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    On a chain of wind-beaten islands off Ireland’s western coast, daily life is shaped by the persistent encounter between human endurance and the force of the Atlantic. John Millington Synge’s The Aran Islands turns that encounter into a work of close observation, attentive listening, and striking prose. Rather than treating the islands as a distant curiosity, Synge records the people, landscapes, weather, work, language, beliefs, and social rituals that he encountered there. The resulting book remains compelling because it asks how a community sustains itself in a demanding environment while preserving forms of knowledge and expression rooted in place.

First published in 1907, The Aran Islands is a travel and observation book by the Irish writer and dramatist John Millington Synge, who lived from 1871 to 1909. It grew from visits he made to the Aran Islands between 1898 and 1902. The islands lie in Galway Bay, off the west coast of Ireland, and their inhabitants were, at the time of Synge’s visits, predominantly Irish-speaking. Synge’s account draws on experiences gathered during repeated stays rather than on a single journey. Its central premise is simple but rich: an outsider remains among island communities, observes their lives, and attempts to render what he sees and hears.

Synge came to the Aran Islands during a formative period in his literary career. Before he became best known as a playwright, he was searching for subjects and settings that could give his writing a distinctive Irish character. His island visits supplied material not only for this book but also for his imaginative work for the theatre. The Aran Islands therefore occupies an important place in the development of Synge’s voice. It shows his interest in spoken language, local custom, landscape, poverty, labor, religion, and the relationship between communal life and individual experience. These concerns would remain central to his writing.

The book’s classic status rests partly on its unusual blend of forms. It is at once a travel narrative, a record of social observation, a work of literary nonfiction, and a meditation on language and place. Synge writes with the eye of a traveler, yet his attention is sustained enough to register recurring patterns in island life. He notices practical details of fishing, farming, housing, clothing, illness, weather, and travel, while also conveying the imaginative force of stories and conversation. This combination gives the book documentary value without reducing it to a mere document.

Its prose has been especially important to its reputation. Synge sought rhythms and idioms shaped by the speech he heard, and he brought that responsiveness to language into his descriptive writing. The Aran Islands does not simply catalogue facts; it arranges sensory impressions and conversations into scenes of considerable immediacy. Sea, stone, rain, wind, animals, boats, roads, cottages, and voices acquire a vivid presence. Such writing helped demonstrate that local speech and regional experience could sustain serious literary art. In this respect, the book belongs to the wider cultural energy of the Irish Literary Revival.

The Irish Literary Revival sought, among other things, to foster new literature attentive to Irish history, folklore, language, and contemporary life. Synge was associated with this movement and with the Abbey Theatre, where several of his plays were produced. The Aran Islands shares the revival’s interest in cultural inheritance, but it is not an abstract celebration of national identity. It remains grounded in particular encounters and material conditions. Synge’s focus on the islands makes the book valuable as a portrait of communities whose lives were connected to both an Irish-speaking tradition and the pressures of the modern world.

Readers should nevertheless approach the book with awareness of its position. Synge was not an islander; he was a visitor writing about people whose lives differed sharply from his own. That distance is part of the book’s subject and part of its historical significance. His observations preserve details of a social world, yet they also reflect the choices, perceptions, and literary aims of their recorder. The tension between witness and interpretation gives The Aran Islands much of its continuing interest. It invites readers to consider what careful attention can reveal, as well as the limits that remain when one person represents another community.

The enduring themes of the book are not confined to the Aran Islands. Synge considers the dependence of human life on weather and geography, the dignity and danger of work, the role of shared stories, and the importance of language in communal identity. He also observes how custom can organize experience in places where resources are limited and risks are immediate. These subjects have kept the book alive for readers interested in rural life, maritime culture, Irish studies, travel writing, and the ethics of representation. Its power comes from its concentration on ordinary life under extraordinary environmental pressure.

The book has also mattered because it helped establish Synge as a major prose writer as well as a dramatist. Its observations and verbal textures are closely related to the dramatic world for which he later became famous. In particular, his attention to the speech of western Ireland contributed to the distinctive language of his plays. Later writers have continued to find in Synge an example of prose that joins regional specificity with broad literary ambition. The Aran Islands shows how a closely bounded setting can become a means of addressing large questions about survival, belonging, imagination, and change.

No prior knowledge of Synge’s plays or of Irish history is required to enter this book. The narrative proceeds through encounters, journeys, descriptions, and reflections, allowing the islands to emerge gradually through accumulated detail. Readers may notice that the pace differs from that of a modern report or memoir. Synge’s method depends on lingering over scenes and on allowing conversation, environment, and custom to illuminate one another. This measured approach is central to the reading experience. It asks for attention not only to events, but also to the ways people speak, work, remember, and make sense of the world around them.

As a publication of the early twentieth century, The Aran Islands is also a historical text. It records a moment before later changes transformed communication, travel, employment, and daily life in many rural communities. Yet its value is not limited to historical recovery. Synge’s descriptions continually return to elemental realities: exposure to the sea, dependence on seasonal labor, the vulnerability of travel, and the consolations of companionship and narrative. By placing these realities at the center of his account, he gives the book a scale larger than its geographical setting while retaining the precision of a writer who notices particular people and particular places.

The Aran Islands endures because it joins literary craftsmanship with sustained attention to lives shaped by place. Its pages offer neither a simple pastoral refuge nor a detached sociological survey, but a complex record of observation made on the edge of the Atlantic. Contemporary readers can still recognize its concerns in debates about cultural continuity, regional language, environmental exposure, migration, and the responsibilities of describing communities other than one’s own. Synge’s book remains a classic not because it fixes the islands in the past, but because it makes the relationship between people, language, landscape, and change feel continually present.
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    John Millington Synge’s The Aran Islands is a work of travel writing and social observation based on several visits he made to the islands off Ireland’s west coast between 1898 and 1901. Published in 1907, the book records his stays on Inishmore, Inishmaan, and Inisheer, combining diary-like episodes with descriptions of landscape, work, language, folklore, religion, and local custom. Rather than presenting a continuous plot, it follows the movement of a visitor through an unfamiliar community. Synge’s account is shaped by his effort to understand island life directly, while also acknowledging the distance between his own background and that of the people who host him.

The narrative begins with Synge’s arrival in the Aran Islands and his first impressions of their exposed terrain and demanding conditions. He emphasizes the sea, stone, wind, and scarcity of cultivable ground, showing how the physical setting influences nearly every aspect of daily life. Travel between the islands and the mainland is uncertain, and the weather gives ordinary journeys a serious importance. These opening experiences establish the book’s central setting: a place often treated romantically by outsiders, yet experienced by its inhabitants through labor, risk, and practical knowledge. Synge gradually positions himself as an observer who must learn local rhythms rather than impose expectations upon them.

On Inishmore, the largest island, Synge encounters a population whose routines are closely tied to fishing, farming small plots, tending animals, and managing limited resources. He describes houses, clothing, food, family arrangements, and the ways neighbors assist one another in difficult circumstances. The account pays particular attention to the material ingenuity required to make a life on rocky ground, including the creation and maintenance of fields. Synge does not reduce the islanders to a single type; instead, he presents varied conversations and individual encounters. Through these scenes, the book examines how endurance, sociability, and local expertise coexist with poverty and uncertainty.

Language is one of the book’s most important concerns. Synge came to the islands partly to hear Irish spoken in a living community, and he records both his attempts to communicate and the expressive force he finds in local speech. He is attentive to idiom, storytelling, turns of phrase, and the relationship between language and inherited tradition. At the same time, his position as an English-writing author creates a persistent tension: he translates and frames experiences that belong to another linguistic world. The book therefore raises questions about representation, authenticity, and the limits of an outsider’s ability to convey the character of a community.

Folklore and religious belief appear throughout Synge’s visits, not as detached curiosities but as elements of ordinary island life. He hears accounts of supernatural presences, omens, dreams, cures, and old stories, alongside references to Catholic practice and local attitudes toward clergy and ritual. Synge presents these beliefs in relation to illness, weather, death, and other recurring sources of danger, showing their social and emotional significance. His observations also reveal differences among individuals: some recount traditions readily, while others are skeptical, humorous, or reserved. The book’s treatment of belief remains tied to conversation and circumstance rather than offering a systematic study of folklore.

As Synge moves among the islands, he observes how isolation affects news, commerce, education, and contact with wider Ireland. Visitors, officials, merchants, emigrants, and returning islanders bring traces of the outside world, but the islands retain distinctive habits and expectations. Emigration is an important background reality, since economic pressure and limited opportunities can separate families and alter local communities. Synge also notes changing conditions without portraying the islands as wholly untouched by modern life. These passages complicate any simple image of Aran as a remote survival from the past, presenting it instead as a place connected to broader social and economic forces.

The book repeatedly returns to the hazards of the Atlantic and to the skill required for island travel. Synge accompanies or watches men who handle currachs and larger boats in difficult waters, and he records the concern that storms, tides, and rough seas bring to households. Such episodes give the narrative much of its tension, since work and movement cannot be separated from physical risk. The sea is both a source of livelihood and a force that can disrupt plans without warning. Synge’s descriptions stress the competence of islanders, whose familiarity with local conditions contrasts with his own comparative inexperience as a visitor.

Synge’s encounters are often informal: he stays in island homes, joins conversations by the fire, visits fields and shorelines, and listens to stories offered in passing. These episodes create a portrait assembled from particulars rather than from a single explanatory argument. The author’s responses range from admiration and curiosity to discomfort and uncertainty, especially when he confronts hardship that he cannot fully share. His prose gives considerable attention to dramatic speech and memorable incident, qualities that later informed his work as a playwright. Yet The Aran Islands remains grounded in travel and observation, preserving the contingencies of weather, hospitality, misunderstanding, and departure.

Taken as a whole, The Aran Islands explores the relationship between place, culture, and representation. Synge documents communities whose lives are shaped by environmental difficulty, communal ties, Irish language, and contact with changing national and economic conditions. The book has endured as an influential example of Irish literary travel writing, as well as a valuable but necessarily mediated record of Aran at the turn of the twentieth century. Its lasting significance lies in the questions it leaves open about who may describe a community, how lived experience becomes literature, and how attention to local voices can coexist with the limits of an observer’s perspective.
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    John Millington Synge’s The Aran Islands emerged from the Atlantic islands of Inishmore, Inishmaan, and Inisheer, off Galway Bay on Ireland’s western coast. Synge visited them repeatedly between 1898 and 1902, when Ireland remained part of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland. The islands’ everyday life was shaped by small-scale farming, fishing, Roman Catholic religious practice, and the authority of families and local custom. Irish, rather than English, remained the principal spoken language for many inhabitants. Synge’s travel narrative records this distinctive social setting while also presenting it to an English-reading public unfamiliar with the islands’ material hardships and linguistic culture.

The book appeared in 1907, a period of intense debate about Ireland’s political future and cultural identity. Since the Act of Union of 1801, Ireland had been governed from Westminster, although Irish representatives sat in the British Parliament. Campaigns for Home Rule, meaning a domestic Irish legislature within the United Kingdom, had dominated late nineteenth-century parliamentary politics. Synge does not write a conventional political tract, but his attention to a remote Irish-speaking community has political implications. By treating island life as culturally significant rather than peripheral, he participated in a wider challenge to assumptions that English language, urban life, and British institutions defined modernity in Ireland.

The dominant religious institution on the islands was the Roman Catholic Church. Catholic emancipation in 1829 had removed many legal disabilities imposed on Catholics, yet religious division remained central to Irish public life under British rule. Synge himself came from a Protestant Anglo-Irish background, a social position historically associated with landownership and imperial administration, though his family was not among the greatest landed elites. His encounters with Catholic islanders were therefore also encounters across a major social and confessional divide. The narrative observes religious belief, pilgrimage, mourning, and clerical influence as integral features of community life, without reducing island society to religion alone.

The Aran Islands were marked by environmental scarcity. Much of their cultivable ground had been made through laborious improvements: inhabitants gathered seaweed and sand, mixed them with thin soil, and built stone walls to protect small fields from Atlantic winds. Synge describes this difficult agriculture because it was fundamental to local survival. Such conditions complicate romantic images of an untouched western Ireland. The islands were not simply picturesque remnants of the past; they were inhabited places where people adapted continuously to exposed terrain, limited resources, and uncertain weather. The book’s close attention to labor gives historical weight to the practical knowledge required for everyday existence.

Fishing provided another crucial, dangerous source of income and food. Islanders used traditional currachs, light boats with wooden frames covered historically by hide and later commonly by canvas, for travel and fishing in severe Atlantic conditions. Synge’s descriptions of boats, crews, storms, and coastal travel reflect a maritime economy in which the sea connected the islands to Galway and other markets but could also isolate them abruptly. Wrecks and drownings were familiar risks in west-coast communities. His account does not treat danger merely as dramatic scenery; it shows how transport, work, and family life depended on judgments made in hazardous conditions.

The memory of the Great Famine of 1845–1852 remained important when Synge began visiting Aran. The failure of the potato crop, caused by potato blight, led to mass death, disease, eviction, and emigration across Ireland. Western districts, where many poor households relied heavily on potatoes and had limited alternatives, suffered especially severely. Although Synge writes decades later, the insecurity visible in island subsistence cannot be separated from this history. His references to poverty, food, and precarious livelihoods belong to a society still shaped by post-Famine demographic loss and by the enduring possibility that a poor harvest or disrupted fishing season could be disastrous.

Post-Famine emigration also shaped the islands’ social world. From the nineteenth century into the early twentieth century, large numbers of Irish people left for Britain, the United States, Canada, Australia, and elsewhere. Migration affected families in the west particularly strongly, as young adults sought wages unavailable locally. The Aran Islands were not isolated from this transatlantic pattern: island households could be divided by departures, remittances, and returns. Synge’s emphasis on local speech and custom thus records a community whose continuity existed alongside outward movement. The book’s apparent remoteness should not obscure the islands’ links to wider labor markets and emigrant networks.

Land ownership was one of the central political and economic questions in nineteenth-century Ireland. Much agricultural land was controlled by landlords, while tenants often faced insecure tenure and rents that could be difficult to meet. The Land War, beginning in 1879, involved organized tenant resistance, agrarian agitation, and demands for rent reductions and ownership. A series of British land acts gradually expanded tenants’ rights and enabled many to purchase holdings. Synge’s island communities are not chiefly portrayed through parliamentary legislation, but the value attached to tiny plots, houses, and customary access to resources reflects a country in which land remained inseparable from security, status, and political conflict.

State responses to western poverty included the Congested Districts Board for Ireland, established in 1891. The Board was intended to promote economic improvement in overcrowded and impoverished areas, especially in the west, through measures involving fisheries, agriculture, migration, and local industries. Its creation recognized that the problems of regions such as Connemara and the islands were not simply individual failings but structural conditions of land pressure and limited employment. Synge’s account offers a ground-level counterpart to such official reform efforts. It portrays people whose lives were affected by poverty and infrastructure, while preserving forms of knowledge and social practice that administrative reports could overlook.

The decline of Irish was a major concern in the period. English-language schooling, migration, state administration, and economic pressures had contributed to a long shift from Irish to English, though Irish remained strong in many western districts. The Gaelic League, founded in 1893, sought to revive the Irish language and encourage Irish cultural activity. Synge was not an Irish speaker when he first went to Aran, and he relied on learning, observation, and assistance in engaging with the language. His book brought Irish speech patterns, stories, and expressions into English prose, making the islands important to readers involved in the cultural revival while raising questions about translation and representation.

Synge’s journeys were encouraged by W. B. Yeats, who advised him in the late 1890s to go to the Aran Islands and find a subject in Irish life. Yeats was a leading figure in the Irish Literary Revival, a movement that sought new literature and theatre grounded in Irish history, legend, language, and contemporary experience. The movement included writers with differing politics and backgrounds, rather than a single program. The Aran Islands belongs to this cultural moment because it treats local oral tradition and daily life as serious literary material. Yet Synge’s prose is more observational and unsettled than a simple celebration of national heritage.

Folklore collecting and the study of oral tradition expanded in Ireland during Synge’s lifetime. Antiquarians, linguists, and revivalists recorded songs, tales, place-names, and customary practices that they feared were disappearing. Islanders in Synge’s book tell stories about saints, supernatural beings, accidents, and local history, demonstrating that oral narrative was a living social practice rather than merely a store of ancient relics. Synge’s rendering of these materials helped circulate them beyond Aran, but it also selected and reshaped them for publication. The book therefore belongs to both the preservationist impulse of its era and the literary transformation of spoken culture into a work for metropolitan readers.

Modern transport and communication were changing Ireland, but their reach was uneven. Railways had connected many towns and ports during the nineteenth century, and steamship services linked coastal communities to larger commercial networks. The Aran Islands nevertheless depended on weather-sensitive sea crossings and had far less regular access to urban services than Dublin, Galway, or industrial Belfast. Synge’s travel accounts repeatedly register the practical consequences of this uneven development: journeys could be delayed, supplies were difficult to obtain, and news and visitors arrived by sea. The narrative’s pace reflects conditions in which natural forces continued to set limits on mobility and exchange.

The islands’ houses and clothing show the meeting of local practice and commercial change. Stone cottages, turf fires, handwork, and locally adapted building methods were necessary responses to climate and resources, not simply survivals preserved outside history. At the same time, islanders bought and sold goods, used cash when available, and interacted with traders, clergy, officials, fishermen, and visitors from beyond the islands. Synge’s account can sometimes emphasize contrast between Aran and urban society, but it also records these connections. The historical importance of the book lies partly in showing that rural communities combined inherited practices with participation in wider economic systems.

Synge’s position as an observer requires attention. Born near Dublin in 1871 and educated at Trinity College Dublin, he was an outsider to Aran in class, religion, language, and residence. His visits produced notebooks that informed both The Aran Islands and later plays, including Riders to the Sea, first performed in 1904. The book is therefore not a neutral ethnographic record, even though it contains valuable observations of people and places. It is a crafted literary account shaped by Synge’s interests in speech, violence, hardship, humor, and storytelling. Its descriptions must be read alongside the unequal power between a visiting author and the community represented.

The political atmosphere intensified after the book’s publication. Cultural nationalism increasingly overlapped with demands for political self-government, though Irish nationalists disagreed about strategy, language, religion, and the desired relation with Britain. Synge’s 1907 play The Playboy of the Western World provoked protests in Dublin, in part because some nationalists considered its representation of Irish rural people insulting. That controversy demonstrates why depictions of western communities mattered publicly. The Aran Islands was received within the same charged environment: representations of Irish life could be treated as evidence about national character, moral authority, and the cultural basis for self-rule.

The Aran Islands ultimately functions as both a mirror and a critique of its era. It mirrors a western Irish society shaped by colonial governance, post-Famine poverty, emigration, religious life, insecure resources, and a still-vital Irish-speaking culture. It also critiques easy narratives of progress by showing the human costs of economic marginality and uneven modernization. At the same time, its literary framing can turn hardship and difference into material for outsiders’ fascination, a tension inseparable from the Irish Literary Revival. Read historically, the book is neither a transparent record nor a timeless portrait, but a revealing document of Ireland around the turn of the twentieth century.
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    John Millington Synge (1871–1909) was an Irish playwright, prose writer, and poet whose work became central to the Irish Literary Revival. Writing at the turn of the twentieth century, he brought rural Irish speech, folklore, comic energy, and tragic intensity to modern drama. His plays, especially those produced through the Abbey Theatre movement, challenged idealized depictions of Ireland and provoked both admiration and public controversy. Although his life was brief, Synge established a distinctive dramatic language shaped by close observation of local idiom and by an interest in people living at the social margins. His influence has remained substantial in Irish and English-language theatre.

Synge was born near Dublin and was educated at Trinity College Dublin, where he studied languages and literature after an early interest in music. During the 1890s he spent periods in continental Europe, including Paris, where his literary ambitions became more defined. He encountered artistic currents associated with late nineteenth-century European writing and developed an interest in drama that combined realism with symbolic and poetic elements. His subsequent career did not follow a conventional academic or professional path. Instead, he turned increasingly toward writing, travel, and the study of spoken language, seeking material that could support a new kind of Irish theatre.

A formative influence came from W. B. Yeats, who encouraged Synge to visit the Aran Islands off Ireland’s west coast. Synge made repeated visits there from the late 1890s onward, listening closely to islanders’ stories, speech, songs, and customs. These experiences supplied material for much of his prose and drama, though he transformed observation through imaginative art rather than producing simple documentary records. His book The Aran Islands, published in 1907, presented vivid sketches of island life and became an important work of Irish travel writing. The visits also helped him develop the stylized, rhythmically charged dialogue for which his plays are known.

Synge’s early plays established both his ambitions and his capacity to unsettle audiences. In the Shadow of the Glen was first performed in 1903, and Riders to the Sea followed in 1904. The latter, a compact tragedy set among island fishing communities, was widely recognized for its concentrated structure, poetic language, and grave emotional force. The Well of the Saints, first staged in 1905, displayed another side of his work: a harsher, more comic treatment of illusion, social judgment, and desire. These plays helped define the repertory of the emerging Abbey Theatre and confirmed Synge as one of its leading dramatists.

His best-known play, The Playboy of the Western World, premiered at the Abbey Theatre in Dublin in 1907. Its presentation of a young stranger who becomes celebrated after claiming a violent act caused vehement disturbances among sections of the audience. The protests reflected objections to the play’s language, sexual candor, and portrayal of Irish rural life, as well as broader arguments about national representation. Despite the hostile initial reaction, the play came to be regarded as a landmark of modern Irish drama. Critics and theatre practitioners have repeatedly valued its verbal invention, comic reversals, theatrical vitality, and unsettling treatment of storytelling and heroism.

Synge also wrote poetry and continued to work on drama during the final years of his life. His one-act play The Tinker’s Wedding was published in 1909, though it was not initially staged by the Abbey Theatre. At his death, he left Deirdre of the Sorrows unfinished; it was completed for production from his manuscript and published posthumously in 1910. These later works show his continuing interest in unconventional characters, social authority, and the possibilities of heightened theatrical speech. Synge died in Dublin in 1909, at the age of thirty-seven, after an illness that had interrupted but not ended his writing.

Synge’s legacy rests on the range and originality of a relatively small body of work. He helped demonstrate that Irish drama could draw on vernacular speech and local experience while addressing audiences beyond Ireland. His plays have influenced later dramatists through their mixture of lyricism, comedy, violence, folklore, and social observation. They have also continued to invite debate about representation, class, gender, rural life, and national identity. The Abbey Theatre’s history is closely connected with his achievements and the controversies surrounding them. More than a century after his death, Riders to the Sea and The Playboy of the Western World remain regularly studied, revived, and reinterpreted.
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The geography of the Aran Islands is very simple, yet it may need a word to itself. There are three islands: Aranmor, the north island, about nine miles long; Inishmaan, the middle island, about three miles and a half across, and nearly round in form; and the south island, Inishere—in Irish, east island,—like the middle island but slightly smaller. They lie about thirty miles from Galway, up the centre of the bay, but they are not far from the cliffs of County Clare, on the south, or the corner of Connemara on the north.

Kilronan, the principal village on Aranmor, has been so much changed by the fishing industry, developed there by the Congested Districts Board, that it has now very little to distinguish it from any fishing village on the west coast of Ireland. The other islands are more primitive, but even on them many changes are being made, that it was not worth while to deal with in the text.

In the pages that follow I have given a direct account of my life on the islands, and of what I met with among them, inventing nothing, and changing nothing that is essential. As far as possible, however, I have disguised the identity of the people I speak of, by making changes in their names, and in the letters I quote, and by altering some local and family relationships. I have had nothing to say about them that was not wholly in their favour, but I have made this disguise to keep them from ever feeling that a too direct use had been made of their kindness, and friendship, for which I am more grateful than it is easy to say.
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I am in Aranmor, sitting over a turf fire, listening to a murmur of Gaelic[1] that is rising from a little public-house under my room.

The steamer which comes to Aran sails according to the tide, and it was six o'clock this morning when we left the quay of Galway in a dense shroud of mist.

A low line of shore was visible at first on the right between the movement of the waves and fog, but when we came further it was lost sight of, and nothing could be seen but the mist curling in the rigging, and a small circle of foam.

There were few passengers; a couple of men going out with young pigs tied loosely in sacking, three or four young girls who sat in the cabin with their heads completely twisted in their shawls, and a builder, on his way to repair the pier at Kilronan, who walked up and down and talked with me.

In about three hours Aran came in sight. A dreary rock appeared at first sloping up from the sea into the fog; then, as we drew nearer, a coast-guard station and the village.

A little later I was wandering out along the one good roadway of the island, looking over low walls on either side into small flat fields of naked rock. I have seen nothing so desolate[1q]. Grey floods of water were sweeping everywhere upon the limestone, making at times a wild torrent of the
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