GCANIT BE
SAVED =#

The last remnant of a way of life which was prevalent in Kerry for
several hundred years is likely to be completely wiped out in a very
short period unless very urgent action is taken. Riasc, near Bally-
ferriter, is the last intact example of a Clachan in which, according
to the census of population of 1841, 679, of the population of

Kerry lived.

Clachans like Riasc were groupings
of anything from five to fifty thatched
cottages. The groupings normally did
not have village status and did not have
a church or pub. Riasc itself had
about eight families and this would have
been a fairly average size.

But that is not all. Donncha O’Con-
chuir of Baile an Fhirtéaraigh sees a far
deeper and more significant loss if
Riasc is allowed to go: “The Irish
tradition Is an oral and not a written
one since about the time of our defeat
at Kinsale. Prior to that you had both,
with of course one influencing the other.
Peig Sayers and Tomas Criomhthainn
did not write in the accepted sense.
Their work is a thinly disguised product
of the oral tradition™. It is much easier
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explains, Gerald Murphy emphasises
and expands on this in his book
“"Glimpses of Gaelic Ireland”.

The difference between the written
and the spoken word is clear. An
example of this is the difference between
the style that is used in spoken day-to-
day communication and the same
contact by letter—particularly business
letter. Again the form used on radio has
difference to the article in the papers.

“Gan amhras beidh cosulacht mhor
agus gaol ana ghairid idir an da
shaothar go f6il”, Donncha O’Conchuir
says explaining the oral and written
traditions “ach le himeacht aimsire is
féidir a bheith a suil go ndruidfidh an
gaol amach, agus a oideas, no a thraid-
Isilin neasplach a shaothru 1 leith
gach cinn acu”.

to interpret and appreciate their
writing seeing the kind of environment
it was written or spoken in.

The Clachan was described as a
cluster of farm houses and associated
outbuildings usually grouped without
any formal plan. The inhabitants were
normally related to one another. There
was great emphasis on communal
activity — common rights of grazing
and peat cutting on the unfenced
mountain land were held. The cultivated
lowland area was held in an open field
arrangement with each farmer having
a strip of land which included some of
the good and some of the bad area.

SYSTEM BREAKS DOWN

While this form of open field system
may have been the natural way of co-
operating unfortunately it had one
major disadvantage. The practice of
dividing the property between all male
heirs eventually meant the land was
completely unable to support the num-
ber of people living on it. This was
something that was partly carried on
because of tradition and partly imposed
by the law of thz time. It resulted in
tremendous poverty and the eventual
disintegration of the Clachan mode of
life. (Studies of Irish Rural Settlement
— James H. Johnson — The Geograph-
ical Review Vol XLV111, No. 4,1958).

“Ta idirdhealt nach folair a
dheanamh | gcursai teangan, idir an
teanga mar a labhartar agus mar a
scriobhtar i". Donncha Q’Conchuir

The importance of this association
IS emphasised again and again among
linguistic scholars and folklorists. This
added to the new opportunities for
recording and preserving the oral
tradition afforded by Radio na Gaeltachta
and the continually emphasised need
to have a focal point within the Gaeltacht
would all seem to point to the preser-
vation and development of Riasc.

A little over a year ago the Hannons
were the last family to move out of the
settlement. At the present time it would
be relatively easy to preserve the
eight houses in Riasc. While they
might be restored easily enough at this
stage they will deteriorate very quickly
if they are not given some attention
iImmediately.

NO INTEREST

The whole question of preservation
and development of Riasc appears to
pe a rather invidious one. The amount
of interest shown by state bodies has
been slight and even where it was
shown, it nearly always ended in ""Money
willhave to be raised locally in the Dingle
peninsula first”. In west Kerry there is
very little concern for Riasc or what it
means. As they see it there are far more
practical and useful ways of spending
any money that might be raised.

In Ballyferriter this has been a pipe
dream of Donncha O Conchuir for many
years: “"While | would like to see local
people involved in beginning this, | feel
that the scheme is of national impor-

tance and should receive initial backing
from an enlightened national source”.

SEANACHAI

The Irish literary oral tradition has
came down to the present day through
an unbroken line of seannchai going
back to ancient times, down from literary
legends like Cath Fionn Tra, through
the expertise of literati like Eoghan Rua
O Suilleabhain, and Aodhan O Rathaille
to Peig Sayers and An tOileanach.

Each seanachai had to know 450
types of tale and be able to recite them.
Very often the best narrator would
combine pieces from three or four tales
and interweave these with contemporary
events and on top of that have a
particular twist or form of expression of
his own. "The great disadvantage of
that form of tradition”, Donncha O
Conchuir explains, “is that when a story
teller dies much of the wealth of his
literature dies with him — the brief
bones of his stories are kept but the
meat is all lost”.

So the West Kerry Gaeltacht’'s need
for a focal point is linked with need for
the Irish language and the Corca
Dhuibhne Gaeltacht to pass on the
culture we have been given particularly
In this time of loss of language and
general change. Like any time of
change it must also be a time of
opportunity.

USES

Donncha O Conchuir feels that a
restored Riasc could be used for many
things particularly:

(1) A place for studies of literature by
scholars.

(2) A place for continuing of the oral
tradition and for researching and
examining what we have.

(3) A place to preserve and develop
the crafts of the area — also pro-
viding a market outlet for these.

(4) A kind of folk centre where items

of interest in the area could be

displayed.

(5) A location for study sessions or
seminars, that would be most
sympathetic and conducive to a
study of the Gaeltacht.

(6) A focal point within the Gaeltacht
that will have a symbolic as well as
a practical effect on the lives of the
people — the saving of the old and
continuing it into the future. This
will give the people of the Gaeltacht
a pride in their own area that is
so important if it is to continue and

develop.
(7) An attraction for tourists — infor-
mation on the area would be

avallable here. Also more and more
people are now coming here as a
result of "“Ryan’s Daughter” —
they expect to find the village where
the film was made. If the area is to
capitalise effectively on this pos-
sible source of revenue some alter-
native must be provided. Riasc
would be far more effective than
Kirrary could ever have been.

PLAN OF ACTION

All of this can be done if Donncha O
Conchuir’'s suggested plan of action is
put into being:

(a) Acquire the present buildings from
their owners.

(b) Prepare a detailed development
plan — and stage this as finances
allow.

(c) Begin basic preservation and re-
storation as soon as possible.
Riasc is a vital link in Kerry’s folk

culture. It has associations going back

to the middle ages. It has very important
linguistic overtones. Economically it can
have a vital role to play in the west

Kerry Gaeltacht. It should be looked

iInto — now.

One of the individual cottages in the Clachdan at Riasc







