The White Mare.
It was a June morning when I first saw her. She was standing on the forward deck of John Poggin’s trawler, head down, quiet, aparently undistressed by her strange surroundings. She was wearing a collar and from one of its buckles a frayed length of rope looped to the mast around which it had been turned twice and tied into a slip knot. The boat rose and fell gently at the head of the pier, no other vessel between it and the mouth of the harbour, sparkling in the distance.


That day we would finally set out. Over previous weeks we had gathered by the quay, each time ready to go in to the island, had watched supplies being loaded and heard the announcements of delays, had drifted away to monitor proceedings through the lace curtains of Brigid Sheehy’s bar, sizing one another up, round after round, while the weather changed and conversation turned into song. Those nights we stumbled home with empty pockets and large tabs left behind us on the counter. Low wages, scarce work, and a bank strike, warped life in Ireland at the time. When word spread that good money might be on offer to those willing to labour on an offshore island for the summer months I had sought out the foreman in whose gift the opportunity lay. For all my bluster I’d say he had the measure of me quick enough, but he gave me the start.

This morning the horse was alone on the boat. They must have loaded her recently for the top of the trawler’s gunwale was still level with the pier. Throwing my gear on board, I joined her. She was a small white cob, perhaps fifteen hands high, with a scraggly mane and long tail in which some thorn branches were caught. I pulled them for her and she made no fuss. As her ears were rubbed she raised her head and in the polished discs of her dark eyes I could see, reflected, the headland and gulls out over the bay. She was well shod and in good condition, as she needed to be, given the life that lay ahead of her. This mare was to be transported into an uninhabited island eleven miles off shore and there used to draw stone, by means of a sled, for the building of a summerhouse. Any thought given to her care or survival over the winter months must have been limited for all who knew her destination would have recognised that, once landed, it would be impossible to take her off again.  

Perhaps the vanity of this adventure’s paymaster was being indulged. He was a man who liked to keep horses on his estate near the capital from where he would ride awkwardly and recklessly to hounds or hold hunter trials in the fields around his mansion, vaunting his growing social power. Although a politician whose career was in temporary abeyance he had the confidence of one who knew he would some day hold the reins of  government. Having recently bought the island, part of the now uninhabited Blasket chain once famous as a bastion of gaelic culture, the association of his name with those islands lent him the mantle of true defender of that culture. Here in West Kerry they called him The Chief and doubtless that pleased him. Perhaps it would have pleased  him most of all to know that a white mare played a central, sacrificial role in the ancient barbarous rituals associated with the coronation of Irish kings. 

It was not long before the pier started to bustle as vehicles pulled up alongside the trawler and men and supplies were disgorged from them. The deck began to clutter with fishboxes full of foodstuffs and holdalls full of clothing. The stonemasons seated themselves in the sunshine against the gunwale while the  cook, Larry, made himself comfortable beside me. A couple of horsedealers made their appearance and, moving uneasily across the deck, took up their positions beside the mast, less to comfort the white cob they had procured than to steady themselves against the movement of the boat. Finally, the skipper and the foreman arrived.  The trawler shuddered as the engine thumped loudly to life and settled to its running rhythm. Ropes were slipped, hauled and stowed. We glided away from the harbour.

The journey in to Inis Icíleáin was wonderful. The day was fine and the sea so calm that the vessel hardly pitched or rolled at all but rose and settled easily on the slow swell that muscled under the lightly ruffled surface. In the stern the masons spoke among themselves in Irish, occasionally shouting up to the foreman who stood in the open wheelhouse door laughing at the barbs they threw at him. They all had drink taken and seemed merry both with its effects  and the excitement of the journey. This grew as we approached the islands with their black cliffs rising starkly up to a cover of pale-green, wind-cropped sward, ribbons of white surf  breaking at their base. Soon those who could stand were on their feet, pointing out landmarks about which they had only ever heard stories and their sense of animation passed to the horse about whom most had forgotten. She shook her mane and took a few startled steps about the mast. Larry and I stood beside her head, calming her with steady strokes and soft words while planning how we might help bring her safely to shore.

As we spoke the air grew markedly cooler and the water around us darkened. We had entered the shadow of our destination, walls of salt-blackened stone rising hundreds of feet above us in the air. The trawler hung between sunlight and shadow, its engine idling as chain rattled and the anchor ran out. At the base of the cliffs, about a hundred yards off, gleamed the sand and shingle of a small fingernail-shaped beach. Chatter quietened as we set about the business of landing men and provisions on shore. The inflatable tender towed from the mainland was pulled alongside, and, after the third trip to the beach, we were ready to tackle the horse. She was still so gentle and quiet there was no trouble to her. However, the challenge as to how we might safely disembark and land her remained. There was no lifting winch on board by which she might have been slung up and out over the gunwales. Not that they were high but she was hardly going to jump them from a standstill.

The plan was simple and practical. A short length of rope was run around the mare’s haunches and each end tied to another length which ran over her withers and under her chest. This was held in place in turn by another short length across her breast from shoulder to shoulder. From the middle of this last length we ran a line to the shore so that five men, - the sober masons,the foreman and one of the dealers- could haul her bodily toward the beach. Another rope was run from her head collar to Larry in the tender who would  help guide her in to her new home. Left on board were the skipper, the second dealer, known as the Boyeen, and myself, although the job that remained was for two men only. Our responsibility was to lift the mare’s haunches clear of the gunwale when the haul came on the ropes and to help launch her into the sea. 

I do not know if the skipper was afraid of horses but the Boyeen had a terror of the water. In his fright he had tied a rope around himself to the mast for fear he might fall over the side. That was all well and good if the mare stayed in the one place on deck but if she moved for’ard the Boyeen would not be in a position to lift her properly. This, in her agitation, she duly did as soon as the pull came on the ropes so that when she finally relented to all our coaxings and went for the water I saw, out of the corner of my eye, a hind leg trail over the gunwale behind her. Once in the water she headed for the island but more towards the headland and the riptide of the sound than towards the beach. It was clear she was injured and not swimming properly although the ropes did eventually bring her to shore. 

By the time I was brought to land there was an animated conversation under way as to what to do next while the mare stood on the  beach, docile as ever, her right hind hock badly distorted. A heated argument soon ensued as it became clear that the bargain which had been agreed entailed payment being made to the dealers only upon the mare’s safe arrival on the island’s green sward hundreds of feet above. They were insistent that the mare’s injury was temporary, recovery likely, and that no time should be wasted in getting her up the three-foot-wide path which twisted precipitously back and forth along the height of the cliff face. Larry and I opposed this vehemently but others scoffed at our assertion that the horse’s leg was broken at the joint and their proposal impossible. It was a desperate situation in which neither common sense nor humane responsibility held much sway and so it was not long before we were in slow procession up the path. One of the mason’s took the lead rope while I held the mare’s tail, with Larry also at her haunches to give encouragement. We stumbled and limped slowly along to a height of perhaps twenty feet. Before us lay a small flat stretch between two rock outcrops that had been bridged with drystone infill. Larry seized this chance to take over the lead rope but, as he moved alongside the mare, the path gave out from underneath them both and they fell to the strand below. How either stood up again still seems remarkable.

Soon Larry and I found ourselves alone on the beach with the mare. All others had disappeared, either up the cliff path or, cursing, back to the trawler. It was clear what had to be done. A rifle had been stowed with the aim of supplying the kitchen with the rabbits so plentiful on the island and it was with us now. The mare stood watching us in her quiet way. Unable to meet her eyes I hardly remember the shot but can still see her lying, motionless, on the small shingle strand, her white coat blending with the bleached driftwood and pale beach stone. 

Afterwards we climbed to the small cottage and huts at the far end of the island where the others had gathered. One man was having whisky slipped into his tea to ease him back to sobriety, kettles were boiling and sandwiches were being prepared. The loud banter of men who know they will have to live too close to one another was well under way. Leaving the shelter, I walked the island for a long time, listened to the storm petrels churring in the walls and watched the great black-backed gulls riding the updrafts off the cliffs. Looking east I could see the mainland in the distance and the white wake of  John Poggin’s trawler heading back to harbour. Then, from the cliff top, I looked down upon the beach. The tide was on the ebb and there was no sign of the white mare. As I descended the path I could finally make her out, a ghostly paleness within many blues, her mane rising slightly, her limbs moving back and forth, back and forth, slowly, slowly, and with such grace.                                                                                                                  
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