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Welcome to the first issue of the Buncrana – West Inishowen History and Heritage Group Newsletter. The group was established in November 2008 following a meeting organised by Peter Gurrie in Buncrana Community Library. Peter had been active in researching the history and heritage of Fahan in recent years and was of the opinion that his enthusiasm for delving into the past of the locality would be shared by the people of the wider Buncrana area. The first meetings were a success with a large amount of public interest in the idea. The group has successfully held a number of presentations in Buncrana Library throughout 2008/09 and intends to continue doing so. Presentations so far have included the following topics:

· Dunree Fort

· A photographic presentation of the Buncrana herring industry (1920s)
· The Donegal Churches of Liam McCormack

· Cahir O’Doherty
The group welcomes any suggestions for further events, no matter how big or small. National Heritage Week is due to take place from 22 – 30 August. Guided walking tours of Fahan have been organised and similar events are being planned to take place in the Buncrana area. Details of these events will be published in the local press closer to the time.

One of the main aims of the group is to collect as much information about Inishowen as possible. This can range from unmarked sites of interest to personal reminiscences and local political, business and family records. Some of the smallest things can be of interest to large amounts of people and we encourage local people to donate or allow us to make copies of documents and photographs that may be of interest. 
This first issue of our newsletter is designed to set out our intentions, publicise the group and generate interest in local history and heritage. It includes news of upcoming events and a short article about unemployment in Buncrana in 1930. There is also a section about online resources that can be used for the research of the area’s history. It is intended that subsequent issues will include two or three articles of local interest as well as news of upcoming events and reports/summaries of some of the presentations held in Buncrana Library.
If anyone has an interest in any aspect of local history please do not hesitate to submit an article to this newsletter. Contact details are below.

We hope you enjoy this first issue and if you have any comments or suggestions, or if you have an interest in local history and would like to submit an article to this newsletter, please do not hesitate to contact us. Details below.
Adrian Grant.

Email: westinishowenhistory@gmail.com
or
aj.grant@yahoo.co.uk 
Join the Buncrana – West Inishowen History and Heritage Group at our next public meeting. Membership fee is €10 per year. 

Local History Article:
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Buncrana Harbour.
Jobs in Buncrana – You shouldn’t bother your head.
· Adrian Grant.
In the Autumn of 1930 the unemployment situation in Buncrana and across Ireland was very similar to how it is during the current economic crisis. In light of this being the worst economic crisis since the 1930s it is worth looking back at what was happening in Buncrana at that time.
A group of unemployed men went before the Urban District Council to ask what was being done to improve the situation. These men were in a desperate situation as bearing in mind that there was no ‘dole’ in 1930 and anyone lucky enough to have limited unemployment insurance could not afford to be out of work for a long period of time. The following is based on a number of issues of the Irish Labour Party’s official newspaper – The Irishman.
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The writer of the newspaper’s Northern Notes, who called himself “Hotspur” claimed that when the men went before the Council the Chairman said
 ‘I think you might not have bothered your heads coming before us’. 
Hotspur advised that 
‘the unemployed might well have retorted that their heads were giving them no bother at all, but that they and their families were having a terrible time with their stomachs’. 
It appears from this that the Chairman of Buncrana Council at the time had a callous disregard for the welfare of the people but it turns out the reality was quite different as the real story emerged over the following weeks.

In the next issue of The Irishman a letter to the editor was published which refuted Hotspur’s version of events:
‘A Chara,

In the “Northern Notes” written by “Hotspur” in last week’s issue, reference is made to a deputation of unemployed which appeared before a meeting of the Buncrana Urban District Council. Your correspondent comments upon a remark which he alleges was made by the Chairman of the Council in reply to the deputation. He is, however, “barking up the wrong tree,” as the remark in question was not made by the Council Chairman, but by a member who is not over-sympathetic to Labour…

Mise,

A.J.C.’

The Council Chairman, P.H. O’Doherty,  (later a Fianna Fáil candidate in the 1932 general election) also wrote to the paper but his letter was too late for publication. Extracts of O’Doherty’s letter were quoted in Hotspur’s response to the backlash against his original report. In an article sub-headed ‘Hotspur in Hot Water’ what actually happened at the meeting became clear at last.
‘Mr. O’Doherty informs us that the statement was not made by him but by “a Government supporter on the Council who considered that the deputation should not have come before the Council but to the Harbour Commissioners, as they were seeking work at the works now being carried out at the harbour. Mr. O’Doherty adds: I received the deputation and explained our position, and they left quite satisfied with my explanation. Everything has been done for them, but as in all the present-day Government jobs only ex-national service men and a few chosen supporters are taken on.’
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It turns out the whole episode was a storm in a teacup but it does highlight two interesting things about local politics and the political landscape in Buncrana in the first years of independence. Firstly, O’Doherty mentions that the jobs allocated for the work on Buncrana harbour and previous “Government jobs” were going only to ex-national servicemen and Cumann na nGaedheal supporters. This, of course, excluded Republicans as well as Labour and Fianna Fáil supporters for public jobs. It is difficult to say with accuracy how much truth there is to O’Doherty’s claims but the majority of local government reforms in the first decades of the Free State were designed to limit this kind of activity. The reforms were never fully successful and the image of Irish local government has been tarnished in recent decades by the exposure of even more serious abuses of power. That it was recognised, or at least alleged, at such an early stage says a lot about the perceived inability to affect change in Irish society.
Secondly, the incident is representative of the Labour Party’s weakness in Donegal. Hotspur, the person who was writing the Northern Notes in the official publication of the Labour movement had very little idea of developments in Labour politics in the border areas. In fact, he was unsure of where the border actually was. He advised any Labour group in Buncrana to affiliate to the Northern Ireland Labour Party, thinking that Buncrana was on the other side of the border. On top of this, he doesn’t seem to have known who the Labour T.D. for Donegal was. The letter quoted above was signed ‘A.J.C.’. This was most likely to have been Archie J. Cassidy who was the only Labour T.D. (1927-32) ever elected in Donegal to this day. Hotspur could not identify the initials of the person who was one of only thirteen Labour T.D’s in the country. The fact that the Labour Party has been so weak in Donegal, and in Inishowen especially, has a lot to do with the party’s record of doing very little to organise, or even understand the needs of, the people in Inishowen.
The incident shows a bad situation on the ground in Buncrana almost eighty years ago but it also illustrates and gives some explanation for the way in which local politics and party political affiliation developed in the area during the early years of the Free State.
Sources

1911 Census now online and fully searchable.
At the start of June the National Archives made the 1911 census for Donegal available online for the first time. This is part of an ongoing process to digitise some of the country’s most popular historical records. While the 1911 Census has been available in paper form and on microfilm in Buncrana Library for some time, it is now much easier to find what you are looking for. 

You can search by name, townland, electoral division, age and sex. This is much less time consuming than trawling through page after page to find what you are looking for and it can all be done from the comfort of your home.
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In order to search the census online go to 

http://www.census.nationalarchives.ie/search/
Census Statistics, 1926 – present now online
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While the actual census forms for the period after 1911 have not been made available yet in any form, the statistics that are gleaned from them – such as population figures, occupations, religious affiliation, Irish speaking numbers etc. have just been made available by the Central Statistics Office. A sample below shows the kind of information that can be found by browsing through the files on the website.

Population of Donegal towns, 1926:

Buncrana: 2,309
Letterkenny: 2,308
Ballyshannon: 2,112

Bundoran: 1,339
Donegal: 1,272

Ramelton: 976

Moville: 941
Ballybofey: 802
Raphoe: 748
Carndonagh: 719
Dungloe: 577
Killybegs: 571
Rathmullen: 508
Lifford:485
To browse through the statistics go to the following web pages:

http://www.cso.ie/census/historical_reports.htm 
(1926-1991) http://www.cso.ie/census/ 

(overview to present day)
Upcoming Events
‘A Laboratory for Empire: the Plantation of Ulster, 1609-2009’
This year sees the 400th Anniversary of the Ulster Plantation and the University of Ulster, Trinity College Dublin and Goldsmith’s London have organised an international conference to run in Derry, Dublin and London over the coming months. The event in Derry is open to the public and promises to be of great interest. Talks will be given by internationally respected historians. 
The events planned for Derry will take place over the weekend of 3-5 July and will be held in Magee College. For more information go to the website: 

http://theplantationofulster.co.uk/
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In a separate event organised by the Donegal Historical Society, historian Billy Kelly will give a tour of the historical areas of Derry.
Sun. August 30th – Derry (Dr. William Kelly), starts at 3pm 
to visit the Historical areas of the Plantation City of Derry.  Meeting point is the Bishop’s Gate.
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