
Leitrim Guardian Persons of the
Year 2013. I am just thinking to
myself what a wonderful
choice. In one fell swoop the
Leitrim Guardian has chosen a
male and female, young people,
who have by their perseverance
and endurance represented
Leitrim and Ireland during the
year with such distinction and
style. To prepare for top class
athletic events at any time
requires dedication and a great
singularity of purpose, and no
doubt they will prove to be very
popular Persons of the Year.

As I think a little bit about
Colin and Laura and the economic
position of our country at this
time, which inevitably has a
knock-on effect on Leitrim, 
I am reminded of previous
times and previous generations,
who have encountered the
same uncertainties and have
been uplifted by sporting
endeavours. We all read occa-
sionally about the lean and
hungry times of the 1940’s and
the chronic haemorrhage of

emigration in the 1950’s. Leitrim
suffered more than most other
counties at that time.Uneconomic
farm holdings together with a
lack of industrial initiative
made it imperative for many
Leitrim people to earn their 
living and seek their fortune in
many different destinations all
over the world.

In the 1957 Connacht senior
football final contested between
Leitrim and Galway in Pearce
Stadium, Salthill, Leitrim suf-
fered a drubbing to the tune of
4-8 to 0-4. It was a low point in
the morale of Leitrim people,
coming as it did after more than
a decade of stagnation and emi-
gration. Despite the fact that
the previous year Leitrim had
contested the All Ireland minor
final, and were well beaten by
Dublin, it now seemed as if
Leitrim were set to continue their
barren endeavours on the foot-
ball fields. But this was to draw
those conclusions without 
factoring in the spirit, determi-
nation, and exuberance of 
people like Jackie Gallagher,
Frank Quinn, Tom Colreavy,
Leo Heslin, Josie Murray,
Berney Doyle, Tony Hayden,
Mick Mullen, Jimmy O’Donnell,

Mick McGowan, Paddy Dolan,
Columba Cryan, Paddy Reilly,
Cathal Flynn and the doyen of
them all, the indomitable Packy 

Having defeated Roscommon
by 11 points to 9 in a dower
and rugged Connacht Champi-
onship semi-final in 
St Coman’s Park, Roscommon
in June 1958, Leitrim progressed
again to the Connacht final. For
historical reasons Leitrim were
given no chance but what
ensued was the finest game of
football played that year and
Galway were extremely lucky to
emerge 1 goal 1 point winners
on the score: Galway 2–10,
Leitrim 1-11. The Irish Press at
that time had a system of
awarding stars to each game on
the basis of the quality of foot-
ball played, its competitiveness
and value as an entertainment
spectacle. The Connacht final
that year with Leitrim and 
Galway was the only game to
receive the top rating of 5 stars.
The general consensus of all
neutrals present was that
Leitrim were the better team
and were very unlucky to be
beaten on the day. And while
Leitrim were beaten, what was
extremely unusual was that

Sport Inspires and Uplifts
Brendan Harvey
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and excitement in Roscommon
after that Connacht final, and
no doubt it lifted the morale of
people of a county that had
taken more than its fair share
of knocks in the recession of
that time. In that campaign local
man, goalkeeper Martin McHugh,
was one of the stand-out 
characters and he contributed
handsomely to the overall effort
and was a source of excitement
for us all.

While Leitrim has just been
beaten by Mayo in this year’s
Connacht Championship the
score line of 4-20 to 0-10 does
not tell the full story. Once
again that old chestnut and
perennial enemy of our county–
emigration played an even
greater part than normal, that,
and an abnormal amount of
injuries this year resulted in a
considerably weakened team
taking the field. The team
recovered however and put in
some wonderful performances
in the qualifiers. History has
taught us that Leitrim has
always emerged from these 
set-backs stronger and more
resilient. People who carry out
their functions competently and
efficiently in any endeavours
they undertake should always
be an inspirational and uplift-
ing experience for us all. It may
not always be in a participation
sense. We, in Aughnasheelin,
experienced those emotions in
1991 when Seamus Prior, in his
unique and competent manner,

was the man in the middle in the
Meath/Down All-Ireland final of
that year. In that match and
indeed in many other games of a
similar profile over a number of
years his performance, and that
of his support team; Killian Mul-
vanerty, Peter Flynn, James
McCaffrey and Tommie Costello
was of the highest order and
always gave us locals a lift.

Indeed it hasn’t been left to the
male part of the population to
fulfil our ambitions in relation to
sporting endeavours. The Ladies
football team brought All-Ireland
glory to Leitrim in 2007 and were
very worthy Leitrim Persons of
the Year.

I look forward to the year ahead
and especially to the efforts of
George Dugdale and Barney
Breen to manage Leitrim, against
all the odds, to a worthy contri-
bution to next year’s football
activities. I know also that Colin
Griffin and Laura Reynolds will
represent the Leitrim Guardian
and the people of Leitrim with
honour and distinction both on
and off the field. They are won-
derful young people and the
future belongs to them.

Man of the Match, Packy
McGarty, after an extraordinary
display, was carried shoulder
high from the pitch by Galway
as well as Leitrim supporters.
But far more importantly it
raised the sagging morale of a
county devastated by unem-
ployment and emigration once
again. Of course that was the
era that Leitrim contested four
Connacht finals in a row, and 
I remember well the excitement
around Aughnasheelin at the
rise in Leitrim’s football fortunes,
and especially when our local
hero, Fr Joe Dolan, played in
the 1959 final, and of course
Leitrim went on to contest the
League semi-final of 1959
against Derry.

Sport again played its part in
lifting the morale of Leitrim in
the 1990’s. The recession of the
1980’s had the usual repercus-
sions all over Leitrim and it
was the era of the “tighten your
belt” budgets made famous by
Mr Haughey. Nevertheless, an
active and progressive County
Board of the GAA put in place
a structure to finance and train,
to the best extent possible, a
football team which was to
emerge as Connacht Champions
in 1994, under the management
of John O’Mahoney, and bring
so much pride and excitement
to a county which had not won
this distinction for 67 years.
Who will ever forget the joy

CAOIMHE GALLAGHER LAWSON
Age 11  Creevelea NS

LOVELIEST THING ABOUT LEITRIM

Loveliest thing about Leitrim is
Open valleys and meadows and 
sometimes a little snow,
Veils and veils and veils of green,
Everyday new sights to be seen.
Lakes and rivers and a bit of sea,
Yes, that is the home our home should be.
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WHEN A MAN with a world of experience
reflected in his eyes, and a lifetime of
work worn into his hands, shakes yours
and says thanks, you know you have
done something worthwhile. 

Each member of the Melvin Gaels 2012
Leitrim Senior Championship winning
panel received numerous such handshakes
in the wake of their win, as generations
of men who had also put their bodies on
the line for this great club down through
the years, extended their congratulations
and their gratitude. Men from the great
Gaels teams of the 1950s and 60s—
winners of four championships in a row—
alongside lads who had battled throughout
the barren years of the 70s and 80s, when
the victory was in keeping the club alive,
strode side by side to greet us, knowing
they had played their part in our win too.
For while they might not have been on
the playing field this year, their legacy
and on-going link with the club, is what
made our day in the sun possible, and
you could feel in their handshakes, that
the moment meant just as much to them
as it did to us. And it meant all the more
to us because of that.

Like all Leitrim GAA clubs we think we
have the best little club in the county. Like
all GAA clubs we strive to represent our
parish with pride and
give tangible identifica-
tion to ‘our place’ through
the blue and white of
our jerseys, and the blue
blood running through
our veins. Like all GAA
clubs we are bound up
by bonds of friendship
and family, neighbours
and brothers, mentors
and mothers, fathers and
sons. Like all GAA clubs

we hurt when we lose and we celebrate
when we win, but we know we play our
games for a greater good: community and
self-expression.

The Melvin Gaels, like all Leitrim clubs,
is built on much more than what happens
on the pitch. Our Club is made up of men
and women who dedicate great swathes
of their daily lives to the betterment of
the lives of others, by providing them
access to the power and potential of
sport, from the time you are knee high to
a grasshopper, to when you really should
be old enough to know better. The county
final win was as much a testament to the

hard work of our club executive, our coaches
and all our club volunteers as it was to
our players.

But as all players will tell you when the
day finally comes to pass their boots
onto the next generation, nothing beats
being on the field of play. Why? That’s like
asking why its better being immersed in
this thing we call life than being a passive
spectator watching the world go by. I tried
to sum it up in my column in the Leitrim
Observer the week after our win. I’ll leave
you with that thought once more. 

‘The normal rules of life are suspended
momentarily when you take to the field of
play and cross the white line. The worries
of work, the pressures of money, the illness
or loss of a loved one even, can be parked
as all perspective becomes warped in 
the strangest way allowing you feel 
more alive than you can ever experience
during the daily struggles of everyday
life. 

And sometime, just sometimes, all that
hard work and effort and sacrifice and 
compromise pays off and rewards you
with a win like Sunday’s. A win that
brought a community together and tears
to old men’s eyes.’

MELVIN GAELS CELEBRATE
A WIN FOR LEGACY AND LIFE
Colin Regan
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T H E  A M I S H of Pennsylvania

have a strict set of rules by which

their community lives. For instance

if anybody is found to be prideful

in boasting about their achievements

they can be punished by way of

being shunned by fellow members

of the community. I hope the same

fate does not await me nevertheless

I would like to share a personal

experience with you.

I have been doing Lough Derg

three-day pilgrimages for a long

time now, and this year I notched

up another, my 50th, on the 

doorpost. My first pilgrimage at 

St Patrick’s Purgatory was in June

1958 and I have completed one

each year since except for five

years where work commitments

prevented me. I didn’t plan it that

way. That’s how it fell into place; 

I just kept returning. I see Lough

Derg as a special place of peace

and challenge which has been

receiving pilgrims continuously

for about 1,500 years.

While I have witnessed many

improvements to facilities on the

island, the pilgrim exercises remain

as they always have been. People

of all denominations and none 

are made welcome. There are no

outsiders and as everyone is in

bare feet all are equal. They share

each other’s joy, and one could say

that they feel each other’s pain.

The main topic of conversation

is why people come, and an even

bigger mystery is why they keep

coming back. For me it is a renewal

of my contact with God; the peace

and tranquillity of the holy island

makes that easier for me. The

gruelling nature of the pilgrimage

opens you to God—you can take

stock of your life and make 

resolutions to change or correct

something if necessary. Life is

about taking care of those around

you, making a happy home, putting

other people first and I keep coming

to remind myself of that. 

A selection of options is available

however the traditional pilgrimage

lasts three days. In it pilgrims fast

from midnight before arrival on

the island until midnight on day

three, an abstinence broken only

by a daily collation of dry bread

and black tea or coffee. No shoes

or socks are worn and nine stations

must be completed over the three-

day period.

The lighting of the vigil candle

in the basilica at 10pm each

evening signals the start of the

24hr vigil during which the candle

remains burning.  No other candle

is lit. 

Throughout the night four 

L O U G H  D E R GL O U G H  D E R G
P I L G R I M A G E  2 0 1 2
Gerald P Higgins
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stations are completed in the

basilica, each taking about an

hour. Pilgrims walk around the

parquet floor and kneel on its

unpadded timbers praying while

the station is conducted from the

altar by a fellow pilgrim. Each

year since 1979 I have conducted

one of those night stations. The

cushioned kneeler at the sanctu-

ary rail can be soothing for any

pilgrim fortunate to be nearby at

the right time. This contrasts

however with the marble top

which is ice-cold to the touch 

Between stations we retire to

the flood room where some drink

hot water seasoned with salt and

pepper. There is plenty of chat.

People ask where you have come

from, how often you have visited

and how you are holding up. ‘You

won’t know your name by the end

of it’ I overhead one seasoned 

pilgrim say to a younger one. Not

very encouraging I think to myself

Sleep deprivation is a struggle.

To help stay awake I often read

lines from Patrick Kavanagh’s

‘Lough Derg’ engraved in large

lettering high on the gable wall of

the shelter.

Over the Black Waves of the Lake,

Trip the last echoes

Of the Bell that has shooed

Through the Chapel Door

The Last pilgrims, like hens to roost.

Patrick Kavanagh visited the

island twice in the 1940’s.

On my most recent pilgrimage, 

I stood on the lakeshore at 4.30 am

on the 28th of July and watched

the dawn break over the Donegal

hills as the lakeside came alive

with birdsong. I remained enchanted

for about 30 minutes with not a

ripple on the water nor a cloud in

the sky and the golden rays of the

rising sun beaming through the

blue dawn. It was a memorable

experience. 

My mind drifted back to my

formative years and I recalled my

mother telling me that the 

definition of faith was ‘a bird

singing at dawn even though it is

still dark.’ I thought how right she

was. I was brought back to the

present by a cloud of hungry

midges and quickly returned to 

the basilica for the final 5am 

station

Day two brings another day of

penitential exercises but it

includes free time for pilgrims to

chat and get to know one another.

Friendships develop, stories are

told and experiences recounted.

There are laughs too, like the pilgrim

who arrived at the departure boat

carrying his overnight bag but in

his bare feet—his shoes left

behind under his bed. Or the person

who, during the night vigil decided

enough was enough, jumped 

into the lake and swam to the

mainland where his car was

parked. 

On the third morning pilgrims

rise early for mass at 6.30 am.

Afterwards the ninth and final

station is completed before

departing the island at 10am. This

year the Prior, Monsignor Richard

Mohan, on the boat with the

departing pilgrims addressed the

group when the singing had ceased.

He asked those who visited Lough

Derg for the first time to raise

their hands; several did. He asked

how many were there for the

tenth time—there were a few.

Monsignor Moran then asked

‘would you be surprised if I told

you there is a pilgrim amongst us

who was here for the 50th time?’

He then asked that pilgrim to

stand up. I was humbled to

acknowledge the applause.

I left Lough Derg happy that 

I completed my golden jubilee of

pilgrimages. Stepping from the

boat I lingered at the Healing

Stone recently erected on the lake

shore. It evoked memories of 

a very special International

Eucharistic Congress which took

place in Croke Park on Sunday

17th June, 2012.
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Travel

HAVE YOU EVER thought how nice it would

be to take a long cycle in the countryside if

only there weren’t so many hills? Well now

you can and where better to do it but in

“Lovely Leitrim” Now you can explore this

great county on an electric bike. Take the

hardship out of cycling with the assistance of

battery powered pedals for the many hills and

enjoy the sights and sounds of the countryside

while you travel the quiet country roads of

Leitrim. There is nothing quite like the smell

of the honeysuckle hedges or freshly cut

grass as you cycle at your ease. A Co. Leitrim

couple have taken the initiative to showcase

all that Co Leitrim has to offer by providing an

Electric Bike Hire business based in Leitrim

Village. These bicycles can take you up to

140km on a single battery charge. The many

mountains, rivers and lakes of Co Leitrim have

never been fully showcased to the world. The

natural attractions of this wonderful county

can rival any part of Ireland. Unspoiled coun-

tryside, clean waterways, abundance of natural

heritage and culture awaits the visitor not to

mention the exceptional hospitality of its

people. A variety of short and long trails have

been mapped taking the visitor on the qui-

etest country roads and to all the best attrac-

tions such as Sheemore Hill, Lough Key Forest

and Amenity Park, Arigna Mining Experience,

around Lough Allen and across Sliabh Anierin.

Sustainable tourism will be encouraged

through the promotion of  “leave no trace”

principles. These seven principles encourage

leaving no trace of your visit with respect for

property, animals, wildlife, waste disposal and

prevention of fires. 

The idea sprung from seeing electric bikes

on a TV programme about the Great Western

Greenway in Co. Mayo. The programme

showed the electric bikes in operation and it

just seemed such a great idea for Leitrim with

its hilly terrain. The fact that this mode of

transport offers the tourist the opportunity to

get close to nature in an eco-friendly way, to

travel greater distances and to do this with-

out having to be super fit was seen as a real

advantage. Recognising this opportunity and

the fact that Leitrim as a county has so much

to offer the tourist made Seamus and Eileen

Gibbons determined to make this business

idea a reality. 

Seamus and Eileen are Leitrim natives, liv-

ing in Leitrim Village. Eileen has recently

taken early retirement from Leitrim County

Council where she worked as a Scientific Offi-

cer for almost 30 years. Eileen has a Masters

Degree in Environmental Science and has a

keen interest in environmental protection.

Providing an eco friendly means of exploring

the natural beauty and unique landscape of

the local area is a particular interest to her. 

Seamus has been involved in business in

the Village for over 20 years since he took

over his family grocery business in 1985. He

developed and managed a thriving supermar-

ket retail business until 2005. Seamus is also

currently operating a bike hire and an airsoft

shooting and archery range business in the

premises, trading as Electric Bike Trails and

Carrick Indoor Shooting and Archery. He sees

activity related tourism business having real

potential. The shooting and archery range is

fully indoors and is wheelchair friendly. It is

very popular with young and old with lots of

fun, bringing out the Cowboy and Indian in

everybody. The electric bike hire business has

a full range of conventional bicycles, with

child seats, carts and tag-along bikes for a

good family day out. All the safety gear such

as helmets and high vis vests are also pro-

vided. A back up vehicle is available for

breakdowns or if you need to get back to

base. There is ample car parking at the rear of

the premises. 

For all the detail on the electric bikes visit:
www.electricbiketrails.com and details on Carrick
Indoor Shooting and Archery visit
www.carrickindoorshooting.com
or follow on Facebook.

E L E C T R I C  B I K E  T R A I L S
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Stories from my father

Sharon Flynn

The Mistress ’s  Room
Des Flynn

L E T  T H E M  B E old or very old,
I have yet to meet the man or
woman who has no memory of
the mistress’s room at school.
Pleasant memories mostly. The
mistress taught infants, first and
second classes and then let them
loose into the long grass of the
master’s room where the running
was cogglesome, a lot of uphill
work, and a definite risk of explo-
sions, (Right here, I am happy to

relate that the arrival of a new
master to our school, just when 
I was about to switch rooms, took
all the sting, all the horrors out of
the “masters room” for me and
my school generation. After, more
or less successive “reigns of terror”
a new atmosphere of kindness,
enthusiasm, and civility prevailed.
And, while we live, we will be
grateful to Frank Carr for those
happy years).

My mistress was a wholesome,
kindly lady who was coming to
the end of her teaching life when
she took me in hand. I am proud
to say that I must have been eas-
ily handled for that woman lived
into her nineties. There was a
homely atmosphere in her room
because she loved children and
was always into the encourage-
ment game. One page read well or
one sum solved and she gave you

Short Story

My Dad, Des Flynn sadly passed away early last year after a short illness and is greatly missed by all of

our family and friends.

It has been an honour for me to be given the job of typing so many of my Dad’s wonderful stories, many

of which he contributed to the Leitrim Guardian down through the years. Like many of Dad’s generation,

Dad’s preferred method of recording a story was the pen and paper.

The stories were so full of Dad’s rich imagination, his fantastic sense of humour, and his incredible wit.

They included so many memories of his family, neighbours, and friends, and of growing up in his native

Lacoon, in Glenfarne. Later, his stories included many of the people Dad met in his twenty six years of

the working as “Social Worker” with “Leitrim County Council”. His first story, “Drawing them home”,

included in the Leitrim Guardian was written in 1988 and he went on writing until his final story, “Tom

Stokes, Traveller” in 2010.

This year as closing date for contributions was drawing nearer, I thought it a pity that so many of Dad’s

stories were largely undiscovered. I decided to enter this story, “The Mistress’s Room”, written six years

ago. It’s a wonderfully humorous account of events he remembered in his primary school classroom. I

hope you will enjoy it!
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a hearty shake-hands and said
“Put it there if it was to be a ton
weight.” She had sent her seven
sons out into the world to fend for
themselves and did her daily,
mile-each-way, walk, to shed light
on our darkened minds. When I
say “walk” I have a vivid memory
of her walking-style. She
absolutely detested 
bee-lines—the shortest distance
between two points and, therefore,
with short and rapid steps zig-
zagged her way along the road to
Loughross school. After wrestling
with ignorance all day, she 
zigzagged back to Lacoon. Her
mile was along our road home
and we had ample opportunity to
study her walking patterns. We
who were close observers of
Nature nicknamed this style “the
snipe-trot” and, for the benefit of
townies-illiterate in such matters,
I will explain. When you disturb a
snipe usually on swampy ground
she rises and, in a hoo-haa-hoo-
haa, right-left-right-left motion,
darts off, avoiding the direct line,
to bamboozle the scoundrel of a
gun man who may be trying to get
his sights fixed on her. I hasten to
add that Mrs McHugh’s motions
were entirely voluntarily in that
there was no man with gun or rifle
in hot pursuit along the Lacoon
line. Like most snipe, she arrived
at her destination with unruffled
feathers. The ruffling came when
she got down to the one, two,
threes and why did God make the
world?

The big red door which admitted
me on that first day was the door
of the new school, built after the
Economic War and before the 
outbreak of Word War I I . The
room had a high ceiling and was
very bright. The desks, as you
might expect, were comfortable

when you could confidently
declare that three and two was five.
But the same desks tormented
you more than sitting on a 
pismire’s nest when you knew
God made the world but couldn’t
explain why he made it—it has
just occurred to me that if you put
the clock forward sixty years in
Ireland you could have countless
hordes sitting on the pismires.

I remember a very hearty fire-
place— the turf must have been
good that year —and a fire-guard,
sturdy enough to withstand a
stampede of elephants. On the
table the curious looking words
“An bórd” were written and didn’t
I discover later that they meant
“the table”—by the way, that’s
just what Bórd meant for me and
a whole generation but, in more
recent times a new cohort —
admittedly a tiny one, has savaged
the word. Complete with “ipod”,
laptop”, and “mobile” they don’t
know what they want next and,
like Siberian wolves, howl to the
heavens that they are B O R E D .

Back to the classroom now. Between
the door and window on the front
wall I see something. A picture of
a pretty looking girl looking up at
an apple tree and it hanging down
with red apples and, underneath,
the words “cim, úbhla dearga” 
“I see red apples” If that was
meant to teach me a morsel of
gaelic didn’t it work well when 
I remember it after sixty six
years! Maybe it was a cruel prank
to drive us frantic with hunger,
looking at the juicy red apples. Or,
perhaps the artist was having a
cheap-shot at the gentle sex and
putting them in their place. He’s
saying, “We know where all our
troubles are rooted. Look at Eve
in Eden! One thing sure. If this

idea had ever crossed the mind of
our mistress she would have
removed, not only the picture but
the wall itself. Fancy, a school
without a front wall as a monument
to incipient Feminism.  

War was about to break out in
Europe and trouble was also about
to break out in my room. Why? 
I ask myself, should teachers
make the learning thing so 
complicated? Would you not
expect that when a boy learns
something and gets it planted
firmly in his head that that should
be enough? Oh, No, No, No. You
must be able to get it down on
your page in the jotter. I had
learnt the shape of the figure 2
and had it firmly planted in my
head. But, I was about to learn
something about myself and 
my limitations—quick on the 
up-take, more than slow to get it
down on paper. That was me. 
I scratched my head and chewed
my pencil and, after several 
dry-runs, eventually came up with
a shape which had some resem-
blance —a vague one, I admit, to
the 2 in my head. I had the wiggle
at the top properly executed and
the very pronounced wiggle at the
bottom but, instead of a curve
connecting the two wiggles, I had
a telegraph pole of a line going
straight down —a good long one
because I had loads of space in
the jotter. The mistress was
standing behind me. “Desmond
Flynn” she called out — and you
know , her shouts could be heard
on Bilberry island below in Lough
MacNein —“What IS  THAT”?
“Please Mam it’s a 2”. “A 2, A 2”
Raising her voice even higher “come
here and see this, Josephine Flynn.
See what your brother thinks is a
2. Why, its more like the lifter on
the crane crook for moving the
kettle up or down over the fire!”

Short Story
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All this time, she was holding my
poor jotter aloft for the whole
classroom to laugh at it. And,
laugh they did, the scoundrels! 
I leave it to yourself to figure out
how I felt. I had trouble with my
2’s for years. And, believe me, 
I was fully grown ad shaving
before I could bring myself
around to forgive the mistress.

There was an exercise for boys. 
It might have come under the
heading of “Drama”. It gave us a
smattering of gaelic but I suspect
it was prompted by the fact that
the mistress had two sons in the
Irish army. We boys lined up, out
in the cloakroom, imitation card-
board rifles over our left shoulder
and, as we marched through the
door into the room, each boy had
to proclaim fearlessly and at the
height of his voice, “Ni maith liom
babógi, bhfearr liom gúna agus
saighdiúrí” I don’t like dolls, I
prefer guns and soldiers.

The girls followed a different
course. “Three little girls had to
manoeuvre themselves in behind
the legs of the blackboard-stand,
get down on their hunkers, peep-
ing out, while a bigger girl had to
walk past, pause, and peep in at
them. And all the girls in the
room intoned the psalm:

“Three mice went into a hole to spin. 
Puss passed by and puss looked in
‘what are you doing, my little men?’
‘We’re weaving coats for gentlemen’ 
Tra la la la, Tra la la la,
Tra la la, Tra la la, Tra la la la”.

We boys, of course looked on in
dumb disgust and allowed that,
OK,it might be alright for girls but
it really was a load of harmless
nonsense. We knew that mice
went into a hole to get to heck
away from the cat, that they did
no silly weaving after their narrow

escape, and never answered no
questions from a bloodthirsty 
villain of a cat.

We did a lot of singing in Gaelic
and English in that room but only
two snatches remain in my mind.
The first which, could have been—
but probably wasn’t—a bit of a
brain-washing towards the advent
of the Welfare State, went like
this: 
“ag sinú lamh, ag sinú lamh, ag sinú
lamh amach. Ag tarraint lamh, ag tar-
raint lamh, ag tarraint lamh isteach”.
Stretching out your hands. Taking
them back in. I think there was a
hint in them words that somebody
would make the stretch worth
your while and that hands would
come back in, loaded. At any rate
there was a lilty little melody in
the song to which you might
dance “the Stacks of Barley” if the
humour was in ya.
The second snatch of the song,
also in Gaelic, was composed, 
I bet, in a part of the country
where boys seldom, if ever, went
to school. When one did venture
out, it was the talk of the country!
“Ag dul ar scoil bhi Séamusin, bhi
Séamisin, bhi Séamusin ag dul ar scoil
bhi Séamusin, agus labharin búi ina
phóca”. Wee James was going to
school and a little yellow book in
his pocket It seems that mother
was out, then, asking everybody
she met—Oh did you see my wee
James,and the little yellow book in
his pocket? And, of course, every
woman for miles had seen James,
book and all, O chonaic mé—Yes 
I saw your little James...and 
fairplay to him, but I saw the 
yellow book in his pocket too.

I had to sing the song with the
rest of them but I can tell you my
heart wasn’t in it. Well Bad scrant
to James and his yellow book,
such a fuss! I had come to school
with two turf under my oxter and
“I wasn’t asked where I goin” nor
a “word about me!

My all-in wrestling match with
the renegade of a 2 will convince
you that the scars of shame are
slow to heal. Let me tell you now
that an experience of victory
guarantees the same longevity:
The mistress, for whatever reason,
engineered a comparing match—a
one-sided affair it was too—
between one of the girls in my
class and myself. It had to do with
the catechism class only. In giving
us our homework she made sure
that this girl was one question
ahead of me. I didn’t like it. I set
to work with some determination,
I could say with bulldog pluck,
and learned my own answer, the
next one to it and three more in
advance. Next day, of course, I
was only examined on my allotted
question and my enemy—thats
the wrong word because this was
a lovely girl and I had nothing
against her—she was then exam-
ined on the next question and got
lavish praise for her correct
answer. Things rested so. Then
one day the most unusual hap-
pened. This girl couldn’t think of
her answer. I shot up my hand
“Please Mam” “Yes” the mistress
said. It’s my opinion that she
thought I was about to say ”bhfuil
cead agam dul amach má sé do
thoile”(May I go to the toilet ?)
but, instead, I stood up, gave out
the answer, word for word, down
to the last full stop, and sat down.
“Mortal sin is so called because it
kills the soul, depriving it of it’s
true life which is sanctifying grace,
and because it brings everlasting
death and damnation to the soul”
Without compliment or praise the
mistress enigmatically remarked
“Now for ya”, while I was saying
to myself, “There is a God”
I took no pleasure at all in 
out-smarting that nice girl but 
I was glad to catch the mistress
on the hop that fateful day, and
I’d swear that as she shunted for
Lacoon that evening, she left the
snipe in the halfpenny place.

Short Story



Alan Earley's trilogy continues:
ARTHUR QUINN AND THE FENRIS WOLF
Bláithín Gallagher

Mohill
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A L A N  E A R L E Y, former
Leitrim Guardian Literary Award
winner, son of Luke and Ann
Earley, Mohill, has released the
2nd book in his trilogy “The
Father of Lies Chronicles”. The
book entitled Arthur Quinn and
the Fenris Wolf, published by
Mercier Press, is available from
all good bookstores. It continues
the adventures of Arthur Quinn. 

Life is finally back to normal for
Arthur Quinn...Three months
ago, he and his friends almost
died stopping the Trickster God
Loki from destroying the world.
But just when Arthur is starting
to relax again, the dreams start
once more; dreams of gods,
dreams of war, dreams of
wolves. It can mean only one
thing. Loki is back.

Who is the Fenris Wolf of
Arthur’s visions? Can he trust
his two odd new classmates?
And what’s in the National
Museum that Loki is so desper-
ate to get at? Mysteries and
questions arise as, once again,
it's down to Arthur Quinn, his
friends and a dead Viking to
save the world.

But what they don't know is
that this time, Loki has help...

Alan has kindly forwarded the
Leitrim Guardian an excerpt
from the book. 

A R T H U R  Q U I N N  A N D  T H E
F E N R I S  W O L F by Alan Earley
Prologue
The last wolf in Ireland was
slaughtered over two hundred
years ago. In times before that,
they freely roamed the Irish
countryside. They slept and hid

during the day and prowled the
land at night, feeding on live-
stock and men too weak or stu-
pid to escape them. But man
fought back. And by the late

1700s, all wolves were eradicated
from Irish soil. So if someone
had wandered through a certain
Irish forest in the early twenty-
first century, they might have
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been surprised to find a wild
wolf lapping at water from a
stream.

The glow of the near-full
moon hanging over the forest
highlighted the tall, bare trees.
Fresh frost glistened on the hard
and mossy ground, while sheer
ice formed at the stream’s edge.
The wolf was covered in grey
fur, matted around the legs with
caked mud. He was a young
wolf, no larger than an average
Labrador, but with lean muscles
in his shoulders bobbing up and
down as he drank up the cool
water.

He had been on his own for
three nights now, heading north,
heading home. Nothing felt better
than leaving the rest of the pack
for a few days once a year, for
time by himself, time to think,
time to run, time to hunt. But
food was scarce in this part of
the country. He’d devoured a
hedgehog on the first night but
had found nothing since. His
stomach rumbled, paining him.
He wasn’t drinking the water out
of thirst but rather to fill his
stomach.

He was so grateful for the water
that he didn’t hear or smell the
wolf on the opposite side of the
stream.

The second wolf was unques-
tionably larger and broader than
the first. It didn’t have the same
malnourished look as the grey
one, but appeared sturdy and
well fed. Its fur was golden
blond—lustrous and thick—with
a black stripe running down its
back. It stood on a rock by the
stream, not drinking, barely
breathing, merely watching the
grey wolf.

The water felt good on the grey
wolf’s tongue, though it was so
cold it stung the nerves of his
teeth. If the weather continued
as cold as it had been, the stream
would be frozen over in another
night or two. The ice at the edge

was sure to spread. As he slurped
up the water, he studied it for
the first time, noticing thin icicles
dipping along on the stream. No
doubt these had broken off from
the branches of trees further
upriver. It was while watching one
of these icicles that he spotted
the golden wolf’s reflection.

Without even chancing a look
at the wolf on the other side of
the stream, the grey wolf bolted
in the opposite direction. He’d
just reached the cover of the
undergrowth when he heard the
golden wolf follow, splashing in
and out of the stream in one
fluid motion.

The grey wolf knew it would
do no good to hide. If the other
wolf could smell him as well as
he could now smell it, then his
only option was to outrun it. 
He raced through the under-
growth, diving headfirst into 
the darkness with briars and
branches swatting him in the
face and tearing at his coat. And
all the while, the golden wolf
pursued.

As he plunged deeper into the
forest, the grey wolf recognised
some landmarks: a certain mossy
stone, a gnarled branch, a tree
that had been split by lightning.
He’d come this way only minutes
beforehand, when he was search-
ing for the stream. He quickly
formed a plan. If he turned off
course fast enough, then he
might trick the golden wolf into
following the scent he’d left 
on the track earlier, and this
would give him enough time 
to escape.

He took a deep breath and
broke off to the left as swiftly as
he could. He was moving so fast
now he couldn’t hear if he’d
shaken the other wolf. The 
muscles in his legs were burning
by the time he came upon a
felled tree stump. The stump was
lying on its side. It was hollow
and large enough for him to

crouch down inside. He crawled
in on his belly, held his breath
and listened to the woods
around him.

Silence. Not so much as a
breeze rustled the dead leaves
on the ground. Total silence.

The wolf stayed there and
watched the moon until it had
moved what he judged to be a
good distance across the sky.
Then he cautiously emerged.

Suddenly something was on
him, turning him around and
pinning him down on his back.
He looked up to see the golden
wolf there, fangs bared and
growling.

The grey wolf started to struggle,
but it was no use. A green light
unexpectedly flowed out of his
captor’s eyes. The radiance 
covered him entirely, obscuring
the other animal. It was momen-
tarily so bright that the grey wolf
was forced to close his eyes, then
suddenly it faded away. The
golden wolf was gone now.
There was a man in its place, his
hand locked on the wolf’s throat.
His hair was platinum blond and
his nose was long and stately.
His facial hair had been shaved
into a neat, modern beard. He
wore a three-piece suit under-
neath a black coat that reached
down to his shins.

Terrified, the grey wolf yapped
and whined. The man just smiled.
The grin went from ear to ear,
exposing two rows of sparkling
white teeth.

‘Who am I?’ the man said, as
if in response to the wolf’s
whimpering. ‘I am the Trickster
Lord, the God of Mischief, the
Father of Lies. I am Loki.’ He
leaned forward, tightening his
grip on the wolf. ‘Now it’s your
turn to answer me. Where are
the others?’

You can find out more at:

www.arthurquinn.ie
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I  B E L O N G  T O generation of
people commonly referred to as
Generation Emigration; a gener-
ation that has come to have
been most prominently defined
not by their achievements but
by their absence. Add to the
mix that as a county, Leitrim
scores pretty high in terms of
third level progression and a
pretty clear picture emerges as
to how few of my school friends
remain at home, or indeed have
been living at home permanently
since our Leaving Cert days.

My own decision to emigrate
last year was not spurred by
necessity; I had a job—granted
the pay for a graduate was by
no means excellent. In my case,
however, it was mostly the feel-
ing that the greater majority of
my friends were already out
there experiencing the world
that motivated me to follow
their lead. Last August I accepted
a teaching job at a private
school in Muscat, Oman. This
strange, distant country was a
place I would have struggled to
point out on a map prior to this,
but after consulting as many
online resources as I could find
in the little time available to me,
I felt it a place I could safely
work and live for a short time.

Now I could harp on about
what a delightful job I had over
there, but that would just be
dishonest. Ironically enough
however, it was while teaching
in Oman, that I myself learnt a
lot of lessons. For one thing,
the Irish education system is a
lot better than we tend to give it
credit for, despite an onslaught
of cutbacks. Aside from my 
difficulties with some of the
aspects of the job, life in Muscat
certainly wasn’t all bad. I met
some really lovely people;
enjoyed a good quality of life
over there; and on the back of
my time there was able to put a
little money away for my masters,
and fund a three month trip
around South East Asia, where
I visited Thailand, Vietnam and
Cambodia.

Each of the countries I visited
opened my eyes to shades of
reality I had not yet seen or
experienced. Thailand had an
unrivalled vibrancy and warmth—
found in both its lush landscape
and its people. For less than a
euro, a street vendor will sell
you a meal so good your head
will almost implode! Thailand
also presented an opportunity
to meet with friends from home
I had not seen in over a year. In
Vietnam, I had my first true
culture shock. This happened
while swimming at a mountain
spring in Vietnam, when a little
old lady’s inquisitiveness  very
nearly killed her, as she ventured
out into the depths of the water
to inquire how this curious pale
specimen had come to arrive
there, and while doing so

Travel

Lessons Learned Abroad

Sophie Reynolds

Sophie on the beach in Thailand
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nearly drowned. After pulling
my curious compatriot onto a
rock in the shallower part of 
the pool, we exchanged a few
friendly words. Old and young
alike seemed to marvel at my
brilliant white skin and yellow
hair. To feel for the first time in
one’s life that they are an
extraterrestrial being beamed in
from afar is a strange feeling.
Cambodia summed up for me
mankind’s boundless potential.
The insurmountable achieve-
ments of past dynasties, who
conquered land and stone to
leave behind temples of such
rare beauty it takes one’s
breath away. Yet Cambodia
(like parts of Vietnam) also
revealed the more cruel aspects
of man’s limitless potential. The
tragedies of the past can still be

felt in the streets of Phnom
Penh like a ghostly presence;
survivors of the Khmer Rouge
regime are still seen missing
limbs and often begging, yet
somehow, almost impossibly,
smiling.

The past twelve months have
taught me that it’s not just
teaching that teaches you things,
indeed travelling the wider
world does too; things about
yourself, about these mysterious
new places, and of course about
home. It was strange to find
that in some cases I was more
likely to meet with friends in
Da Nang, Vietnam or in Koh
Phangan, Thailand, than in the
village I grew up in at home.
Thought of in another way, this
reveals the enduring nature of
people—to adapt to multitudi-

nous environments, and to
explore. Yet of all the lessons 
I learnt, the one that has been
the most influential on my 
outlook of things was after 
seeing the unquelled spirit of
some people who lived in total
poverty in these places, I came
to the opinion that if we are to
think of happiness as relative
to our economy, then we are
forever doomed to bitterness
(surely millionaires are prone
to occasional melancholy too).
Despite the incessant barrage of
bad news regarding our economic
performance, tea still tastes just
as good, family and friends still
have the ability to make me
laugh, and a visit home is still
the only antidote to all the 
worries and woes one feels as
an adult.

Travel

Students in Oman



“I look for the kind of place any of us
would go to get in touch with nature and
find a few moments of peace and calm. 
I don’t choose the spectacular scenes, but
rather the more intimate places we like to
sit and relax, like the bend in a river, the
shore of a lake watching the ripples on the
water, the bank of a mountain stream,
focusing on a tiny waterfall set amongst
flowering heather, or watching an early
morning mist roll across the surface of a
still lake. I select locations we would 
consider a more private place, one where
we can feel alone and in touch we the

beauty and simplicity of nature.
One such place is amongst a small
clump of trees beside a rocky water-
fall behind the picturesque town
of Dromahair on the river Bonnet.

“The day I filmed this video, 
I arrived in the soft grey light of
an early summers morning. Cross-
ing the weather beaten concrete
bridge over the Bonnet, I turned
right onto the rivers left bank and
followed the flow of the water.

124 Leitrim Guardian 2013

Art & Music

OVER THE  PAST two years, people
from all over the world have had the
opportunity to spend time in some of the
most relaxing spots around Leitrim. This has
been made possible due to an innovative
video based idea by artist, Johnnie Lawson
who moved to Leitrim 13 years ago. He
provides viewers with the chance to
spend a few relaxing moments enjoying 
a scene from the northwest of Ireland.
Capturing the visual and auditory tranquility
of the landscape, Johnnie offers viewers
the opportunity to view these soothing
videos without even having to leave their
favorite armchair, or if they prefer they
can be viewed on a smart phone via the
internet while out and about. Johnnie
tells us how this all came about.

“Two years ago I uploaded video based
art work onto the internet via Youtube.
This was filmed in the natural landscape
here in the northwest. I received messages
from viewers saying how they were using
the soothing images and sounds of the
video to help them relax after a hard days
work or when they were feeling stressed.
A number of people asked me if I would
consider filming other locations so they

would have a choice of scenes and natural
sounds. Requests also came in for the
addition of relaxing music to some of the
videos. These comments encouraged me to
think about how lucky I am to live amongst
all this beautiful nature, here in Leitrim
and the northwest in general. We can too
easily take all this for granted and we
often do. It is no harm to remind ourselves
regularly that there are millions of people
all over this planet of ours who for various
reasons will never have the opportunity
to witness a beautiful natural environ-
ment like this first hand”.

Leitrim based artist, Johnnie Lawson gets 
5 million views on his YouTube channel
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Wandering along the narrow meandering
path, snaking it’s way under the shade of
tall bare trunked conifers reaching skywards,
I feasted on the gentle sounds of morning
which filled the cool still air. Water, as dark
as stout with peat, washed down from
the upland bogs and rushed alongside, 
tumbling through the rocky river bed
towards Loch Gill, and eventually on out
to the Atlantic ocean via the Garavogue
river. A symphony of birdsong rang out
from the leaf laden branches around and
about me.

“The path petered out to a mucky
track which completed the last few yards
to a clump of trees on a muddy bank pro-
truding out into the course of the river,
overhanging the turbulent waters rushing
noisily over the picturesque waterfall. The
rich green of the surrounding trees
breathed visual life into the otherwise
dark scene.

“I composed the image that I felt 
portrayed the scene best and set up my
camera on it’s sturdy tripod, overlooking
and focusing on the rushing water. 

Pressing the record button on my camera,
I sat back in silence meditating on the
wonderful scene in front of me and the
sounds that surrounded me, not a manmade
sound amongst them. I felt so alive and
at peace that morning as my camera
greedily drank up the beauty before it. 

This has turned out to be one of my
most popular videos.

“A sense of each individual place is
what I hope to capture and share with
anyone, anywhere, who has access to the
World Wide Web.”

According to feedback Johnnie is
receiving from viewers to his channel,
these relaxing videos are proving very
popular with students who play them as
they are studying. People who find it 
difficult to get to sleep and like to have
the relaxing sounds of nature in the 
background as they drift off, have found
these videos helpful. Johnnie has received
messages from people who have used
them as a healing aid when they are ill.
People have said that they have found

them comforting when coming to terms
with bereavement. The list of situations
in which people are using these video is
endless, however Johnnie says:

“I feel very honored to have been able
to reach out to so many people I will
never ever meet and yet be able to touch
their lives in a meaningful way. It will
always amaze me how many people have
found a connection with these simple
videos, bringing a moment of peace and
calm into their lives and all from my rural
home on the side of a hill in Leitrim.”

At the time of writing almost 5 million
people had viewed this collection of 120
videos. All of these videos can be viewed
for free at the following web address:
www.youtube.com/johnnielawson

Johnnie Lawson has designed and 
provided the photographs for the cover of
the Leitrim Guardian since the 43rd edition
in 2011.



I  H A D  S P E N T many years work-
ing in the theatre. Mostly I acted
with amateur companies but with
the occasional foray into the profes-
sional world. I tried my hand at
direction and administration, scripted
some material for sketches and even
adjudicated at a very low level. The
world of film never even entered my
wildest dreams. I had lived through
the years when Hollywood was king
of the silver screen, in the sophisti-
cated sixties I joined the ranks of
those who enjoyed the continental
cinema from France, Italy, Spain
and the Eastern European States.
Later I discovered the world of
Japanese film and enthused over
homemade ‘Mise Eire’ cinematography.
When Television and an increas-
ingly Irish involvement came on the
scene, I still saw myself as someone
who would remain on the outside of
the action, content to sit in a plush
seat amid the consumers of popcorn.

Now and again I would notice
ads in my local papers proclaiming
‘Open Casting Call’ at a venue close
to me. One short notice caught my
eye, a Donegal casting company
requesting acting talent from the
North-West to attend at a Sligo
hotel where a London based film
company PFJ Productions, were
seeking to fill parts in a short film
to start shooting at the end of the
summer. As usual I was slightly
tempted but decided that, even if
chosen, I would be a mere extra or,
a fate worse than death, a face on
the cutting room floor. I promptly
forgot all about it.

Some weeks later I was surprised
by a call from London on my home
phone. A voice from the other end
checked out that I was the one on
the line. He introduced himself as
the writer/director of the PFJ film set
in the Sligo Area. He told me that
all parts but one had been filled by
auditions in Sligo and London and
that my name had been given to

him by what he called ‘reliable 
contacts in Sligo’. He would like to
meet me if I was interested in 
taking part when he next visited
Ireland. I agreed to meet him but 
as yet had no stars in my eyes.

Two days later the postman
dropped a large brown envelope
through my letter box. It contained
a copy of the script of a film entitled
‘To Catch a Crow’. A covering note
read. ‘Please find enclosed a copy of
the script following our conversa-
tion earlier to-day. The role you
may be suitable for is ‘Old Mikey’.
As you can see he appears through-
out the film. I will be in Sligo from
Saturday, 18th September so I’ll call
you soon to hopefully arrange a meet-
ing if you are interested in playing a
part in the production. The descrip-
tion in the ‘auditions’ is meant as a
guide only, the main point being
that he impresses the jury.’

Saturday brought another phone
call, this time from a local hotel. 
I picked up a photocopy of the poem
suggested in the script—‘He
reproves the curlew’ by Yeats, put
on my most theatrical jacket, and
headed down town. Shay Leonard
was waiting for me in the coffee
dock and after a short chat and an
‘americano’, he conducted what 
I considered a benign audition. He
seemed impressed by my posses-
sion of the poem and had me read 
it to him. We discussed my back-
ground in theatre and I felt confi-
dent that the part was mine. Like
most aspects of life, a snag arose.
He asked about my cycling ability
as ‘Old Mikey’was to ride an ancient,
squeaky bicycle in the opening
scene while the end credits had him
‘moving long a quiet country road,
whistling to himself. We track out
to reveal that he’s cycling on a
shiny, brand new, top of the range
mountain bike.’ I had to admit that
I had not cycled a bicycle for well
over twenty years and, whatever
about the squeaky bike, my cycling
abilities were more than a little
rusty. We discussed the problem
with the gravest seriousness but in
the end my promise that I would
take a ‘crash course’ before shoot-
ing started convinced him enough
to offer me the part. We shook

hands, he promised me he would be
in touch soon and I set off to borrow
an old ‘high nelly’ from a neighbour
and enroll my eight-year-old grand-
son as a cycling coach.

After a shaky start and more
than a few mishaps, I discovered
the cycling equivalent of my ‘sea-legs’,
whatever that is. While no longer
worried about falling from the sad-
dle in front of the cameras, I still
felt a little nervous of what lay
ahead when I received my first call
sheet dated Monday, 27th Septem-
ber. I read; Breakfast 07.30, Unit
Call 08.00. Character Number 5 ‘Old
Mikey’s schedule continued with -
Wardrobe. 8.00 a.m. Hair/Make-up,
8.30 a.m. On Set 9.a.m. Lunch for
40 people was down for 1p.m. with
a curt note saying, ‘ready for 12.30
p.m. please’. There was no mention
of a finishing time for the day.

I arrived in time for a large break-
fast, eating much more than 
I normally would at home. Not a
great idea before a 9 a.m. start. 
I was introduced to one of the most
unmanageable bikes to appear on
any screen anywhere. There was a
wobble on the front wheel and the
back one had a mind of its own. My
stomach with its full Irish breakfast
was no help and some dodgy time
was spent going up and down the
Ballintrillick road. I was filmed from
all angles while the bike got used to
my riding style and the camera crew
were as pleased as I was when we
had the scene in the can. By 12.30
p.m. I was ready for lunch but went
easy on the food in case my tummy
and the bicycle would repeat the
morning’s movements. To my relief,
my afternoon session was a sit-down
one in Gorevan’s pub where we
drank pints, played cards and kept
a desultory eye on the t.v. screen
until the newscaster announced
that an English film crew would be
shooting a feature film around the
area and inviting locals to an open
casting session in the pub. Even old
Mikey was prepared to try for a part.

From the first day on we were a
happy united group, actors, experi-
enced professionals and neophytes
alike. Together with the expert crew,
we gelled as if we had been work-
ing together for years. Our director

Hollywood
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and the executive producer saw to it
that we were all part of one big, happy
family. My fear of the unknown had
gone by the time I sat down for my
breakfast on Day 2. A wiser ‘Old
Mikey’ was more sparing with the
sausages this time round. By the
time the last reels were in the can,
we had seen some ‘rushes’ and the
wrap party had concluded, ‘Old
Mikey’ felt he was halfway to L.A.

It was a year before any definite
news reached us. Editing, sound
mixing, music recording, sound
track and suitable effects had taken
longer than expected. The summer
had almost ended when the good
news arrived, an invitation to
attend the world premiere of ‘To
Catch A Crow’ at the Empire,
Leicester Square as part of the BBC
Short Film Festival, Wednesday
27th September at 9 p.m. We were
entered as an Ireland/U.K. entry in
what was listed as a British and
International competition.

Old Mikey parked his bike and
took the plane from Knock to
Stansted. After a reunion with other
crow catchers in the Regent Palace
Hotel, we wended our way to the
Empire wondering what was in
store for us. It was not exactly a red
carpet welcome and our names did
not appear in lights. The festival
itself was in big letters on the theatre
marquee and we were heartened at
the sight of hundreds of people
clamoring for tickets. We felt 
important to have been sent the
precious passes to the stalls. Inside
in the dark we impatiently sat
through ‘Matinee’, ‘Swingers’ 
Serenade’, ‘Max Goodman’s last
Film’, ‘F.A.B.!,’ ‘The Flick and
Where to Find It,’ all of which were
enthusiastically applauded by their
supporters . I have absolutely no
memory of any of them, good, bad
or indifferent. Our row of seats had
eyes only for the last film of the
session. Nothing in my life prepared
me for what came next. An enor-
mous ‘Old Mikey’ cycling along the
Ballintrillick road filled the large
screen. I was so startled at seeing
myself like this in the centre of
downtown London that my 
companions had to restrain me 
from diving under my seat. When

the initial shock passed, I relaxed
enough to enjoy the film. The
applause at the end exceeded 
anything that had gone before. We
wondered if this was a true reflec-
tion of audience opinion or just a
general appreciation of the entire
programme.

We need have had no worries on
that score. When the awards were
announced that night ‘To Catch A
Crow’ was proclaimed the winner of
the Red or Dead Audience Award
and some twenty red or dead
watches were distributed amongst
our company. Old Mikey would now
be able to tell the time in Tokyo,
Melbourne, Lagos or Lima and
should never have to wind his clock
again. Even better was the reaction
to the film. The following summer,
Sky Movie Max announced its U.K.
and Ireland Satellite T.V. Premiere of
the award winning film, ‘To Catch 
A Crow’. Ten repeats were shown
between May and the end of July.
R.T.E.2 screened it on its ‘Debut’
series. In April of the next year 
I was euphoric to read a glowing
tribute to the film in ‘The Ticket’
supplement of the Irish Times. Critic
Donald Clarke had written a highly
critical review of ‘The Shipping
News’ before ending with a reference
to our movie. ‘On a more positive
note,’ wrote Clarke ‘one must con-
gratulate distributors Buena Vista
International for continuing to seek
out promising Irish Shorts to release
with its features. In selected cinemas,
‘The Shipping News’ will be shown
with the crafty comedy, ‘To catch A
Crow’. It justifies the ticket price all
by itself.’

No phone calls arrived from 
Universal, from Pinewood, nor even
from Ardmore Studios so after a
week I was resigned to a short
career in films. But the phone did
ring before the month was out. 
My Dublin-based daughter was
involved in the planning of a film 
in that city and had seen ‘Catch’.
When she mentioned that ‘Old
Mikey’ was her dad, she was asked
to invite him to audition for a part. 
I jumped at the chance and presented
myself at an upper room high over
Grafton Street. I had great expecta-
tions, considering that a family

member would give me an inside
track. When I knocked at the door
she opened it with the lines, ‘Hi
Dad, good luck with the audition.
I’m off now. See you at Bewleys in
about an hour.’ I faced a room full
of strangers who quizzed me about
my acting background and asked
me to read from a typed script. To
my amazement I was asked if I knew
an Irish ballad called ‘Boolavogue’.
To my hesitant ‘sort of’, I was asked
to sing it ‘out of key’. My mind went
back to my youth and my own father
singing it out of key.

I sang a verse about Father Murphy
and the Rebellion of 1798, glad that
I was not asked to sing in tune. My
audience looked at each other and
after a few pleasantries I was
allowed to go.

Another week passed before I got
an invitation to attend a reading of
‘The Marriage’ in the St Andrew’s
Lane Theatre. I was handed a script
and asked to read the part of 
Fr. Buckley, the priest at the 
wedding reception. I thought I was
holding my own with a bunch of
brilliant professional actors. How-
ever, my equilibrium was put into
jeopardy when the priest had to
sing Johnny Denver’s ‘Annie’s
Song’, fortunately again off key.
Those present laughed when the
song ended leaving me wondering
whether the laugh was for Fr. Buck-
ley’s performance or in derision at
my poor effort.

Fr. Buckley passed the test and 
I was called to a hotel on Bray’s
waterfront for filming. I located to
Dublin where I was picked up by
mini-bus each morning at 6.30 with
other actors and crew for breakfast
from 7 a.m. Lunch was from 12.30
p.m. with ‘hot tea and coffee avail-
able all day’. The food was even
better than on the Sligo set and we
were worked really hard before
transport returned us to the city.
Again I was pleased to be accepted
by the other cast members and
treated as if I was an old hand at
movie making. ‘Annie’s Song’ was
to cause a problem for the film
makers and myself later. My sched-
ule for Day Four stated that the
singing scene would be shot next
morning. Before we broke up I was
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summoned to the Director’s office.
‘We have a problem with your
song.’ I was told. ‘ Johnny Denver’s
people were in touch. They heard
that R.T.E. Television are likely to
broadcast ‘The Marriage’ and they
are demanding a fee well outside
our budget. We have tried to get
back to them but L.A. time is so 
different we have to keep trying 
to-night. Resurrect ‘Boolavogue’
but keep working on ‘Annie’. Don’t
worry. Leave that to us.’

I was so chuffed that Johnny
Denver’s people were involved in a
bargaining situation over me that 
I neglected to work on either song.
The nerves only began in the morn-
ing mini-bus. I could not imagine
many singers wondering which of
two totally different songs they
would have to record for posterity.
Before breakfast I was told to relax;
Johnny Denver’s people had been
most reasonable and had agreed on
a nuggetary fee that would not
break the bank. I was able to give
my out of tune best to ‘Let me give
my life to you, let me drown in your
laughter’. Film West was later to
honour the great moment. In its
review of the Galway Film Fleadh,
its critic wrote ‘This short has
everything – drugs, sex and a side-
splitting rendition of ‘You fill up 
my senses’ by the attending priest.’
I have never forgiven her for
neglecting to name the actor!

The shoot was completed within
a week and we were blessed with
sunshine very day. On one of my
breaks from filming I strolled
through the hotel grounds still in
costume. I was approached by a
middle-aged American couple, a
husband and wife who were having
marital difficulties during their Irish
trip. I had acted in clerical character
during the initial part of the conver-
sation so I felt the pretence must be
kept up when asked for advice. I did
my best and they seemed pleased
enough to walk away hand in hand.
Maybe I had missed my vocation.

RTE kept their word and ‘The
Marriage’ went out as part of the
Short Cuts Irish Film Board compe-
tition, being one of the five winners
to qualify. Skymovie Max also 
carried it. The film had a successful

run around the Irish Film Festivals
but still no offers came from Holly-
wood. Both Old Mikey and Fr. Buck-
ley, with other local actors, felt
honoured in their home town when
Sligo’s Gaiety Multiplex screened
both ‘To Catch a Crow’ and ‘The
Marriage’ in a programme under the
title ‘A Pair of Shorts’.

Eventually a Hollywood connec-
tion was made, well, sort of. A 
camera assistant from Los Angeles
moved to New York where she
established Double A Films. Appro-
priately, she picked Sligo as the
location for her film ‘Coney Island
Baby’. The local papers carried the
usual advertisement for open casting
in the same hotel in which I had
met my first director. Half the popu-
lation of the NorthWest seemed to
be milling around the foyer and the
aspirants were in and out of the
audition room as quickly as penitents
for Christmas Eve Confession in
days gone by. My interview was
equally as brief. I handed over my
c.v., had a short chat, posed for a
snapshot and was out the door. Two
days later I got a note reading ‘Call
back. Be there early to familiarise
with script.’ This time I was offered
the part of ‘Stall-holder at Market’,
not a major role but an opportunity
to play opposite the star of the film.

Filming was taking place all over
the Sligo area and pictures of 
American and Irish film stars were
appearing in the local papers. When
I began to think I had been discarded
I got a call to discuss my costume. 
I was told to present myself in a
small, north Leitrim town at a given
time, day and location. No previous
rehearsal was needed and I was
handed a page of script together with
the other details. I duly presented
myself to find a perfectly laid out
street market with all sorts of
things for sale set up for my scene.
Tables of domestic and farming
products, electric equipment, animal
feeds and a clothes rack from which
I was to sell a shirt to the star after
some haggling. I was given coffee
and sandwiches in an adjacent bar
and told to wait for my call. I sat,
script in hand, as I drank and ate
until the woman who had dealt with
me came in. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said

‘but the scene before yours is taking
longer than expected. I have to go
and sort something out for them.
Could you ever keep an eye on the
set for a little while. I don’t want it
disturbed in any way.’ I took over
from her and tried to get into 
character for the part. I was doing
well, nearly selling some products
to inquisitive farmers, when I was
hailed from across the street. A 
parent of a pupil I had taught before
retiring from teaching came over to
ask, ‘Is this what you are at now?’.

The scene needed only two takes
despite the lack of rehearsal. When
I came to view it on D.V.D. I was
surprised how short it was. I missed
the premiere at the Galway Film
Fleadh which was its only outing 
in Ireland. Later I heard that, like
the other two films, ‘Coney Island
Baby’ also collected awards on its
travels.

My last call to take part in a film
came when I was having a Saturday
morning lie-in. The phone rang to
say that the choir that was to turn
up for a shoot in downtown Sligo
had not turned up in sufficient
numbers. Could I possible get a
dress suit on and help to make a
group look like a crowd? I had 
fifteen minutes before the cameras
rolled. I was at the scene about
twenty minutes later, all dressed up
and ready for action. An hour later 
I was still waiting to face the 
cameras. When I saw this short 
film later very few of the choir
appeared in the shot as they
marched down a corridor but I 
think I noticed the toe of my left
shoe on the screen. 

‘Chalk Up’, despite good reviews,
is not going to do much to further
my career in the world of film.
Eventually, I did get to Universal
Studios. I took the tour, was
mugged by King Kong, almost 
savaged by Jaws, nearly drowned
by a flash flood and was in great
danger of losing my life in an 
earthquake. No contracts were
offered to me and not even one 
of the multitudes present asked 
for my autograph. The lot of an
ageing film star is not always a
happy one.


