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c O n t e n t S



i n t r O d u c t i O n

‘a restless anxiety’

When doing research in the National Archives of Ireland in relation 
to the founding of the Irish Free State in 1922, I came across a very 

bleak account of life on Tory Island, nine miles off the coast of Donegal. 
Informed by the views of Fr Carr, the Catholic priest then administering 
to the islanders, it included the following assertions:

The rock formation is granite, the soil is poor and shallow, there-
fore the people are dependent on kelp [seaweed] burning and 
fishing for a livelihood. Last year there was no market for kelp and 
the principal buyer of fish went smash, owing money to everyone. 
There is a population of 350, of whom two thirds are said to be des-
titute. A school roll of 45 of whom 30 attend regularly. Father Carr 
says he has not the heart to force the balance to school, knowing 
that they would have to go there hungry, at the same time some 
of the 30 go hungry to school. The islanders are native speakers, 
politics have penetrated there, the majority are free staters but 
there is a minority adherence of a lost cause  … The deputation 
ask for help for the 30 families until the herring fishing season 
begins which will be about the middle of May. The Rural District 
Council of the mainland, under whose sway they are supposed to 
be, will do nothing for them as they pay no taxes – in which they 
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are no doubt right as they never got any benefits such as police, 
JPs, poorhouse officials, contracts etc.1

The letter made reference to a number of themes that were central 
to life on the islands dotted around Ireland’s 7,800-kilometre coastline: 
poverty, relations with the mainland, the role of the clergy in highlight-
ing island conditions, the islands as repositories of Irish language and 
culture and the difficulties their residents faced in being heard. The files 
in the National Archives relating to island life are mostly about crises; 
poverty, bad weather and desperation combined to produce begging let-
ters, telegrams or deputations. Over the course of the twentieth century 
some islands remained populated; more were abandoned. That bald fact 
represented in one sense a great failure on the part of the revolutionary 
generation that established the Free State in 1922; a number of them had 
spent time on the western islands in pursuit of cultural and linguistic 
purity, and extolled them as containing the essence of an ancient, dis-
tinctive Irish civilisation worth nurturing and championing. Matching 
the rhetoric with practical help was to prove tortuous and frustrating, 
but was it true that islanders were ‘treated with suspicion, prejudice and 
hostility by those who could have helped them’?2 There is no doubt that 
they were sometimes so treated, but this is by no means the full story.

What hope was there that newly independent southern Ireland 
would see the islands as representing an opportunity regarding regional 
planning? In 1936 Dr Lester Klimm, a professor of Economic Geography 
at the University of Pennsylvania who had spent time on Donegal’s most 
populated offshore island, Arranmore, two miles west of Burtonport on 
the mainland, in the summer of 1934 doing fieldwork, noted that ‘there is 
no one in the country doing work on economic geography’. He referred 
to the ‘great problems’ of the western islands, including inadequate or 
absent harbours and lack of pasture and fuel. He suggested the solution 
to the problems would lie not in agriculture but in identifying a general 
island problem and responding through regional planning. He ended his 
advice to the Irish government on a positive note:

‘Ireland is a new, young and vigorous nation. It has problems, serious 
ones, but also the advantage of a “youthful” outlook. It is my belief that 
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the principles of regional planning may contribute to a solution of some 
of these problems.’3

At the heart of this book is an exploration of why that was not the 
case. There were a number of state and local initiatives undertaken to 
assist some islands, but in relation to their overall population it is a story 
of a long decline. In 1841 there were 34,219 people living on 211 offshore 
islands; in 1911, 24,700 living on 124 islands; in 1961, 14,473 living on 
92 islands, and by 1991, just 9,569 living on 66 islands. By 2002 there 
were only 58 populated islands, as recorded by the Central Statistics 
Office. Furthermore, ‘between the censuses of 1986 and 1991 ten islands 
lost their population. These included some which had once supported 
extensive communities such as Rutland Island (Co. Donegal) which had 
a population of 125 in 1841.’4 Although there was a very slight increase 
from 2002 to 2006, ‘it may be too soon to claim this as an established 
trend; while Gola Island in Donegal regained a presence in the census 
for the first time since 1966, this was as a result of holiday makers’.5 There 
was no uniform increase in the early twenty-first century; County Cork’s 
Sherkin Island, for example, experienced a 16 per cent increase in popula-
tion between 1996 and 2011, while in the same period, County Mayo’s 
Inishturk Island saw its population drop by 36 per cent.6

By 2016 the census revealed that the number living on the inhab-
ited offshore islands was 8,756, down from 9,029 in 2011, suggesting a 
degree of stabilisation.7 Overall, however, the majority of island popula-
tions have dropped by 90 per cent in the last 170 years, and the theme of 
island evacuation is an emotive, haunting one that produced powerful 
images and words as the population decline continued. There is only one 
populated offshore island in Northern Ireland, Rathlin, off the coast of 
Antrim, and as a percentage of the overall population of the island of Ire-
land, the offshore islands population in 2016 is tiny at 0.13 per cent. The 
Scottish census of 2011, in contrast, listed ninety-three inhabited islands 
(including those joined by road to the mainland) with a total population 
of 103,700, which was then 2 per cent of the population of Scotland.8

In relation to the wider European context of islands, when, in 1988, 
the European Communities Economic and Social Committee compiled 
a report on disadvantaged island regions it identified a population of 
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European island regions of over 7  million people (‘this alone justifies 
concern over their future’). Denmark headed the list of the ten EEC 
states, with 60 per cent of its total population being island dwellers; the 
next highest was Italy (16.6 per cent), followed by Greece (14.7 per cent), 
Spain (5.5 per cent), Portugal (5.2 per cent), France (0.5 per cent), UK 
(0.4 per cent) and Ireland (0.3 per cent). Netherlands and West Ger-
many were joint lowest on 0.1 per cent. At that stage the overall island 
population in the EEC was 4.4 per cent of the population.9 Whether the 
Irish islands, however, were seen as part of Europe at all is another ques-
tion; renowned Irish poet Seamus Heaney described the Aran Islands, 
Inishmore, Inishmaan and Inisheer, eight miles off the coast of Galway, 
as ‘three stepping stones out of Europe’, while Cole Moreton described 
the Blasket Islands, off Slea Head in County Kerry, as ‘the end of the 
world’.10

It was observed in 1996 that a proactive policy to keep the Irish 
islanders on islands was of ‘fairly recent date’, though what constituted 
a ‘proactive policy’ was contested, with talk of the denial of ‘fundamen-
tal rights’ (medical, educational, economic and social services) and lack 
of consistency in state policy. Greater access to the islands was also, for 
some, a double-edged sword. Reg Hindley, who had a particular interest 
in the fate of the Irish language and travelled the Gaeltacht (Irish-speak-
ing) areas and Cape Clear, a Cork Gaeltacht island in 1957, observed in 
1990 that ‘the cultural costs and benefits of greatly improved accessibility 
are always greatly debatable’.11 What constitutes an island is also debat-
able, depending on tide and connection to the mainland. Achill, for 
example, has not strictly been an island since it was linked to the main-
land by a bridge, opened in 1887, but it has been maintained that Achill 
remained in essence an island and it is included in this book: ‘It held all 
the islander’s susceptibilities to the outside world although only a few 
hundred yards separated [it] from the mainland’ according to artist Paul 
Henry, who found it the ideal haven for his art (‘Achill spoke to me, it 
called to me as no other place had ever done’).12

The appeal of the Irish islands is partly because if, in the words of 
Tim Robinson, the cartographer and historian of the Aran Islands, Ire-
land was intriguing as an island off the west coast of Europe, then its 
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offshore islands were even more intriguing as ‘Ireland raised to the power 
of two’; simple, bare places and yet making one aware ‘of the overwhelm-
ing richness of even the tiniest fragment of reality’.13 Rich in antiquity, 
unspoilt heritage and archaeological remains, ‘Islands, by their very defi-
nition, beg the question of beginnings’.14

There is a long tradition of seeing islands as ‘distinct and special 
places’,15 but for the social historian they also magnify fundamental themes 
relevant to the wider Irish historical experience: the fate of cultural and 
linguistic identity, the experiences of communities on the margins, the 
gulf between rhetoric and reality in state building, the construction of 
the myths of independence and the relationship between the centre and 
the periphery. Irish historiography in recent years has benefited much 
from an approach that seeks to look at ‘history from below’16 (with a par-
ticular focus on marginality and resistance); island narratives and experi-
ences have the added attraction of also providing history from the edge.

Islands are intriguing for multiple other reasons, including their his-
toric vulnerability, and ‘no other type of territory has been so affected 
by the colonial endeavour as [the] island’.17 They were prime targets for 
some of the earliest invaders of Ireland and were some of the first terri-
tories to be snatched in the European Age of Discovery. They attracted 
pirates and became sites of defensive warfare while also proving fruitful 
for numerous religious congregations. For cultural nationalists they were 
both haven and symbol of Irish independence. Associated with all these 
endeavours was control, and it was to prove a contentious issue.

The islands of Ireland have generated a rich and distinct literature 
from both natives and visitors, a body of work that provides much illumi-
nation of the themes mentioned above, often with great vividness, and an 
antidote to a perception of the islands as being either isolated and insular 
or fulfilling a Utopian ideal of escape from oppressive urbanisation.18

A central preoccupation of this book is to investigate what island 
life meant to the native islanders and whether their experiences equated 
with the characterisations of them by outsiders: variously resilient, hardy, 
God-fearing and industrious, on the one hand, or unruly, lazy, ungrate-
ful and anarchic, on the other. The islands have provided a canvas onto 
which various idealisations and resentments have been painted. Most 
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often, however, the islanders were characterised as representing a national 
ideal, and in the words of the Catholic Bishop of Cork, Cornelius Lucey, 
when writing to Taoiseach (prime minister) Eamon de Valera in 1957: 
‘they deserve to be saved for the nation’.19

In truth, however, by the mid twentieth century, the words cel-
ebrating them also became their elegies, and even as their renown grew, 
their populations shrank until in some cases they were evacuated; the 
future, simply and cruelly ‘slipped out of their hands’.20 What needs to 
be explored is whether this was because, although independence was a 
product of a culture that was dynamic and invigorated, in the early years 
of self-rule the ‘sense of Irish possibility froze’.21 The fate of the islands 
also developed a cynicism about ‘the romantic and sentimental lovers’ of 
the remote districts who had, according to an activist in the Irish Coun-
trywoman’s Association, ‘one thing positively in common. Few of them 
derive their income from the land. Even fewer of them live on it.’22 As 
a chronicler of Inishmurray Island, off the coast of Sligo, wrote in 1955, 
after it had been abandoned, ‘today, the only life apparently is rabbit 
life … there is no real living for a community of people on these few acres. 
There is a paradise for the archaeologist and the historian and there is an 
exciting new experience for the tourist.’23

Many islands possess a physical beauty and dramatic setting that 
seems tailor made for memorable images; as veteran photographer 
Eric Luke noted in relation to Tory Island, which he had been visiting 
for forty years, ‘it cannot fail but to provide a perfect photo opportu-
nity’.24 But beauty and ugly reality could sadly collide. In his 2014 novel, 
Beatlebone, Irish novelist Kevin Barry dwelt on the story of the most 
famous seeker of an Irish island idyll, John Lennon of the Beatles. Len-
non bought the island of Dorinish in Mayo in 1967 (‘nineteen acres of 
rocks and bloody rabbit holes’; he needed to go there ‘and scream and 
let nobody find him’). Barry imagined it was not long ‘before the idyll of 
a new west was smeared by the great dreariness that Ireland attempts to 
stay quiet about. Imagine the near perpetual assault of rain.’ Lennon only 
very briefly visited it twice and passed it on to hippies, some of whom 
lasted nearly eighteen months there; the longest resident, Sid Rawle, 
would later maintain ‘Dorinish was heaven and it was hell.’25
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Harshness and softness often co-existed in descriptions of both the 
islands’ environments and their people. J. M. Synge, who first visited the 
Aran Islands in 1898 and generated a literary bounty from his visits, was 
more lyrical than most in explaining the attraction of the islands to lon-
ers and artists: ‘the continual passing in this island between the misery of 
last night and the splendour of today seems to create an affinity between 
the moods of these people and the moods of varying rapture and dismay 
that are frequent in artists and in certain forms of alienation’.26 The poet 
W. B. Yeats was later to suggest that Synge on Aran had made it clear he 
loved ‘all that had edge, all that is salt in the mouth, all that is rough to 
the hand, all that heightens the emotions by contest, all that stings into 
life the sense of tragedy’.27

Over a century later, when novelist Colm Tóibín wrote of his trip to 
Inishmaan, the middle Aran island, in 2007, he noted that ‘I was mov-
ing into a world of nature governed by wind and weather, sharp and soft 
lines of horizon, disappearing perspectives, high skies and great banks 
of cloud and a world of people governed by careful politeness, watch-
ful slow glances and deliberate understatement’.28 Peig (1936), the auto-
biography of Peig Sayers, who lived on the Blaskets and became its most 
famous resident, depicts existence on the island as vibrant but also occa-
sionally harrowing, when it became ‘this dreadful rock … remember, you 
who read this, I was in a predicament if ever a poor woman was. I had to 
wash and clean my fine young boy and lay him out in death.’29

Sayers was one island author who achieved renown and as a result of 
this kind of literature there was a new dimension to the depiction of the 
islands and their inhabitants as something special, a process that began 
with the publication of An tOileánach (The Islandman) by Tomás Ó Cro-
han in 1929, a unique account of Blasket island life chronicling the battle 
against nature and the sea but also a story weaved around humour, irony 
and philosophy. In 2016 this book found its way into a list of Modern 
Ireland in 100 Artworks, where it was suggested it was ‘far more complex 
and ambiguous than any simple ideological reading might imply’ and its 
sparse style was ‘a conscious aesthetic effort much admired by later writ-
ers including John McGahern’.30

But Ó  Crohan’s book was also relentlessly parodied by one of 
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Ireland’s great satirical writers, Brian O’Nolan (Flann O’Brien) in An Béal 
Bocht (The Poor Mouth), published in 1942 and featuring the degenerate, 
ignorant and immoral character Bónapárt Ó Cúnasa and ‘the reality of 
the state’s failure to sustain viable Gaeltacht communities pokes through 
O’Nolan’s savagely brilliant satire’.31 It included such section headings as 
‘Hardship’, ‘the bad life’, ‘Black sadness’, ‘death and ill fortune’ and ‘hun-
ger and ill fortune’. The character Sitric Ó Sánasa is praised to the skies 
for his poverty by Dubliners who attest that they have never seen anyone 
so poor and so truly Irish; the same enthusiasts mistake the grunting of 
a pig for beautiful melodious Irish because they cannot understand it.32

For all the lauding of the islands’ purity, therefore, a cynicism co-
existed about their exploitation and those who supposedly embodied the 
traits of the ‘ideal national type’ made precious little profit from it. An 
exchange between a Blasket Islander and inquiring visitor is instructive: 
Tomás Ó  Crohan’s son Seán remembered ‘I let fly at them  … that the 
high up learned professors and people with a sound knowledge of Irish 
were well paid to tease out the knotty problems for them.’33 Breandán 
Ó hEithir, a brilliant journalist and broadcaster and native of the Aran 
Islands, was also wary of the idea that the islanders were a people apart 
and ‘loved the fact that the islander’s blood group pattern turned out to 
be similar to that of Northern England’.34

Some outsiders became integrated and intrinsic to island life, 
including a number of island priests who emerge as a remarkable group. 
Some of them were minded to encourage acceptance of drudgery on the 
grounds that the islanders would be rewarded in the next life. One such 
priest, Revd J. T. Greally, writing in the Catholic Bulletin in 1925 about 
the islanders of Inishbofin and Inishark in Galway, referred to ‘their for-
titude amidst their sufferings, their generous instincts, their high ideals 
of Christian virtues and above all, their devoted and happy attachment 
to their Catholic faith’.35

But others were much more trenchant and demanding. Fr Mur-
tagh Farragher, parish priest of the Aran Islands from 1897, was one of 
the most vocal champions of the islands in the twentieth century, but 
was also a tyrant and bully. In a 1913 letter to the Congested Districts 
Board (established by the British government in 1891 to assist the more 
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impoverished districts of the west of Ireland) he insisted ‘my’ islanders 
were ‘not lacking in either brains or muscle and only await the oppor-
tunity of exercising both’.36 From 1980, Fr Diarmuid Ó Péicín, a Jesuit 
priest, became a voluble and relentless champion of the Tory islanders, 
carrying on the long tradition of the troublesome island priest, and he 
took his complaints about their treatment all the way to the European 
Parliament. On his death in 2008 he was characterised as the ‘turbu-
lent priest who saved Tory Island’; he did it partly with ‘the venom of 
his tongue’ and was forced to leave the island in 1984 by the Bishop of 
Raphoe, in whose diocese the island lay.37

But it was that same marginalisation and estrangement that enabled 
islanders to cultivate their own culture, way of life and manner of expres-
sion with aplomb. English classical scholar George Thomson, one of the 
many academic visitors to the Blasket Islands, cogently summed up the 
attraction of the community and its language: ‘The conversation of these 
ragged peasants, as soon as I had learned to follow it, electrified me. It 
was as though Homer had come alive. Its vitality was inexhaustible.’38

This is a reminder of another central theme: the impression of vis-
itors to the islands; not just those of a literary bent but also painters, 
students of the Irish language and filmmakers, most famously Robert 
Flaherty, whose Man of Aran, filmed on Inishmore, won Best Film at 
the Venice Film Festival in 1935. Flaherty was an artist who ‘deliberately 
never made any clear distinction between reality and reconstruction’ 
and did not feel any compunction about depicting reality as it was then. 
As with some of his other work, he ‘went to great lengths to keep the 
modern world … literally out of the picture’, most memorably with the 
staging of a dramatic shark hunt, a pursuit long abandoned by the Aran 
islanders. Yet, ‘given that some definitions of myth suggest that part of 
their purpose is to convey an essential truth, Flaherty may have gotten 
some things right along the way’.39 He did, but he also contributed to the 
broader cultivation of Gaelic myth; as Cork writer Seán O’Faoláin was to 
comment acidly in 1944: ‘To the historian few spectacles are so fascinat-
ing as mass-delusions.’40

Liam O’Flaherty’s work provided a powerful antidote to the cult 
of the Gael. Born on the Aran Islands in 1896, one of his best novels, 
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Skerrett, published in 1932, powerfully depicts a real-life feud on the 
island between two remarkable characters, a priest and a teacher, a 
reminder that island life featured many disputes and territorial rows and 
that, for all the sense of community, there were ruptures that went deep.

O’Flaherty was also well placed to describe both the pain and fleet-
ing joys of island life, a place where

the struggle of life was terribly intense. There, not only extreme 
poverty, but the very position of the island, foster in the human 
mind those devils of suspicion and resentment, which make 
ingratitude seem man’s strongest vice. The surrounding sea, con-
stantly stirred into fury by storms that cut off communication 
with the mainland, always maintains in the minds of the inhabit-
ants a restless anxiety, which has a strong bearing on character … a 
good catch of fish can send a whole village into a frenzy of excite-
ment, while an outbreak of swine fever may cause a panic com-
parable to that of an earthquake among people differently placed 
on the earth’s crust. This instability, in the same manner, turns 
friends into foes and foes into friends with startling suddenness. 
It corrupts the dictionary of human qualities, making the stolid 
neurotic in their spleen and showing by fits a ghoulish barbarism 
in natures ordinarily of sweet temper.41

But the notion of the island as a sanctuary, far removed from the 
divisive politics or violence of the present persisted. Another writer 
of O’Flaherty’s era was Michael McLaverty, whose first novel, Call my 
Brother Back (1939), came to him on a visit to Rathlin Island, where he 
had spent a short period as a child, because it ‘reilluminated for him the 
tranquillity of the island life compared with the pitiable waste of blood 
that was spilt in the poorer quarters of Belfast’.42 This idea of escapism 
was also apparent much later in relation to the Troubles in Northern Ire-
land. In the mid 1980s Irish singer Paul Brady’s ‘The Island’ contrasted 
the ‘women and children dying in the streets’ of his native Northern Ire-
land and those ‘still trying to carve tomorrow on a tombstone’, with a 
desire
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to take you to the island 
and trace your footprints in the sand 
and in the evening when the sun goes down 
We’ll make love to the sound of the ocean.

Brady’s ‘endemic getaway’ could not be more removed from the 
harshness of the other images in the song, ‘leaving the listener all the more 
haunted by the disparity between what is and what could be’.43 The song 
was played in February 2017 when retired stunt man Pascal Whelan, the 
last permanent resident of Omey Island, a tidal island near Claddaghduff 
in Connemara, was laid to rest. A native of the island, he had left it aged 
six but retired to Omey in the 1980s; in more ways than one he ‘lived life 
on the edge’.44

The islands continue to be presented as sites of innovation and tra-
dition; landscapes of worry but also creativity and the ultimate getaway 
but practically, often struggling to survive. This is true, not just of the 
Irish islands, but of many island communities internationally. The Scot-
tish islands, for example, suffered many similar problems and, as with 
the Irish islands, their fate generated heat, light and insight from many 
observers over centuries. It is still fascinating to read the account by Sam-
uel Johnson, one of the greatest literary figures of the eighteenth century, 
of his sojourn to the Scottish islands, including Skye, Mull, Raasay, Col 
and Iona from August to November 1773, published in 1775 as Journey to 
the Western Islands. It was a period described by his trusted companion 
Boswell, who accompanied him, as ‘never passed by any man in a more 
vigorous exertion’.45

Johnson was then aged sixty-four and ‘had not otherwise been out 
of England, had always spoken as if he scorned the Scots and had certainly 
shown no love of wild nature’.46 He was fascinated by the islanders’ strange 
culinary habits (‘they do what I found not very easy to endure. They pol-
lute the tea table by plates piled with large slices of Cheshire cheese.’) He 
witnessed an ‘antiquated’ life and ‘a people of peculiar appearance’, but also 
‘hospitality and elegance’ and the impact of emigration: ‘an island, once 
depopulated, will remain a desert as long as the present facility for travel 
gives everyone, who is discontented and unsettled, the choice of his abode’.47
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Approaching Iona, there was ‘no convenience for landing’, but he 
was so conscious of the antiquity of the island and its religious past that it 
‘advances us in the dignity of thinking beings’. There was archaeology on 
a ground ‘which has been dignified by wisdom, bravery or virtue’, but also 
inhabitants that are ‘remarkably neglected. I know not if they are visited 
by any minister. The island, which was once the metropolis of learning and 
piety has now no school for education nor temple for worship, only two 
inhabitants that can speak English and not one that can read or write … 
perhaps in the revolutions of the world, Iona may be sometime again the 
instructress of the western regions.’48 It is remarkable how so many of these 
observations of nearly 250 years ago resonate in modern accounts of island 
life, in Ireland and elsewhere, along with the sense of the city inhabitant 
moved by experiencing something so at odds with their usual experiences.

Rather than documenting the minutiae of all the individual islands, 
this book is thematic in approach, examining the emergence of greater 
awareness about some of the main and minor islands and their pasts 
from the nineteenth century, how Irish island issues were handled by 
both British and Irish governments, the impact made and impressions 
generated by island visitors, and life on the islands for the natives and 
their pastors. In taking this approach – by no means exhaustive – the 
book explores how the islands of western Ireland in particular were used, 
observed, celebrated and neglected, the cultural impact they had, the 
interest they generated in archaeologists and antiquarians, their survival 
and adaptation or abandonment and where they stand now in relation to 
Irish identity and modernity.

The archival material relating to the islands is as scattered as the 
islands themselves. State files, local authority records, private collections, 
diocesan archives, newspaper reports, folklore collections, archaeologi-
cal surveys and the collections preserved on individual islands combine 
to allow a comprehensive and textured overview of the islands; their 
heritage, plight, depiction and fate. Many of the archival documents are 
published here for the first time. The book also draws on the work of 
local historians who have filled many pages of local history journals with 
accounts of the archaeological, ecological, social and maritime history of 
islands off the shores of their respective counties.
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When an interdepartmental government review of Rathlin Island 
was conducted in 1975 it suggested succinctly, in a description applicable 
to all the islands, ‘Rathlin has enjoyed and suffered a long and chequered 
history’.49 This book seeks to explore social, political, cultural and literary 
aspects of those histories in order to document life on the edge of Ireland 
and, therefore, on the edge of Europe.


