HUNGER.

Half beast, half boat, our currach for that fishing season sat in a cluster of six others behind the breakwater of Dún Chaoin pier. Upturned, black-backed, spray-glistened, its innards reeked of salt. Strands of dried seaweed, fish scales and the bloodstains of old bait stuck to its ribbing. Some coils of yellow twine and a couple of rusted knives were stashed beneath the gunwales. A plastic vial of holy water dangled from the bow. 

We carried it on our backs to the water’s edge, thwarts on our shoulders. Kneeling, we let the weight fall right gunwale first to the ground, controlled the roll so that the hull fell back to rest on the slipway. Lifted evenly between us, the boat was walked towards the water, prow lowered on to its sparkling surface and, hand over hand, let slide into its element. Like a live fish returned to the sea, it leaped to escape, bobbed on the soft surface, twisted in the breeze. Ropes brought it alongside the slip.

The boat shuddered and shied at my first awkward entrance. With neither keel nor draft it sat upon the surface of the water, rolling or sliding at each clumsy step. Above us herring gulls and fulmars floated in lazy circles near nests, higher again the caps of old men watching from the cliff-top could be seen. One beckoned for me to sit down. Foot on the back thwart, M leaned in to the boat, pushed us into a gentle glide away from the pier. He then set his oars upon their thole pins and with long, steady strokes pulled us out from the cliffs. Soon I too had my oars on their pins. After an expected awkwardness and bloodied knuckles, we began to pull evenly together.

Sitting in the prow thwart I learned to follow M’s stroke. The light oars of a currach, without a blade but a gentle taper, offer no resistance to the wind. Rowed over-handed, like a scull, they should barely clear the water between long, shallow strokes. It was beautiful to watch them rise at the end of each pull, dripping from their commotion, to plant them again at the arc of the forward stretch and, feet planted firmly against the footrest, heave them back through the glistening water, stirring the light, folding it into a darkness. It did not take us long to find the rhythm that would carry us through that long summer. With each stroke the metal thole pins were knocked in three-time against both oars and gunwales, metronomic, hypnotic, sustaining.

……………………….

We went in with the aid of a light breeze and a turn of the tide, the mainland fading astern while the great hulk of the island loomed ever larger before us; a three mile long, narrow ridge of high and rounded hill within the sea. Its barren slopes, brown-crowned with heather, fall sharply on most sides through a pale green covering of poor grass and purple scree to the dark, tattered edges of exposed rock which meet the white-lipped water. Only towards the southeast does the land fall more gently down to a narrow strip of white sandy beach, An Trá Bán, surrounded on both sides by small cliffs and coves. The abandoned village clings to that slope, its ruins like tealeaves on a drained cup, the whitewash of the few houses still intact bright against the backdrop of the hill. The sunlight of the crossing had made them gleam in bright welcome, warmed all of the island’s colours. Now, dimmed by passing cloud, they had dulled again, darkened, become foreboding. On reaching the headland of An Gob we turned north, plied our way through the cool air and the dark waters of the island’ s shadow towards the small cove before the strand known as An Caladh, the quay.  Provisions and boat safely ashore we climbed our way up the path through the empty village towards our summer lodgings.

The door of the felt-roofed, stone-walled cabin opened into a small, whitewashed room lit by one window. Against one wall stood a table, two chairs and a short wooden bench, against another, a gas cooker. The southern gable wall held a blackened chimneybreast that smelt of the damp ash and soot in its hearth while that to the north was made invisible by a crude wooden partition wall behind which were hidden two tiny cubicles. In one of these, lit by another small window, was an old iron bed, the bellied trawl of its wire mesh half-hidden by a stain-flecked mattress. The other held fishing gear stored over from previous seasons; buoys, ropes, nets, fish boxes, along with a wooden ladder to access the half-loft which lay on the partition walls and where another mattress was laid out. 

We quickly made inviolable claims on beds and chairs, established our privacies in that cramped little space perched like a nest high on the island’s sheltering slope. The door was almost always ajar so that the room opened out into a great expanse of land, sea and sky. From our chairs we could look out over the gaunt ruins of the village to the restless waters of the Sound, see the cliffs of the mainland fade into a haze of distance, watch squadrons of seabirds fly purposefully past on their way to and from their own settlements on salt-blackened sandstone cliffs or sea stacks off the islands. Room and outside world were one, so long as the weather was fine.

But weather was fickle and often poor. For days on end the world beyond the cabin’s threshold used to disappear entirely as low cloud or sea fog slithered across the island. When strong winds blew from north and east the door was barred against them. Landbound, trapped beside a smouldering hearth, we’d sit in a gloom of puthered smoke lit by oil lamps occupying ourselves with talk and repairs of one sort or another; splicing rope, whittling pegs for rabbit snares, patching trammel nets. Weather shaped every hour, fire was a comfort when it turned. 

No sooner had fog lifted or a storm abated than we were out hunting again on the sea. Within a week of our arrival we had all the lobster pots fishing along the island’s southern coast. They were pulled, baited and dropped twice daily as weather allowed, moved close in to the coves when calm or away from rocks if clouds or surf foretold a turn. We hauled by hand, cutting the engine when close by the bobbing vermillion marker buoys to pull them aboard with the gaff. The tension on the string’s bright blue rope held us fast in the current as each pull from the stern drew us towards the pots. While one man hauled the other rowed backwards, ready to spin the bow into any breaking wave, the boat constantly moving in a wash and suck of tide, rising with each surge, falling on the ebb or drawn sideways in the marbled backwash off outlying rocks. Hauled out of a darkness of seabed, the ghostly shapes of the pots with their shadowy contents rose through rays of sub-aqueous light, shards of mirror sparkling on the rise, to burst into sharp form and colour when lifted through the surface.

The catch was always various: conger eels, brown crabs, spider crabs, spurdogs, lobsters, occasionally crawfish. We made our living from the high prices the latter two could fetch, much as the islanders had done for generations before us. Like them we too were exploited through the fixing of those prices by the fish-merchants who sold the shellfish on at auction and great profit to restaurants in Dingle, Dublin, London and Paris where they were served to wealthy diners in a fuss of sauce and mannered ceremony. We cared little for those solitary creatures on whose death our living depended. We knew many had made a great seasonal pilgrimage across the sea floor, scuttling from the edge of the Continental Shelf to find hermitage and prey here among the island’s rocks and coves, knew also that many were older than ourselves. Like them, we killed to satisfy our needs; in the destruction of their lives a realisation of our own.

The work was imbued with violence. While the crawfish and lobsters - rendered harmless by banding- were carefully set aside for live saltwater storage, other fish in the catch received short shrift. In our mercy but one claw was torn off the crabs before most of them were tossed back to water and a homeward tilt down to the darkness. In dread of their un-caged ferocity conger eels were dispatched in the pots by a knife blade through the spinal cord. From the trammels set for bait almost nothing survived. The rough-skinned spurdogs, having made knots of the mesh, fared worst of all, their heads banged off a gunwale as they went overboard, the white float of their upturned bellies a lure for scavenging gulls. Most often the net was flecked with glistening Ballan Wrasse, the rich reds, greens, golden browns of their scales fading fast in the bottom of the boat. Kneeling at the thwart as at an altar, we cut them up for bait, our hands and clothes slimy with blood and entrails. When set again the baited net was a mess of smashed crabs, the smell of their bright-yellow innards drifting off in the current luring others driven on by appetite to their end.

Below the surface of the sea, and above, the violence was constant, relentless. Gannets plunged from the sky, cormorants, guillemots and razorbills dipped and dove, great black-backed gulls circled ominously. By early June the nesting sites of their colonies around the island were a raucous cacophony of appetite. Birds flew to and from the cliffs in constant forage for their young. Later in the summer we watched from the boat as fluffy young guillemots and razorbills tumbled with fluttering but incomplete wings from their nest ledges to the water. While the young birds dove for their lives black-backed gulls stood in predatory sentinel upon nearby rocks. Some swooped immediately upon their prey while others took to the water, floating patiently near the frantic fledglings’ dives before swimming in anticipation of their rise and plucking them from the surface. The small birds’ parents cried with alarm while making desperate attempts to save their young, pulling them down below the surface with their beaks, each dive taking them further from the cliff towards a safety of deep water from which their own sustaining plunder might soon be drawn.

Greatest of all was the violence of sea and wind. Gales blew from the south that swept the breath away. Land-bound we’d lie into them, gasping, arms outstretched without fear of a fall. From the lee of rocks or gable walls we’d watch, awestruck, as huge rollers, surging between mainland and island, curved out through the Sound. A change of tide and the sea grew wilder yet. Water flowed against wind-whipped water. Waves broke into whitecaps that were swept off their heads in turn; irresistible, relentless, they rolled ever on to pound against the distant mainland cliffs, exploding into great white plumes of surf, sheets of salt spray drifting far off across the countryside.

Windward I used to watch for hours as a giant swell with seemingly infinite fetch shook cliffs and bones. Perched on a rim of world where flux pounded against form no mysteries of faith or origin were necessary; being would suffice, blood and water felt one, the currents sweeping through the veins as careless of self as those through the sea. Every thing seemed animated and driven by the same powerful urgency, its source of no consequence. 

…………………..

For all the wonder in its wake no storm was welcome. Sometimes we could forecast their arrival: a sharp backing of the wind, the shape or colour of clouds, a restless breaking of surf at certain locations. No doubt the islanders, rich in local lore, would have recognized signs of change far quicker than our selves though many still perished at sea. Inexpert by comparison we placed our confidence in the meteorological reports on our transistor. The Shipping Forecast often filled the cabin late at night, as occasionally, and incongruously, did the English national anthem that followed before closedown. Tyne, Dogger, Fisher, German Bight, the perfect modulation of the recitation, the spare unornamented script. Sole, Lundy, Fastnet, the incantation of tattered coastlines a bell-buoy to imagination. Shannon, Rockall, Malin, strong gales imminent. 

Grey sky, grey sea, frantic but not yet rough, wind brisk from the southwest. News of bad weather still in our ears we set out one morning to move pots to deep water. Strings pulled we were homeward bound when the gale arrived, a southerly, the seas quickly turbulent. Close to the coast of Beginis island the outboard failed. Two surges saw the currach flung among the rocks, only a cushion of water beneath its canvas skin. A snapped oar, another lost, air full of rage, noise and curses, the boat gale-swept through chaos. We might have drowned, broken on the Gabhar rocks, or been carried, crippled and helpless, to be swamped in the Sound. But we survived somehow, gained the shelter of a channel between Beginis and Oileán na nÓg, beached the boat, sized each other up, ate bait, waited out the storm. That night the currach was our shelter, the spring tide reached us in our sleep. Late next day we made it back to An Caladh, the uphill slope to the cabin an Everest.

Morning came, the storm a memory. No one knew of our trial. Birds took to wing, sheep came windward to graze the washed slopes, rabbits bounced about the ruined houses, seals lolled on the strand, waves licked the rocks, wind moved over water, the bright buoys bobbed.

What might we have lost?

We put out to sea again, into the current.

