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T WAS a lovely Sunday after-
noon in June last when I first saw
Nobber, Co. Meath. As I stepped from
the car I was immediately struck by the
rich green grassy lands that stretched to
the horizon. The townspeople were
returning from the local|Sports, and 1
fell into step and charted with two of
the older men. One of their
grandchildren had won an event al the
Sports, and 1 was told all about it with
excitement. 1 casually asked if they
knew anything about Nobber’s famous
townsman, Turlough Carolan. “You
mean the Bard?". “Yes”, I said, “can
you tell me where about here was he
born?”. Both men stopped, turned on
the street, and pointed towards Kells.

“Do you see that railway bridge
over there, about half a mile in front of
you? Well, we were always told here
that it was beyond that bridge his
father, John Carolan had a small farm
and forge. The townland is Spiddal,
and there’s an old forge still there, and
it was there the Bard was born.”

Carolan, the Harper, (Courtesy of the National Gallery of Ireland) .

“What about Newtown and
Ballinee townlands?” I said.

“Yes, some people say he was born
in one of them, but we were always told
Spiddal.”

“Had he any brothers or sisters, or
were they a musical family?” I
continued.

“They say he had, and that he
could play music from when he was a
child without any teaching.”

“Do you know anything about a
girl called Bridget Cruise?”

“COh! Yes, she was one of the
‘grand’ people round here. She went to
school with the Bard, and they say he
had a strong notion of her as a young
fella. Come up to the Cemetery, and
we'll show you the Cruise tomb”.

] did, and there it was guarded by a
fully-armed knight of armour in stone.

“Did the Bard marry her?” I asked.
“4h! Not at all. The Bard didn’t

belong to the ‘'grand’ people, but later i
his life he wrote some lovely song
about her. He never forgot her.”

“Is there any memorial to the Bar
round here?”

“No, not yet anyway, tho' there
talk that our new park is to be calle
after him."

Turlough Carolan was fourtet
years of age in 1684, when his fath
and family became victims of tl
Cromwellian Settlement. Jol
Carolan was evicted:from his farm a1
ordered “to go to Hell or
Connaught.” He chose Connaught!

«Through the influence of t
Beresford family, who lived not too
from them in Meath, John Carolan g
employment as farm-hand a
blacksmith with the St. George fam
in Cagrick-on-Shannon, Co. Leitri
Mrs. St. George was Olivia Beresfor



Unfortunately for the Carolans,
the early death of Olivia meant they
had to move away from Carrick. This
time to friends of the St. George’s, the
McDermott Roes, of Alderford House,
Ballyfarnon, Co. Roscommon, another
fifteen miles west. The lady of the house
took an integest in the young Turlough,
then betweeh fifteen and sixteen years
of age. She had him taught lessons with
her own young family by private tutor,
Very quickly she recognised the ease
with which the young boy could learn.
She gave him a harp, the most popular
musical instrument of the time, much
like the guitar today. She had him
taught by her harper neighbour, and
great friend, Denis ’Connor of
Belangare. Mrs. O’Connor was Mary
O’Rourke, daughter of Tiernan
O’Rourke of Breifne. Later the
O’Rourkes became friends and patrons
of Carolan. For her awareness in
recognising and cuitivating the unusual
musical talent of the young Carolan,
Ireland owes Mrs. McDermott Roe
(nee Mary Fitzgerald, of Co. Mayo) an
enormous debt of gratitude. For the
McDermott Roe family, Carolan
composed ten songs later in his life.

His Blindness

Some years after his arrival at
Alderford — the English form of the|
name Ballyfarnon -— young Turlough
contracted small-pox, a prevalent
disease then, and as a result suffered
from blindness for the remainder of his
life. The realization of this affliction
must have been a traumatic experience
for the gifted young man. He knew
what he had lost, and brooded on it for
a few years. Then, realizing, 1 suppose,
that he had to make a living somehow,
he took to doing what he could do best
— playing a harp. So, at twenty-one
years of age he decided to join the band
of wandering harpers who were
travelling up and down the length and
breadth of Ireland. Mrs. McDermott
Roe provided him with the necessary
horse and man-servant or giolla.

House visiting was the most usual
form of socialising in those days, and in
Carclan’s time the main occupation of
the harpers was visiting the ‘Big
Houses’ of the gentry-Irish and Anglo-
Irish alike.

The harpers played their harps and
sang for a “consideration.” Very often
the amount of this ‘“consideration”
detertnined the type of song the harper
would compose. They were feared as
much for their satire, as they were loved

for their songs of praise. Something
like our theatre critics and political
commentators today.

Sheebeg-Sheemore

Carolan began his travels by
leaving Alderford, and arriving at
George Nugent Reynolds’ “Big House’
at  Leuterfine, Keshcarrigan, Co.

Leitrim, a journey of about twenty
miles. He was warmly received by Mr.
Reynolds, who was himself a poet of
sorts, and could play the harp. The two
men chatted and played into the small

Carolan’s Harp

hours. Reynolds was impressed by the
young man’s gift of conversation, as
well as by his harp playing. He
suggested to him to try writing the
words of his songs as well as composing
the melodies. He related to him some of
the Fianna legends of the two Queens
who once lived on the neighbouring
hills Sheebeg and Sheemore, and the
disputes that often occurred between
them. Young Carolan pondered on
these for a few days and finally came up
with the words and the tune of his first
known musical composition -
“Sheebeg Sheemore.”

Carolan an.J Mohill

From Reynolds’ Carclan rode off
to Toby Peytons of Laheen, a few miles
away. He delayed a few days there and
continued on his way to Croftons of
Mohill. The Croftons were
intermarried with the St. George family
of Carrick, Carolan’s first friends in
Co. Leitrim. Here he seems to have
formed friendships which lasted
throughout his lifetime. He was about
twenty-two years of age at this time,
and for the next forty years he was a
constant visitor to this house, and to
the area in general. Though Carolan
was a constant traveller to the “Big
Houses” throughout the whole of
Connaught, from Portumna through
the counties Galway, Mayo,
Roscommon, Slige and Cavan, it was
to Mohill in Co. ILeitrim he returned to
set up his home. In 1720, when he was
fifty years of age he married Mary
Maguire of Tempo, Co. Fermanagh,
and brought her to Mohill He was
given a piece of land by the Crofton
family in Lakefield, about two miles
south-east of the present town, and
there he lived and reared one son and
six daughters. His wife was related by
marriage to the McDermott Roes, and
Turlough met her while visiting in
Alderford. His marriage was a happy
one, but only lasted thirteen years, His
wife died in 1733, and how he managed
without her, with seven children — the
eldest could only be twelve years — we
will never know. The annals of the poor
are rarely preserved. He only survived
her by five years, which time he seems
to have spent visiting one friend’s home
after another.

He composed a.lament on her
death, which has been described as his
“most beautiful productien.” I failed to
find if he ever set it to music, but it can’t
be easy to play music on the death of a
loved wife.

“Intleacht na h-Eireann na Greige
>sna RGimhe
Biodh uile in-éinfheacht. in aon
bheartin rdmham-sa =~
Glacfainn mar fhéirin thar an méid sin
de pa seddaibh . .
Maire on Eirne a’s mé féin dh4 pgadh”

He also composed several songs for the
Crofton family, and for cther people in
and around the Mohill, where he had
his only permanent home. So Mohill
can justly be regarded as the core of
Carolan Country, and the obvious
place to perpetuate his memory. The
recent appeal for the erection of a
fitting monument to his ‘memory in
Mohill has created widespread interest,
and has been taken up by all the
national and local media. With a view




to carrying out such a projsct a Carolan
Memorial Committee has been set up
in Mohill.

Work has begun, and with time, .~

funds and organisation, it is hoped that
some day soon we will see a permanent
and fitting monument erected to the
memory of the man from whom-we
have inherited much. '

Carolan the Harper

He was recognised as a good
harper, tho’ not always technically
pertect. He had a sweetness of tone, and
as far as composition is concerned, hike
Mozart who was born twenty years
after him, Carolan had the gift of
{inding the right note for the right
place, an "exceptional gift, tho’ not
always an immediately obvious one.
His compositions, over two hundred in
all, have withstood the test of time,
while the works of more technicaily
perfect bards have got lost along the
way. He was a phenomenon in his field.
In spite of his blindness, he could
compose ‘the words, play the harp,
plucking Qut the melodies and
accompany himself in the song. No
mean feat for a blind man. Harp strings
in Carolan’s time were made of brass or
copper, and only experts can make
brass strings sing. '

The harp in the National Museum
15 one of Carolan’s harps. In fifty years
of playing he must have had several
harps, but this is the only one we can be
sure is his. It is, believe it or not, locked
away in a dark dusty store-room of our
National Museum, and is in a very bad
state of repair. When I remarked in
amazement on its neglected condition,
1 was told it was so through want of
money and expert staff. Surely the
preservation of such priceless historical
objects in our heritage deserves higher
priority. It’s a far cry from the loving
care given to Beethoven’s piano in
Bonn, or Mozart’s harpischord in
Salzburg.
The Planxty

The word Planxty seems to have
been first used about Carolan’s music,
and to describe a type of song. The
meaning of the word has been the
Subject of much discussion and
comjecture. The most recent opinion is
that of the late Sean O’'Riada, who in
the 1960's, rescued Carolan’s music
rom near oblivion, revived it, and
Popularised it. He believed that it was a
Corruption of the word “Slainte”
Witten in the older form of written
Irish when ‘S’ was written very like a ‘P’
Meaning ‘Good Health’, or as we say
today — “Slainte’!

Carolan’s Chair

Carolan always addressed such
songs to a person, usually his host or
hostess, but never to a place or idea.

Much has also been written and
argued about Carolan’s drinking
habits. Summing up all the sources 1
consuited, it would appear to me that
he was no better or no worse than any
other musically-minded or artistically
sensitive man of his time — or indeed of
today. His way of life demanded
frequent stimulants, and whiskey was
one of the cheapest of the time. Tea and
coffee are of much more recent vintage
and popularity. His life was a hard one.
Blind, travelling on horseback on
dreadful tracks — roads were not made
then -— in all weathers, finishing up his
day and night entertaining the social
gatherings n the ‘Big Houses’ surely
called for, and deserved a jar or two or
three. . .!

Fenagh Cemetery

Carolan had a life-long {friend
called Charles McCabe, from
Glangevlin, Co. Cavan. They seemed to
have excelled each other in practical

jokes., One of their funniest jokes gave
us the lovely “Lament for Charles
McCabe”. It took place in Fenagh
Cemetery. Carolan was riding through
Fenagh on his way from Mohill to
Tempo in Fermanagh, his wife’s
homeplace. McCabe knew his friend
would be coming past Fenagh
Cemetery. He disguised himself, and
met Carolan, who saluted the stranger,
as he thought. Carolan enquired if
there was any strange news in the area.
“No, sir”, said McCabe, “except for a
big funeral we had here today”.

“Whose?” said Carolan. “A poor
fellow called Charles McCabe” said
McCabe. Carolan became stunned
with grief, and asked to be brought to
the grave in the nearby cemetery. At a
newly-made grave the ‘stranger’ and
Carolan stood in silence. Carolan
moved away, and slowly and sadly
composed the famous Lament. He
returned, and solemnly played the
lament for his best friend McCabe -
the first words of which are “Lonely
and desolate I mourn the dead.”
McCabe could no longer keep a
straight face. McCabe got his chance to
repay the tribute to Carolan. He missed
the death and wake and burial of
Carolan, and on visiting the grave of his
friend in Kilronan, he composed one of
the loveliest of Irish Elegies -—
“McCabe’s Elegy on Carolan”.

Other compositions have been
handed down to us as a result of a
wager between the two friends, made
during a convivial evening in a Mobhill
tavern, Carolan  wagered  that
whichever of the two men got drunk
first would pay the bill. The retelling of
the result of that bet would be material
for a whole separate article.

Carolan and Dean Swift

Carolan's travels and visiting were
not confined to the west of ireland.
Through his friendship with a patron of
his, a Dr. Delaney of Trinity College,
Dublin, Carolan was introduced to the
Dean of St. Patrick’s Cathedral, Dean
Swift. They were much the same age,
Swift being older by three years. Swift
was fascinated by Carolan’s original
gift of music and by what, to Swift, may
have seemed a curious turn of phrase.
Irish was Carolan’s language, so his
indifferent English could be amusing.
Swift often invited Carolan to his house
to entertain his guests. To the
friendship between Dean Swift and
Carolan we can attribute at least two of
Carolan’s best known works today —
“Carolan’s Concerto” and “Plearaca na
Ruarcagh”.

The Concerto

Very often among Swift’s guests
were Italian teachers of music, who
lived and worked in Dublin at that
time. One evening, so the story goes,
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one of them, Geminiani by name, was
playing his violin. Carolan who was
also present challenged Geminiani tc a
test of musicai skill. The Italian took up
the challenge, and played the sclo part
of Vivaldi’s Fifth Vieolin Concerto,
purposely making mistakes. Carolan
listened attentively, and when the
music finished made the’ famous
remark — “Ta se ar chois ar bacaighe”
(1t limps and stumbles). Then he played
the same violin piece on the, harp tho’
he had never heard it before, correcting
Geminiani’s mistakes — and further
crowned the evening’s enjoyment by
then and there playing for the first time
his now famous Concerto. There are a
few other versions of the origin of this
tune.

Plearaca na Ruarcagh

This is a second tune which
Carolan set to music about the same
time. Walker tells us, *Carolan had a
great friend named Hugh McGovern, a
gentleman of the County Leitrim, who
had a happy poetical talent, and
excelled in ludicrousspecies of poetry”.
This gentleman was the author of the
justly  celebrated ‘Plearaca na
Ruarcagh’, or “O’Rourke’s Feast”,
which he prevailed on the bard to set to
music. The air is worthy of the words,
The fame of this song having reached
the immortal Dean, he requested of

McGovern a literal translation of it. He
was 30 charmed with its beauties that he
honoured it with a great song in
English.

“O’Rourke’s noble fare will ne'er be
forgot
By those who were there and those who
were not.
His revels to keep we sup and we dine
On seven score sheep, fat bullocks and
swine.”

C. 1720.

So far as is known this is the only
case in which Carolan composed an air
for another poet’s words. The poem
embodies the tradition of the
Christmas festivities in the Great Hall
of O'Rourke’s Castle of Dromahair,
Co. Leitrim.

Carolan and Dean Swift are linked
to this day — in stone on the walls of St.
Patrick’s Cathedral in Dublin. Directly
opposite the memorial to the Dean is a
charming bas-relief plaque of the
Harper, erected early in the 19th
century by a Dublin philantropist,
Lady Morgan, who rejoiced in the title
of the “Wild Irish Gir]” from the name
of one of her novels. I wonder when the
lights are quenched, and the great
doors of the Cathedral clang shut at
night, does the Dean ever call over to
his musical friend, and ask for a

planxty or two, for auld times sake!

The Last Journey

Time was passing. Carolan was
getting older. His friends were dying.
His family scattered to where we will
never know. There are references to
two of them. A daughter married a
Captain Sudley, and for her dowry
Carolan composed the tune “Captain
Sudley”. A daughter of hers in turn
married a man called Mulvey, a
frequent name in the area. Carolan’s
son learned the harp from his father,
and taught it for a while in the Mohill
area. Later, after his father’s death, he
published a collection of his father’s
work, helped by his father’s old friend,
Dr. Delaney. Following this he went to
England and no more was heard of
him.

It was while Carolan was on a visit to
his wife’s people in Tempo that he felt
himself getting weaker and overtired.
The colds and ’flus were taking their
toll. He set out at once for his friends at
Alderford. On his way he called on his
friend Councillor Brady of
Ballinamore, and Toby Peyton of
Laheen. He reached McDermott Roes
a tired sick man. After a few days care
by Mrs. McDermott Roe, now an old
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woman in her nineties, he revived a
little, and asked for his harp. In a few
days he had composed his last, and,
many say, his loveliest air — “Slan leis
an Ceol”. Shortly after this he died aged
sixty-eight years. His four-day wake
became legendary, with every harper
for miles around congregating in
Ballyfarnon and playing their harps
night and day. Tho’ priests were
proscribed in those day, no less than
sixty of them risked attending his
funeral. He was buried in the
McDermott Roe Mausoleum in
Kilronan Cemetery near Ballyfarnon,
Co. Roscommon.

Carolan’s Skull

Much has been written about the
fate of Carolan’s Skull, and a lot of it is
hard to believe. From the maze- of
material I have read, I gather that
about thirty years after the death of
Carolan, his grave was opened for
another intemment, which, one source
says, was the remains of Father Patrick
Early, PP of Oughteragh
{Ballinamore). On that occasion the
skull of Carolan was thrown up, and
was taken by the Hon. Thomas Dillon,
who was present. He asked a local
carpenter to pierce a gimlet hole in the
side of the torehead, 1n which he tied a
green ribbon for identification. He
placed the skull on a stone shelf over
the doorway in the Mc¢Dermott Roe
mausoleum. The skull remained there
for about fifty years, and was held in
great veneration. It disappeared about
1798, and at this point the tales of the
wanderings of the skull vary greatly.
Suffice it to say in this article that it
found 'its way to the Ark Masonic
Lodge, No. 10 in Belfast. In 1926 it was

Tomb of Carolan, Kilronan, Ballyfarnon

presented by Mr. Godfrey Ferguson of
Newcastle, Co. Down, to Mr, Liam
Gogan of our National Museum where
it still is.

Edward Bunting’s Collections

All Carolan’s music would be lost
to Ireland, but for the dedicated work
of one young man, Edward Bunting.
He was an eighteen year old Belfast
organist who gathered together in
Belfast in 1792 all the surviving
members of the fast-dwindling harpers.
He wrote down from them, for the first
time, the notes and words, whenever
available, of almost three hundred Irish
airs, “of such antiquity that the names
of the authors, and the era in which
they were composed are alike
unknown.” Carolan was sixty years
dead at the time, but the great majority
of his tunes were saved for posterity.

Tom Moore, the Irish poet who
lived some fifty years after Carolan,
was quick to realise the lasting worth of
some of the tunes, He imposed the
words of several of his poems on the
airs of the ancient tunes, his “Last Rose
of Summer”, “Rich and Rare”, “Kitty
of Coleraine” and “Oh! Name not the
Bard”, to name but a few of them.
Moore’s words, of course, helped to
popularise the airs even if the true
author of those airs was not given the
recognition he deserved.

To conclude, I am very glad that
recognition is now being given to
Carolan and his colleagues, thanks to
the excellent work of organisations and
groups like Comhaltas Ceoltoiri

Eireann, the Chieftains, The Bothy
Band, Ceoltdiri Laighean, The Harp
Schools, and many other groups that
are bringing his music to world wide
audiences, far greater than could ever
have been dreamed of by the old blind
harper.

If the Larks Would
Sing Again

By
WILLIAM SLATOR

L I .

What's happened to the song-birds
That once were Ireland’s pride’?
Can stereophonic clamour

Have made them all to hide?
My home is in the city

Where pavements are of stone,

1 love the streets and alleys
Though I tread them now alone.
I'm lost in field or farmyard,

I fear each country lane,

Bui maybe I could live there

If the larks would sing again,

The blackbird and the nightingale
Inspire the poet’s muse.

And even robin-redbreast
Sometimes figures in the news.
But none of these can climb alofi
And gaze on such a scene

Of earthly things as now they are
And as they might have been.

A world like that of Eden

Ere the agonies of men,

A world without pollution,
Where the larks could sing again.

From heights of lofty glory

Far above the waving corn

The skylark poured his silver song
Upon the golden morn.

Our trials and our sorrows,

Our strivings here below,

So small appear wheh skies are clear,
And winds but gently blow.

Where have they flown, those minstrels
Who produced that magic strain?

I'd face my whole lifé over,

If the karks would sing again.
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