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Introduction





‘P



.loughing is a religion, a way of life, an Irish mafia. It’s not



just digging up the earth, it’s in your heart.’ This is what



I was told when I ventured among Ireland’s ploughing families;



from the mountains of Donegal to the plains of Kildare, these



families place the National Ploughing Championships above



all other arrangements, holidays, wedding dates – and possibly



even funerals.



There is an intensity about them, a knuckle-grinding



toughness, a love for their horses and their big shiny



tractors, and a warmth that fires the embers of what it is



to be Irish, to be part of rural Ireland. It’s a world where



there are always hot scones in the Aga, a chat with the



postman, a smile for the stranger, the loan of a bale of



hay or a rick of turf, a soft word for an elderly neighbour,



a lift to mass or a clutch of eggs hatching away in the shed.







‘Ploughing



is a religion,



a way of life, an



Irish mafia. It’s not



just digging up the



earth, it’s in your



heart.’
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A Ploughing People





Despite the march of time, the vagaries of technology and



the politics of the moment, for three days every September, the



farmers of Ireland gather to compete against one another in



the National Ploughing Championships. There are dynasties



of ploughmen and women, people who learned the skills from



their grandfathers, and their memories are sharp. They never



forget the plot of scrub they were dealt at a match fifty years



ago or the judge’s decision that didn’t go their way or the



ploughman who managed to defer his turn until the frost had



melted and the horses were no longer skidding about. They



remember exactly where they’d lined up the three bottles of



porter on the headland or spent half the night before making



the sandwiches and packing the poitín into their wellington



boots.



Today, the ploughing has expanded to the size of a small



town – in 2016, there were 1,700 exhibitors and 300,000



visitors on the site at Tullamore, County Offaly. You could still



buy a tractor, of course, but you could also join the priesthood,



learn Irish, plant a forest, become a sheep farmer or join a



political party. And speaking of politics, all politics is rural



when it comes to the ploughing. You’ll see TDs and senators



posing on tractors, bonding with their rural constituents and



standing ankle-deep in the mud in their shiny new wellies for



the party photo for the local newspaper.



The tradition began in 1938, when President Éamon de



Valera, a close friend of Championship founder J.J. Bergin, was



photographed at the event. It wasn’t quite the happy maidens



dancing at the crossroads that the great man had envisaged,



but it was close. The president had never actually ploughed



himself, something he had mentioned in the Dáil during the



debate on the Anglo-Irish Treaty in December 1921.
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I lived in a labourer’s cottage but the tenant in his way could be



regarded as a small farmer. From my earliest days, I participated



in every operation that takes place on a farm … I did not learn



how to plough but, until I was sixteen years of age, there was



no farm work from the spancelling of a goat and milking of a



cow that I had not to deal with. I cleaned out the cow houses.



I followed the tumbler rake. I took my place on the cart and



filled the load of hay. I took milk to the creamery. I harnessed



the donkey, the jennet and the horse.







For over eighty years, rural Ireland has come together each



autumn at the National Ploughing Championships. It’s where



the people of the countryside meet to display their skills and



meet their friends. Entire families train for these championships



for the best part of a year.



This book celebrates the world of the plough, the ploughmen



and women, the people who train the horses and shine the



harness and make the tea, who spend their weekends at local



competitions all over the country and for whom the real



achievement is in keeping their ancient skill alive in their



own communities. These are the people who till the soil in all



weathers, the warm winds of summer and the biting hail and



sleet of a winter morning.



In writing this book, I have travelled through towns and



villages meeting some legendary ploughmen. I dropped in on



a hooley in Dennis Kelleher’s kitchen in Banteer, and I went



to Abbeydorney in County Kerry, a village that has produced



more champions than anywhere else, including the first Queen



of the Plough, Anna Mai Donegan. There were no telephones in



1955 so she had to wait until she’d travelled back home from



Athy in County Kildare to tell them she’d won!
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A Ploughing People





I also met the sixteen-year-old boy from Louth who got a



job as a bus conductor in London using his twenty-year-old



brother’s birth certificate. Today, seventy-four-year-old Gerry



King, horse ploughman, has more All-Ireland horse ploughing



titles than anyone else.



There’s Joe Fahy from Galway, whose two greys, Paddy and



Johnny, star in the Angelus on RTÉ. And Zwena McCullough,



the first and only woman to plough against men in the Nationals,



who was told by Thady Kelleher, ‘You can’t drink – and, if you



can’t drink, you can’t plough!’



And, of course, there’s the magic of J.J. Bergin, the man who



invented the ‘farmerette’ and who ran the National Ploughing



Association (NPA) for twenty-seven years until his death in



1958. His successor, the Kilkenny All-Ireland winning hurler





Gerry King
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Sean O’Farrell, continued to



grow the championships until



his own passing in 1972,



when the legend that is Anna



May McHugh took the helm.



She told Ryan Tubridy on



The Late Late Show that at



the first ploughing event she



went to, ‘I dressed myself up



in high-heeled shoes and went



out to a field but I came home



minus one heel. I got sensible



then!’



I finish my journey at a



match in Roundwood, County



Wicklow, where Kevin Doran



taught me to plough my own



furrow with my two new



friends, Tom and Womble, his



team of horses.



God speed the plough!





Anna May McHugh
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1. The Beginnings





P



.loughing is an ancient skill, it can be traced back to 4000



BC to the west of the Indus valley in what is now Pakistan.



There is also evidence from 1200 BC from a painting depicting



a yoke of horned cattle discovered in the tomb of Sennedjem in



Ancient Egypt.
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But we Irish can do better than that!



The late Sean McConnell, Agricultural Correspondent with



The Irish Times, reminded readers that:







Ploughing goes back beyond written history in Ireland. Travel



if you will to the Céide Fields in Mayo where 5,000



years ago, even before the Pyramids were built and the



Roman Empire was established, Ireland’s first farmers



were tilling the soil. Professor Seamus Caulfield of



UCD will show you a field close to his family home



where there are tilling marks in the earth. These he



believes may have been made by a spade but there



is the possibility that they were made by a plough.



He argues that a primitive plough may have been used



because the fields, now covered by layers of bog, are all



enclosed by stone walls to keep in farm animals which could



have been used for ploughing.





‘Travel



if you will to



the Céide Fields



in Mayo where 5,000



years ago, even before the



Pyramids were built and



the Roman Empire was



established, Ireland’s first



farmers were tilling



the soil.’
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And closer to our own times, competitive ploughing was a



part of the life of workers in the large estates of the seventeenth



century. At that time, wealthy landlords would pit their farm



workers against rival estates, putting up generous prizes, in



some cases as much as two months’ wages or coveted tools



like spades. There are records of a match held at Camolin Park



in County Wexford on 20 October 1816. Five pounds was the



prize money for a carpenter or ploughman who ‘produced the



best and cheapest plough made by himself and who contracted



to supply the public with similar ploughs at the same price’.



However, it wasn’t until 1931 that the first national ploughing



match was held in Ireland.







At that time a farmer would be rated by his own high standards.



There was no machinery, everything was done by hand. So he



had to have a good plough but he also had to have his hay ricks



nicely shaped, like a Christmas cake, not scattered or anything



wrong with them. He also had to have his farmyard tidy. But



the main thing was he had to be a good ploughman and do his



ploughing well.







The words there of journalist, author and public relations



man Larry Sheedy, whose father was one of the founders of



the National Ploughing Championship (NPC) and who first



attended a ploughing match when he covered the 1954 World



Championships in Killarney while reporting for the Irish



Farmers Journal.



In 1931, Ireland was still suffering the impact of the War



of Independence and an economic depression. The country’s



wheat average had declined to one of the lowest points since



records were kept and the then Minister for Agriculture Paddy
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Hogan was urging farmers



to increase production with



‘one more sow, one more



cow and one more acre



under the plough’.



So in 1931, two farmers, J.J.



Bergin from Athy in County



Kildare and Denis Allen from



Gorey in County Wexford,



instigated the first inter-​



county ploughing match.



Allen was already a member



of Dáil Éireann, having been



elected in the September



1927 general election for the



Wexford constituency.



This whetted the appetite



of tillage farmers around the



country and, on 16 February



1931, men from nine counties



competed at Coursetown



in Athy. The organising



committee cited the main



objective as bringing ‘the



message of good ploughing



to all parts of the country



and to provide farmers with a pleasant, friendly and appropriate



place to meet and do business’.



The cost of running the event was nine pounds, three shillings



and five pence. There was a Perpetual Challenge Cup for the



event, presented by Estate Management and Supply Association





J.J. Bergin’s notes from the first inter-county



ploughing match, 1931
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Ltd in Dublin, and a team



trophy, the David Frame



Cup. Wexford took the team



trophy and Edward Jones of



County Wexford was the



first individual winner.



But this was only the



beginning; Bergin and Allen



pooled their ideas and their



energy to keep the project



going and that was the birth



of the National Ploughing



Association. Bergin ran the



NPA for the next twenty-​



seven years while Allen



remained in politics until



his death in 1961.



Allen’s son, Lorcan, took



his father’s seat in the 1961



general election at just



twenty-one years of age



in a constituency reduced



from five to four seats,



and subsequently served as



Minister of State on two



occasions at the Department



of Agriculture. He says his



father could never have



envisaged how the NPA has grown, but that he would have



been pleased that his own county of Wexford is still very much



to the fore in taking home the ploughing titles.





The Beginnings





The competitors in the Tractor Class at the first



National Ploughing Championship, 1931
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A Ploughing People





Part of the attraction of that first competition may have been



the natural competitiveness of the farmer. The poet Patrick



Kavanagh wrote about the farmers of County Monaghan and



the jealousy they felt for one another’s ploughing prowess.



According to Larry Sheedy,







By all accounts, Kavanagh, himself a small farmer, wasn’t



reputed to be a great ploughman himself. The story goes that



he used to get on his bicycle at the top of the road, get up



a bit of speed, stand up on the pedals and he would be able



to see over the hedges into the field to check his neighbours’



ploughing. Kavanagh used to borrow a horse for his ploughing



but he wasn’t a patient man and he wasn’t a tidy man and they



were two facets of the good ploughman.







Sheedy gives the example of champion ploughman Martin



Kehoe from County Wexford, as to what a ploughman should



be. ‘A huge strong man, a tug-of-war champion, a powerful



man but he is powerful patient.’



And the late Sean McConnell of The Irish Times recalled



his own early days when he wasn’t allowed to plough close



to the road where his handiwork could be seen by the



neighbours. ‘No one wanted crooked furrows which could



be commented on by neighbours. It was nearly as bad as



having an ugly wife or a wandering dog or no hay for the



winter.’



There was a resilience to the ploughing which even the Second



World War failed to deter. But the onset of war did slow down



the progress of mechanisation. At an event in Ballinasloe in



1944, as many as ninety pairs of horses were borrowed in the



area for the championships.





‘A



huge strong



man, a tug-of-​



war champion, a



powerful man but



he is powerful



patient.’










7





But the demise of the horse was on the



way and, in 1946, at the first post-war



championships, the NPA introduced



the first tractor competitions. Vigzol



Lubricants put up the trophy which



was won by John Halpin from County



Wicklow.



J.J. Bergin died in March 1958 but not before he had left



a wonderful legacy, including Ireland’s involvement in the



World Ploughing Organization of which he was vice-president.



The first world contest was hosted by Canada in 1953 and



the second came to Ireland, to Killarney in 1954 where ten



countries competed.





The Beginnings





J.J. Bergin and the Irish team enjoy a break



during the World Championships



in Canada, 1953
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Anna May McHugh
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After Bergin’s death, the NPA



appointed the All-Ireland hurler Sean



O’Farrell, a native of Kilkenny who



had made his home in Wicklow, as



managing director, a position he held



until his own death in 1972. Larry



Sheedy says he was an interesting



contrast to J.J. Bergin – a quiet man,



the opposite of volatile, known



nationally as ‘The greatest oil pourer



on troubled boardroom waters of



his period. Such a man, to remain so



placid and in control, had to be made



of stern, if concealed, iron.’



On the death of Sean O’Farrell,



Anna May McHugh was appointed



managing director of the NPA and she



has remained at the helm ever since.



In the intervening years, she has attained the status of a legend,



an icon so beloved of ploughmen that several ballads have been



written in her honour.



Work on the next championships begins as darkness sets on



the old one. In 2017, the Ploughing returned for a second year



to Screggan, Tullamore in County Offaly. In the springtime



I met up with P.J. Lynam, the NPA’s National Chairman and



he told me there were seventeen different farmers involved in



providing the 700-acre site, the main one being Joe Grogan.



The biggest development is the infrastructure, having enough



water and electricity and toilets. ‘The very same as providing a



serviced building site for fifty houses,’ he says.





The Beginnings





Sean O'Farrell
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Irish Examiner journalist Ray Ryan says the Ploughing is



everything to rural Ireland.







It is one of those events that identifies with the people; for some



reason people feel they have to go to the ploughing and it’s not



just people in rural Ireland nowadays, urban people come in



their droves. And it always amazes me how people will head



off into the countryside for a couple of days at the beginning



of winter, cope with all the issues and come back again year



after year after year.







And Ray Ryan says his colleague Carrie Acheson of the



Examiner always maintained it was the friendship that kept





‘People



meet each



other, it’s the end



of the harvest and



they might not meet



again for twelve



months.’
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people coming back: ‘People meet each other, it’s the end of the



harvest and they might not meet again for twelve months. It’s



like a large family and there is never any trouble. There’s



still a kind of decency in rural Ireland.’



Despite recessions and technology, a wave of EU



regulations, complicated grant systems and farmers’



children gravitating towards a new lifestyle in



urban Ireland, the heart of rural Ireland still beats



as strong as ever. Farmers still love their land, their



horses, their machinery and a world that still exists in



the dawn rise on a hill, a brush with nature or a good price



at the mart.





Farmers



still love their



land . . . and a world



that still exists in the



dawn rise on a hill, a



brush with nature or a



good price at the



mart.
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