Life in the Coastguard in County Mayo in the 19th Century.

Peter Mullowney

On a cold January Sunday morning in 1839, in the burying ground in Dugort, Daniel Cruise stood talking to a group of Achill islanders. Cruise was the Resident Magistrate in the Erris region of north Mayo, and lived at Pickle Point just outside the town of Belmullet, a distance of sixty miles by road from Dugort. He had arrived in Achill the previous night from the town of Newport with George Dyer, the Inspecting Commander of the Coastguard in Mayo, James Nugent, Justice of the Peace and Commander of Coastguard in the Erris region and also Mr. Fergus Ferrall, Chief Constable of Police in Newport. He had intended taking the ferry from the Mullet peninsula to Achill but the seas were too rough to travel and so he and Nugent went round by the road via, Bellacorick, Crossmolina, and Newport where they met Fergus Ferrall and stayed the night. The following day they continued their journey through Mulranny and Achill Sound where they crossed the narrow channel to the island in a ferry boat. The men he was talking to were Micheal McGreal, John Lavelle, Thomas Joyce, John Barrett, Henry McNab, Thomas Malley, Patt Barrett, Neal Grealis, Thomas Ralph, Thomas Stephens, Micheal Keelty and John O’Malley. Half of these men were Catholics and half were Protestant but you could not tell from their surnames which were which. A large number of Catholics had recently been converted to the Protestant faith on the island. 

In 1831 a partial failure of the potato crop occurred and widespread famine was present in West Connacht. A Relief Committee was set up in Dublin to send Indian meal to the west of Ireland to help relieve this distress and was accompanied by a young Church of Ireland clergyman, Rev. Edward Nangle, who was born in Athboy, County Meath.
 The committee organised a ship the SS Nottingham to sail to Westport with supplies and Nangle and his wife accompanied the expedition and during their stay met the local Church of Ireland rector of the parish, The Reverend William Baker Stoney and some of the officers at the coastguard station at Bull’s Mouth in Achill.
 They helped to convince him that here was an ideal location for a missionary settlement working to improve the conditions of the peasantry. This would be the first Missionary Settlement which had ever been established among the native Irish using the Irish language.
 One hundred and thirty acres of rough mountain land were leased in 1832 from Sir Richard O'Donnell for a fee of £90 and a nominal annual rent of £1 and a steward was appointed to supervise the land reclamation and building work. Mr Nangle arrived in Achill the following year to take charge of the infant Settlement a small farm containing two dwelling houses was ready for occupation.

Four out of the twelve men talking to Daniel Cruise can definitely be identified as Protestants. By 1835 Nangle had established schools in the villages of Dugort, Slievemore, Cashel and Keel which were attended by 420 children.
 One of the most important reasons for this success was undoubtedly the support of a local teacher and noted Irish scholar, Micheal McGreal, a native of Westport and a convert to the Protestant faith.
 A scripture reader called Joyce lived in the accommodation in the Colony in 1834 and this was more than likely the Thomas Joyce mentioned above.
 An incident occurred in March, 1839, when a pane of glass was broken in a window of the house of Neal Grealis, who was employed by Nangle, by people trying to intimidate members of the colony. Feelings ran high among both Catholics and Protestants and verbal encounters sometimes led to violent physical encounters between the islanders and the new settlers. It was a repeated charge of the Mission that local Catholic priests went out of their way to incite their parishioners to violent reprisals against the inhabitants of the Settlement, while from the Catholic viewpoint the scripture readers of the Mission were seen to be forcibly thrusting Protestantism on the native population.
 A reward of £20 was offered for information as to who broke the window.
 Thomas Ralph was a farm worker at the colony who had accompanied the farm steward, Charles Bridger from County Sligo when he took up employment in Achill.
 

The conversation of the men was interrupted by the ringing of church bells and soon they were joined by the Reverend Edward Nangle and a group of his congregation that had just left the Sunday service in a building across the road in the colony that was being temporarily used as a church. This was the second service of Sunday morning delivered by Nangle. The first service was in Irish, which Nangle had become in fluent in. Accompanying Nangle was his friend Neason Adams, M.D., honorary physician to the Mission. He had first met Adams in Athboy at the home of his brother Dr James Adams.
 Nangle had had a nervous breakdown shortly after his ordination and spent twelve months in the house of Dr Neason Adams in Dublin where he was nursed with the greatest care and where he had the best medical advice provided for him.
 Adams together with Captain Dyer, R.N., and Charles Bridger acted as guardians of the Mission.
 Along with Adams and Nangle was an English lady dressed all in black. This was the recently widowed Mrs Margery Reynolds. After a few words were exchanged between Cruise and Nangle and Adams the group walked to the corner of the burial ground where they proceeded to dig up the coffin of the husband of Margery Reynolds.

The trial of Pat Lavell and his wife Anne or Nancy, otherwise known as Brierly, for the murder of Francis Reynolds took place at Castlebar Spring Assizes on 18th March 1839. The prosecution called two witnesses Bridget Mangan and Michael Lavell who had been present in the house of Patt Lavell and his wife the night the attack on Reynolds occurred. The men had been making nets beside the fire and the women were spinning the fibre for making the nets. Michael Lavell was a brother-in-law of Patt Lavell. Bridget Mangan gave her testimony in Irish and it was translated by an interpreter.
 She said that she knew that Reynolds was dead but didn’t know the cause of his death. The last time she saw him was about two weeks before he died when she and Michael Lavell had been visiting the house of Patt and Anne Lavelle.  Reynolds had come in to the house very late at night and grabbed hold of Patt Lavell who was sitting beside the fire. The deceased had asked the prisoner to come out of his house to help save the deceased’s life but Patt Lavell said he would not as it was very late at night and anyway the police were staying in a house only a few doors away. Reynolds then left the house and returned shortly after with a sword. She said that Reynolds went to strike Patt Lavell with the sword and Patt grabbed a fire tongs from the table and struck Reynolds with it. The two men exchanged several blows and fell on a bed on top of one of Lavell’s children. Anne Lavell was very upset when she saw this happen and thought the child had been murdered. 


Michael Lavell then gave his evidence. He said that after Reynolds went out Patt Lavell had placed a stick against the door to stop him coming back in but deceased kicked at the door and forced it in and told the prisoner that prisoner had a mind to kill him the deceased. Prisoner answered that he had not intended to kill him and would not like anyone to do any harm to him. Michael Lavell repeated the statement of Bridget Mangan that Reynolds and Patt Lavell had come to blows but couldn’t say who had started it. At this stage the judge interrupted the prosecuting counsel Mr French if he thought that this proved the guilt of Patt or Anne Lavell. French replied that he did not but that Reynolds had identified them as his assailants on his death bed.  Also the testimony that Bridget Mangan had just given was quite different than that she gave in a deposition on 22nd January in Newport to the two magistrates Daniel Cruise and William Parker. At that time she said that when Mr Reynolds returned to the house on the night in question 

“saw Patt Lavell had a tongs in his hand and a blow of it drawn at Mr Reynolds at the same time holding Mr Reynolds sword with the other hand. Patt Lavell struck Mr Reynolds with the tongs across the side of the head. They then grappled and both fell on the bed. Mr Reynolds was under. Informant saith she then went in to the room. When she returned Mr Reynolds and Patt Lavell were standing pulling the sword from each other. Nancy Lavell said I will go for the police. Her husband replied do; the man has a mind to kill us. Lavell went out. Mr Reynolds was then pulling Patt Lavell towards the door. They then gave one another two or three boxes. Lavell’s wife came back. Patt Lavell asked her have you the police she replied they are coming. Mr Reynolds then dragged himself from Lavell and got out the door. Lavell let the sword with him.”

The  difference in her evidence had convinced Mr French to prosecute Patt and Anne Lavell for the murder.
 The circumstances leading up to the killing of Francis Reynolds are laid out in two letters, one from George Dyer Inspecting Commander of the Coastguard in the Achill area to Thomas Dombrain, Inspector General of the Coastguard in Ireland at the Custom House in Dublin and another from Fergus Ferrall, Chief Constable in Newport to Colonel McGregor in Dublin Castle.
 . 

The murder of Francis Reynolds was probably associated with a shipwreck off the coast of Achill. The brig “William and George” of Dumfries, the Master of which was  Charles Louden, consigned to Messrs Graham and Livingston merchants in Westport with a general cargo containing sugar, soap, delph and corn was driven on the rocks in Keel Bay and there wrecked in a heavy gale of wind from the S.E. on Sunday 25th November 1838 at about 1 p.m. She sailed from Liverpool on the 4th November with a general cargo for Westport but was compelled by the tempestuous weather to put in to Lochandel on the coast of Scotland and afterwards into Broadhaven, County Mayo. She took in a pilot on board from Achillbeg at 9 a.m. on Sunday morning and endeavoured to work into the anchorage there, but the ebb tide having made, the vessel being leaky and having carried away her foreyard, split her fore topsail and sprang her main top mast, with the men being fagged out having worked at the pumps all night, the pilot determined to anchor the brig in keel Bay, under the lee of a small island. The two anchors were let go together and all the cable veered out upon them. She brought up for about two minutes, then dragged until she came upon the rocks stem foremost. Through God’s mercy , upon the exertions of Mr Reynolds, the Chief Officer and the boatmen of the coastguard at Keel, all the crew, consisting of six men, were saved, and the vessel so secured as to enable them to rescue a portion of the cargo from utter destruction. Not a single accident of any kind occurred.
 

Mr Reynolds had requested Chief Constable Ferrall to allow him to request the police’s assistance in protecting the cargo from plunder as several hundred of the islanders crowded to the shore with that intent. Constable West and three sub Constables from the Achill Station stood guard near the wreck to save the cargo from being pilfered. In the initial days following the wreck nothing was stolen, but nine hogsheads of soft sugar was entirely lost having taken the water and some crates of delph were also lost. Constable Ferrall feared that from the wildness of the seas little would be saved of the cargo but the Coastguard and police over the next few weeks managed to remove most of the cargo to the Coastguard boathouse where it was being kept under guard until it could be auctioned to help partially reimburse the insurance underwriters Lloyds for the claim they had to pay out on the wreck. Included among the cargo rescued that would be auctioned were several boxes of soap, barrels of tar, bags of sulphur, boxes of tin, casks of potashes, crates of earthenware, coils of pipelead, casks of palm oil and a half load of blackware. Also salvaged from the wreck were a quantity of ropes, blocks, and iron, a four oared boat, chains, deck beams, hawsers, chain cables and anchors. 

The people of the island felt that they were entitled to claim the shipwrecked goods and that the Coastguard were preventing them from their rights. The cargo of sugar would have been very valuable to the islanders as at that time it was a commodity that was quite expensive and not freely available and shipwrecks were often the only source of timber for house building.
 When the cargo was stored in the boathouse some of the islanders removed stones and got in and removed a crate of soap. Reynolds had caught Patt Lavell and his brother Michael and sister Nancy Freel and several of their cousins in the act of stealing from the boathouse. A few days before the attack on Reynolds, he had been guarding the boathouse and had told Martin Lavell several times to go away from the vicinity of the boathouse. When he refused to do so he hit him with his tuck stick. He said later that he had hit him harder than he intended and had felt guilty about it and had sent his wife to Martin Lavell’s house to dress his head wound. Lavell told Reynolds’ wife that he would be the last person that mad Reynolds would hit. Reynolds told his superior officer George Dyer that if he hadn’t hit him with the stick as the man was so stubborn he might have felt he had to shoot him and said he would rather that the newly issued carbines would be loaded with small shot rather than with ball as they would be less likely to inflict a fatal wound. 


George Dyer next visited Keel on the 21st December and found that Mr Reynolds head was cut and bruised and his face considerably swollen. On asking him how it happened he replied that he was passing through the village of Keel between two and three o’clock in the morning to visit his guards when he was assailed with a shower of stones and perceiving a light in a cabin he ran to it for protection when he was struck on his head and in his face. He made his escape to the watch house and fired a shot as an alarm when one of the police came to his assistance and found him covered with blood from the wounds he had received.


He asked Reynolds to give him a report in writing of the incident which he could forward to Dublin Castle. The villagers were determined to have the goods saved from the wreck but Reynolds was equally determined to prevent them. The people also made fires in order to try and distract the police and coastguards watching the cargo.


Whether Reynolds had returned to work after he was beaten is unclear. George Dyer stated that he was constantly complaining of his head and frequently shook with a cold shivering. However he would not be treated by the doctor as he did not want to leave his post protecting the goods from the shipwreck. An auction of the goods was held on the 28th of December and when Dr Adams the physician to the Protestant Colony saw him at the auction he ordered him to bed and requested Captain Dyer to bring surgical assistance immediately. George Dyer requested two surgeons to attend the injured coastguard and both refused due to the long distance from their residences to Keel. Finally James Davis agreed to come from Newport, a distance of thirty miles, after Captain Dyer lent him his horse. When Surgeon Davis and Dr Adams found Reynolds so ill, they contacted William Parker a Magistrate who was then at Keel (being agent for Lloyds) who had Patt Lavell and his wife arrested and Mr Reynolds identified them as the parties who struck him and then they were sent to Castlebar Gaol. Captain Dyer next saw Reynolds in Keel on the 31st Dec when he was quite sensible but having the signs of death on him. The next time he was at Keel on the 4th January, Reynolds was then in his coffin. 


The reason that they had to exhume the body of Francis Reynolds was that when Fergus Ferrall, chief Constable of Police of Newport heard of Reynolds death he had made an application to the Coroner for the area, Mr Thomas Knox, to hold an inquest on the body but he refused to do so. He then applied to two magistrates William Parker and Mr Stewart and they also refused even though Parker had been in Keel a few days earlier, in his capacity of agent for Lloyds Insurance Company, to assist in the auction of goods from the “William and George”. Captain George Dyer, Inspecting Commander of Coastguard in Mayo, writing to the Inspector General of Coastguard Thomas Dombrain on 12th January said he found the behaviour of the Coroner Thomas Knox and the two magistrates Parker and Stewart most reprehensible and hoped that Dombrain would make sure that action would be taken against them. He also complained that Parker refused to prosecute the peoples who had been detected plundering the wreck by saying the distance to Newport was too great to summon them there. Dyer did not feel that the distance should be prohibitive as during the week before the inquest he had been up and down so many times to Achill that he had covered four hundred miles on horseback.

Ferrall had trouble with the Coroners before. He had asked Joseph Bourke of Greenhills to attend at an inquest in Achill in September 1838. Bourke’s son Dominick replied and stated that his father was too ill to attend but anyway Achill was not in his area. He enclosed a copy of the resolution of Grand Jury assembled at Spring Assizes in 1830 that outlined the Coroners Districts as divided by Petty Sessions. Joseph Bourke was responsible for the baronies of Carra, Murrisk & South Burrishoole, 
James Gale  for Kilmaine and Clanmorris, J Atkinson for Gallen and Costello and Thomas Knox for Tyrawley Erris and North Burrishoole which would include Achill.
 However Ferrall felt the conduct of Mr Cruise, the stipendiary Magistrate of Belmullet, who came a considerable distance out of his District in very bad weather was deserving of the highest commendation. Ferrall had written to Mr Cruise and also to Lieutenant Nugent, the Inspecting Commander but he had received no answer from them and as Dr. Adams and Surgeon Davis had carried out a post-mortem on the body and it had started to decompose he directed it to be interred. Ferrall then returned to Newport but found that after having travelled twenty seven miles his horse got jaded and the road got slippy from frost which obliged him to stay for the night at Tirnar, eight miles from Newport. When Ferrall returned to Newport he called at the police barracks and found Mr Cruise had arrived in the town. He intended to proceed to Achill the next morning and hold an Inquest so Ferrall accompanied him and after disinterring the body the inquest was held. One of the jury at the inquest stated that he understood there was a man and a woman in the house where Mr Reynolds was beaten as well as Lavell and his wife. When the Sergeant of the Police stated he had searched everywhere for them in vain the same juror said Father James Hughes of Newport had them on Tuesday last. Mr Hughes had appeared before the Magistrates at the Petty sessions at Newport and told them he knew where the man was, and if he were assured as to his safety he should be forthcoming but not in court. When the Sessions were over Mr Cruise took the man’s depositions. The woman told sub-constables Roberts and Fahy that Patt Lavell and his wife dragged Mr Reynolds into the house and then struck him. I have also heard that the man ran out for assistance and returned with two more men who finding that Mr Reynolds had left the house were filled with chagrin and disappointment. They would have killed him had they found him in the house.


The post-mortem had already been held on the body. Surgeon Davis’s opinion was that death had been caused by compression of the brain in consequence of an abscess found in it, which was caused by external injury from the wound received. The inquest was to inquire how he had received the injuries which caused his death. The body needed to be present and identified for this to take place hence the need for the exhumation. The first witness called was his widow Margery. She said her husband had left their house at 10 o’clock at night on the night of the 17th of December. Prior to leaving he had drank a quart of beer with Patt Calvey before the two of them left to go to McEvoys house where they had a disagreement about religion. It was later reported that the dispute he had with Calvey in which they mutually agreed to go on alternate Sundays to Church and Chapel as Calvey was hoping to convert Reynolds to being a Catholic.  A dispute arose as to the manner in which Reynolds should conduct himself. After this altercation he got into a fight with Lavell, upon whom he drew his sword, and, it is supposed that it was at this period he received injuries to which his death is attributed.
 Mrs Reynolds thought her husband had gone to visit the wreck. He didn’t return until 2 o’clock and he was very upset and said that the people were going to murder him. He said he went in to Patt Lavell’s house and had been beaten in it by Patt Lavell and his wife who had struck him on the head with a spade. Mrs Reynolds thought the reason her husband had been beaten was that he beat Lavell’s brother Martin a few days before at the wreck when they were plundering part of the property. Margery Reynolds had gone to the house of Martin Lavell to dress his head wound and while there Lavell had said to her that he, Martin Lavell, would be the last person that mad Reynolds would ever beat.  She remained with her husband consistently until he died on the morning of the 2nd January. He was always complaining of the injury of his head from the morning of the 18th of December until his death. She had heard some of the islanders say that only for Mr Reynolds they all could have collected property from the wreck. She also heard them say that they could murder the Colony people only for him. She said that it was not true that her husband was working or fowling after he was beaten. 


The next witness at the Inquest was Thomas Roberts, sub constable who said that about 2 o’clock on the morning of the 18th December a woman came to the door of his lodgings and said Mr Reynolds was beating them. He got out of bed and while dressing heard a shot. He ran to the watchtower where he found Mr Reynolds the deceased man in the act of loading a gun. His clothes were all covered in blood and he had two great cuts on his head. He asked Reynolds what happened him he replied he was murdered by his own neighbours at his own door namely Patt Lavell and his wife. He said that stones had been thrown at him near his own house and on seeing a light in Lavell’s house, he suspected the stones came from that house and went in to Lavell’s house and asked Lavell was it he threw the stones at him. Lavell jumped up and put his hand about his, Mr Reynolds, arms and held him when Lavell’s wife struck him with a kind of a spade called a gub which he said knocked him down. He then saw Lavell get a smithy tongs and strike him with it in the front part of his head. He then got up to run home and fired a shot to alarm the police and Coast Guard. Roberts told Reynolds not to go out of the watchtower and that he would remain with him and protect him until the morning but Reynolds went out and Roberts went with him. Reynolds did not appear to be drunk at the time. When they came opposite Lavell’s house, which was not more than fifteen yards from the watch house, Mr Reynolds said there is the house where they murdered me. When Roberts saw him the next day he complained that his head was very sore. He visited him every day up to the 30th of December and he was always complaining of the soreness of his head. On Saturday night the 29th December by the direction of Mr Parker the magistrate he and Constable Mathew West visited Patt Lavell and his wife and brought them to Reynolds’ bedside, where Reynolds identified them as the two who hit him. Reynolds was perfectly sensible at that time. Mr Parker took down in writing what Reynolds stated.


Constable West had not reported the outrage of the attack on Francis Reynolds initially as he was not sure who had started the dispute as he had also had a complaint from Patt and Nancy Lavell that was going to be heard in the Petty Sessions, that Reynolds had attacked them. Reynolds initially did not appear to be too badly injured as he had worked for the first few days after the attack protecting the shipwrecked cargo. 


The jury of twelve men came to the conclusion that the late Mr Francis Reynolds came by his death in consequence of a wound inflicted on his head by Patt Lavell and Nancy Lavell his wife. 

The reasons given for the killing of Francis Reynolds are many. As a member of the community of the Dugort Mission, Reynolds would have been caught up in the bad feelings held against members by the Catholic population and their priests. There were some that were of the opinion that Reynolds had been converted to Protestantism by Nangle, however Francis Reynolds was Welsh. His father, and grandfather were graduates of Jesus College, Oxford and were clergy. His father, Owen was rector of Aberwella, near Bangor North Wales, and a brother, Henry, was rector of Henley-on-the-Thames.
 Henry made a contribution of £60 to the fund set up by Reverend Nangle and Thomas Dombrain for the education of the Reynolds children. A total of £610 was subscribed.
 

Francis Reynolds was a Lieutenant in the Royal Navy, and, when midshipman, was at the capture of Washington, D. C., during the war of 1812-14. After his death, six of his eight children emigrated to Canada. Two of his sons were admitted to the London Orphan Institution but it is not clear if these were the two who did not emigrate to Canada.
 His son James who had been born in Wales in 1830 emigrated to Canada when only nine years of age, coming to the home of his uncle, the well-known "Squire" Reynolds, under whose protection and care he continued for some years. He later followed his father’s example and joined the Royal Navy. Two of his sisters and three of his brothers also emigrated, Mrs. (Rev.) Judd, Brooklyn, N.Y.; Anne (Mrs. J. McLean Bell, of Chicago); Owen (d.), San Francisco; Henry (d.), set. in Minto Tp.; and William, who for many years has been County Treasurer of Wellington County, and who resided in Guelph.
,

 An assistant of Nangle’s Reverend Joseph Baylee was so badly beaten on one occasion that he was scarred for life. He had also almost been killed when he spent two days on Clare Island. The number of police stationed on Achill was increased in 1838, disturbances of the peace occurred almost daily and it was necessary to have a monthly sitting of the Petty Sessions court in Achill Sound.
 Some of the bad feeling had been directed against the coastguards previously, one of the boatman Robert Beeding was denounced by the inhabitants because he performed his duty properly and they would not sell him so much as a single potato. George Dyer recommended that he be removed from the island or his life would be taken or he would be compelled in self defence to shoot some of the people. Thomas Williams, boatman, was threatened if he dared to give evidence against Patt Lavell, the same man that had attacked Reynolds, for attempting to steal lead. 
 Dyer felt that the number of police had to be increased in Achill from the current complement of five as the inhabitants of the island which contained 47,000 acres with between 5 and 6,000 inhabitants who were the very worst characters even of this country who had no other means of subsistence than by stealing and by plunder.  

Another reason that most gave was that it was because he was protecting the property committed to his charge, saved from the wreck of the “William and George”
. 

On Sunday August 9th 1838 a horse belonging to Reynolds and valued at £4 had been severely cut on the hind legs by some unknown person using a binding hook. Fergus Ferrall also investigated this incident. He recommended a reward should be offered for information and stated that Reynolds was much disliked because he has been very active in suppressing illicit distillation in the Island of Achill to which the attack made on his property was attributed.
 Reverend Nangle, writing in the Achill Herald, commented that, “such savage cruelty to a harmless animal is highly discreditable to the village in which it was perpetrated and we trust that the respectable inhabitants will remove the stigma from themselves by bringing the offenders to justice.”

It was thought that Reynolds might have been disliked because he gave evidence to an Inquiry of the House of Lords where he stated the Mission had in a short space of time effected great improvement in the cultivation of and in the provision of schools and that some of the islanders were more respectable than others.
 

There were many periods of food shortage in Achill prior to the Great Famine in 1846 and during one of them Reynolds purchased £10 worth of oatmeal and was almost murdered on a previous occasion because he did not dispose of it as the people thought he should. He had saved Lavell and his wife and many others from starvation yet there were only three villagers who would accompany his corpse to the grave. 

Webb in his book “Coastguard” states

Ireland was not a popular posting for the Coastguard. Living conditions were poorer than those in Britain and education for Coastguard children was hard to obtain. The stations were usually in isolated places with little entertainment for men or their families. As few Irishmen were willing to join the British Coastguard, the majority of crews were posted here from England, under duress. The additional duties did not make life any easier. Seen by the local population as British Authority figures, their interruption of illegal distilling and, plundering of wrecks was not tolerated by the native Irish. 

Due to the long coastline on Mayo there were a total of twenty three Coastguard stations in Mayo in the 1850s. These were at Achillbeg, Ballycastle, Ballyglass , Belderig, Belmullet, Binghamstown, Bullsmouth, Claggan, Dulough, Dunkeehan, Ely Bay, Enniskea, Innisgowla, Innislyre, Innisturk, Keel, Kilcummin, Mynish, Pigeon Point, Port Na Franc, Porturlin, Ross, and Tulloughan. Some had been established earlier and had closed. There was a coastguard station and signal post situated between Fahy Lough and the sea in Ballycroy in 1838.

The distinctive coastguard stations that can be seen around the coast of Mayo, some of which have been converted in to hotels or apartments were not built until the 1860s and before that coastguards often lived in rented accommodation. Two maps of the Coastguard station in Keel show that the location has been moved several hundred yards between 1835 and 1915. The Coastguard Station in Keel was built in 1862 and there are architectural drawings of it available in the National Archives in Dublin. 
 Drawings are also available for Achillbeg (1862)
, Ballycastle (1871 & 1873),
, 
 Ballyglass (1869),
 Belderg (1862),
 Blacksod Bay (1866),
 Bull’s Mouth (1863), 
 Costello Bay (1875),
 Doohoma or Tullagahan (1876),
 Elly Bay (1866),
 Keem (1873),
 Lacken (1875),
 Rosmoney or Innislyre (1875 & 1876)
, 
 and Ross (1863). 
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Map of Keel Coastguard Station (1911)

[image: image2.jpg]



Map of Keel Coastguard Station (1835)
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Francis Reynolds’ House
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Keel Coastguard Station as it is today 
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Office of Public Works Architectural drawing of Keele Coastguard Station (1862). 
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Map of Clew Bay showing coastguard stations (1855)

Details of these coastguard stations and who served at them is given on a web site created by the author at http://townlandhistory.netfirms.com/coastguard     

Life in the Coastguard service was not easy and several members died in service. One as we have seen was murdered in January 1839. During the Famine numbers of coastguards were increased to stop piracy and coastguards who were based in remote areas sent in reports to Dublin Castle on the progress of the potato blight. Some of the Coastguard confiscated thirteen fishing curraghs, along with the nets, equipment, and catch of fish, on the grounds that the boats were not numbered or registered with the British government.  As this occurred in 1847, at the height of the Famine, it may have doomed twenty-six families to starvation.
  Captain James Nugent reported in May 1846 that potatoes were still available in areas near Newport but in other areas they were very scarce. The supply of Indian corn had helped to keep the price of potatoes at an affordable level. Nugent recommended that work would commence on the building of piers at Roigh and Mulranny and a road from Mulrany by Corrane to the Sound of Achill would be built. These works would assist the poor, and enable them (by payment of their labour) to purchase meal. He also reported on the sate of the potato crop around Westport and on the islands of Inishturk and Inishboffin and some of the islands in Clew Bay. Blight had already begun to affect some of the newly planted crops in the coastal areas near Newport but crops on the islands were very good due to fertilisation with a plentiful supply of seaweed.

Four men, George Williams, John Rees, James Coulter and John Duff were transferred from Belfast to Achillbeg for the suppression of piracy on 9 Jan 1849.

Piracy was often due to starving peasants rowing out to becalmed sailing schooners throwing stones at the crew so they would retreat below decks, boarding the ship and loading some of its cargo in to their rowing boats.

Many of the Coastguard themselves died from the effect of the famine, William Jerrard died on 21 May 1847 from apoplexy in Achillbeg, as did Lieut. Ed. McB Clarke SB on 6 May 1862 in Ballycastle and William Shea at Pigeon Point on 18 May 1856. James Hyland who had only been stationed in Inniskea for two months died of fever on 16 May 1848. Robert Beeding, who was stationed in Inishgowla, died of Typhus in August 1848. Thomas Randall, Chief Boatman in Ballycastle died of starvation on 15 Apr 1847, James Connor who had been stationed in Dunkeehan station for eight years was killed in February 1858 by falling in to a deep channel.

Some died without the cause of death being stated such as David Cleary who died on 19 Oct 1859 at Belderig, Samuel Andrews who died on 5 Jan 1861 at Binghamstown, Joseph Copplestone who died on 27 Jun 1847, Charles Flynn who died on 28 May 1862 and Patrick Shea who died on 23 Mar 1866 all of Inishlyre. Another Inishlyre coastguard Alfred Wilcher was drowned on 1 Oct 1855 on board HMS "Royal Albert" off Sebastopol. Others who died without the cause being specified were Michael Connor who died at Keel on 6 Mar 1858, Patrick McFall who died at Kilcummin on 18 Feb 1859 and John Tupper who died at the same station on 12 Jun 1851. Lieut George Harding died on 22 Mar 1853 at Portterlin. 

Life in some stations was more healthy than in others. In Keel, three Inspecting Lieutenants died between 1850 and 1862, Mr Thomas Lamb Wood in 1850, Mr Barnabas Edward Quadling in 1856 and Lieutenant David Wirt  in 1856. 

Several men were drowned in the line of duty including William Edwards from Achillbeg on 18 Sep 1856, Henry Attridge, John Kane and Cornelius Ward from Binghamstown on 13 Nov 1852. John Stubbs, Command Boatman at Bullsmouth was drowned on 22 Jul 1848 by upsetting of the boat and another drowning tragedy occurred at the same station on 18 Jul 1846 when William Kerrigan and Thomas Crawford were drowned by upsetting of galley.

 
The majority of men changed stations following promotion, request for transfer or following good service. Sometimes transfers took in to account the health of the man’s family such as when Daniel Collins was transferred to Ballycastle from Belderig due to his wife’s ill health and Charles Kingsman was removed from Tulloughan to Portavad for the same reason on 14 Mar 1845. Thomas Goulding was removed from Bullsmouth to Inishkea on 18 Mar 1845 to provide for his family. Thomas Neary was removed from Inishgowla to Ballyglass on 29 Aug 1845 because of ill health.

Others including Richard Lyons who was removed from Achillbeg on 27 Oct 1853 as a punishment and Edward Groves, Chief Boatman in Ballycastle who was demoted and removed to Pullendiva on 16 May 1849 as a punishment. Robert Bacon was removed as a punishment to Dungeness on 10 May 1849. William Ford was removed to Mannard on 8 Sep 1856 for misconduct. Richard Attridge was removed from Inishgowla to Cooley Point in 1852 as a punishment. Punishment was not just restricted to the enlisted men. Mr Thomas Leetham, the Chief Officer was removed to Barna in 1857 and a Court of Enquiry was held. James Mulligan was discharged from Kilcummin on 24 Apr 1851 on being found insane and two coastguards ended their lives by suicide, Thomas Newton at Ross on 1 Dec 1860. William Harris was removed from Ross to Rutland on 3 Jun 1860 for handling his superior officer.

 
Not all men were removed because of their own bad behaviour. William Handcock, Boatman in Ballycastle was removed to Rathlin Island on 18 Jul 1845 due to his wife’s misconduct.

Some transfers were due to stations closing as when Doolough closed in 1850 and four men were transferred together to Ely Bay. Similarly when Inniskea closed in 1858 , three of the four men remaining were transferred to Greencastle. When Port Na Franc closed in 1862 five men were transferred to Belmullet.

A lot of the names mentioned in the above are English surnames. Places of birth are given on the 1901 and 1911 censuses and these give us a better idea of who these men in the coastguard in Mayo were, the size and birth places of their families. 

Life in the Coastguard was not all bad, McNally in his history of Achill states that in the nineteenth century the only lobster pots in use were those maintained by a handful of Coastguard officers.
 

There are no records available between 1863 and 1901 of the men serving in the coastguard. The local newspapers have been examined to glean information in this period. Also service records of men serving in 1863 and on the census in 1901 have been examined to try and fill in the missing gaps. The records of other coastguards known to be in Mayo during this time have also shown some interesting information. One such coastguard was James Croake.

James Croake was born on 12th May 1833 in Grange Wexford. His birthplace is given in other sources as Arthurstown. Grange is a townland in the parish of Arthurstown. His fathers name was Thomas who was carpenter. It is possible that James’s father also was a coastguard as there was a Coastguard station in Arthurstown. James was described in his service record as 5 foot 6 ½ inches in height with dark hair, grey eyes and fair complexion with no scars. He enlisted in the Royal Navy on 31st July 1852 having previously worked three years in the coasting trade in Ireland and served on the following ships. 
 HMS London from 8 Feb 1853 to 26 Jan 1856, HMS Brunswick from 27 Jan 1856 to 2 Mar 1860 and HMS Donegal from 3 Mar 1860 to 10 Jun 1862. The HMS London was a 213 foot long, wooden hulled sailing ship with a crew of 850. She weighed 2590 tons and had a displacement of 4375 tons. She carried 90 Guns. James Croake served on her under the following Captains. Until 16 April 1853 commanded by Captain George Rodney Mundy, Sheerness between 16th  April 1853 and 18th November 1854 Commanded by Captain Charles Eden at Spithead, and the Baltic during the Russian War, until invalided. From 18 November 1854 to 13 August 1855 commanded by Captain Lewis Tobias Jones in the Mediterranean and between 13th August 1855 and 24th January 1856 commanded by Captain Augustus Leopold Kuperin in the Mediterranean. 
 

The HMS Brunswick built on the 1st June 1855 was a 190 feet long, wooden hulled sailing ship with a crew of 750. She weighed 2492 tons and had a displacement of 3632 tons. She carried 80 Guns and was last in commission on 2nd March 1860 when James Croake was transferred from her to HMS Donegal. James Croake served on her under the following Captains. From 27 January 1856 to 12 July 1856 under Captain Hastings Reginald Yelverton, in charge of a division of gunboats. From 12 July 1856 to 22 October 1857 under Captain Henry Broadhead in the Mediterranean. The next Captain was Erasmus Ommanney from 22 October 1857 to 2 March 1860 in the West Indies (senior officer at Colón when the filibuster William Walker attempted to invade Nicaragua), then in 1858 the Channel, and then in 1859 the Mediterranean.

The HMS Donegal built on the 23 September 1858 was a 240 feet long, wooden hulled sailing ship with a crew of 930. She weighed 3245 tons and had a displacement of 5461 tons. She carried 101 Guns.  James Croake served on her under the following Captains. Captain Henry Broadhead in the Channel squadron until 17 May 1861. From 18 May 1861 until 10 June 1862 commanded (until paying off at Plymouth) by Captain Sherard Osborn, Channel squadron then (November 1861) transporting troops to Mexico, together with Sans Pareil and Conqueror. 

James married Eliza Ann Parnell on May 19th 1856 in the parish church Parish of East Stonehouse, Devon, when he was 24 and she was 21. He was a bachelor whose occupation was described as a seaman, she was a spinster for whom no occupation was given. His address was HMS Brunswick and hers was 53 Emmor  Place 
 . Her father was Richard who was a farmer. 
There is a record of a census of 1861 where the ship James Croake is on “HMS Donegal” with 101 guns Captain Henry Moorehead is moored at Hamoaze. This is the river in East Stonehouse.
James and Eliza had three children, Alice born 27th Sept 1861 in Bude while James was a seaman in the Navy. 
 James was appointed to the Coastguard from the Royal Navy on 1 July 1863 as a boatman at a salary of 1/9 per week and was promoted to Commanding Boatman on 13th Dec 1869. He was based in the Padstow coastguard station from 20th Sept 1865 and was transferred back to Boscastle in 1869 where his other two children were born, Kate on 28th March 1863 and William Edward on 1st May 1864. 
 James served in Boscastle, Cornwall from 1869 to 1873, Portreath, Cornwall from 1873 to 1875, Pigeon Point, Co .Mayo Ireland from 1875 to 1877, Rathmullan, Co. Donegal, Ireland from 1877 to 1878, Buncrana, Co. Donegal, Ireland from 1878 to 1882 and Bude, Cornwall where he served from 1882 to 15 April 1884 when he retired. 

On the 1901 Census 85% of the Coastguards had been born in England, Scotland or Wales and this figure was 89% on the 1911 Census. The coastguard stations came under attack during the war of Independence and the Coastguard service was wound up with the formation of the Irish Free State.

 A refund of rent paid by the British Admiralty for the Coast guard properties was made by the Governor General of the Free State Tim Healy to The Duke of Devonshire, Secretary of State for the Colonies, Downing Street, London on 5th April 1923. Included in the list was rent due for properties in Keel, Keem, Doohoma, Blacksod and Ross. 
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