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Rambles Long and Short

Long before Lee Marvin sang of the wandering star, I had come to the conclusion that I must have been born with an inclination to move about this country and well beyond its bounds whenever an occasion calls. I am fortunate that I am familiar with all parts of Ireland, and more blessed still in that I can say I know people in most of those places. For that I thank my links with several movements, especially the GAA and the doughty institution called RTÉ, now a venerable eighty-year-old. My mind is constantly revisiting the many places of interest I’ve seen and travelled through, and now I invite you to come along with me in the hope that you too will find both place and person worthy of a few minutes of your time.

My Ireland is not confined to the area bounded by the waters that surround the island. Ireland, or being Irish, is as much a state of mind as anything else, and I have encountered it in many parts of the globe, sometimes in the unlikeliest of places. When one meets with people of Irish descent in other countries, matters like accent or mode of dress might suggest initially that there remain no traces of Irishness in them. But very often one finds the opposite to be true: there are legions of ‘Irish’ people in the world who have rarely, and in many cases never, visited the Emerald Isle. They have nonetheless contributed much to the status Ireland enjoys today, a fact to which our Government should pay more heed. While retaining a strong interest in their Irish connections, no matter how far back these stretch, most are loyal citizens of the countries where they reside.

This is something we should all bear in mind when forming opinions about and meeting with the many immigrants who share modern Ireland with us. Our emigrants were made welcome in their adopted homelands, their strong work ethic allowing them to survive and prosper. When abroad, I always like to hear the stories of the escapades of former Irish emigrants, even if they happen to be of the calibre of the notorious Ned Kelly of Australia, or that alleged North Kerry man in America, Jesse James.

This anthology of memories and moments is a journey through Ireland and to Irish people, wherever they might be. Indeed, we shall commence our perusal on distant shores. Like the Sioux Indian, I am pitching my eyes at the start of the voyage, beyond the extremity of the island horizon, and beginning on the other side of the world, where in my travels I have met some very interesting people and become acquainted with many aspects of the lives of others. From there, I hope to bring you all the way back to my native Kerry with random stops and musings, mostly in Ireland, to ponder on events of the past or to meet a small selection of interesting people.

Micheál Ó Muircheartaigh

Samhradh 2006
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John Moriarty, the Aborigine from Borroloola


Is fánach an áit in a bhfaighfeá breac



These are the words of an Irish proverb I have often heard invoked down in the Kerry Gaeltacht. Volumes of wisdom are snared within the words of proverbs, regardless of the language in which they are cast. The one quoted above simply warns us not to be surprised by what we might find in any quarter or, put literally, ‘you could find a trout in a strange environment’.

The story of one Moriarty I met in a far-flung land is in perfect harmony with that sentiment. His name rang a little bell in my mind when I first heard tell of him a few years ago, when he was interviewed by Marian Finucane on RTÉ radio. He was Australian, but the fact that we bore the same surname – even though his was the Anglicized version – forged some tenuous bond between us, even at that stage. I often wished I could meet up with him, but like many another idea no real effort was made to realize it. Then, in October 2005, I found myself in Aussie land thanks to a series of International Test matches between Ireland’s Gaelic footballers and Australian teams. Moriarty’s name drifted into my mind once more, and thus began the search to locate him.

The first step was a phone call back to Radio Sport in RTÉ, in the hope that some detail could be gleaned from the Marian Finucane interview with Moriarty. I was surprised by how quickly I received information from Bernadette Kelly in the Sports Department after she consulted with some of her colleagues there. The man’s full name was John Moriarty, he had given the interview from a London studio and his domicile in Australia at that time was Sydney.

Once the Test matches were over and the Cormac McAnallen Trophy in the possession of the host nation, I set about making a real attempt to meet up with John. It might seem overly optimistic to have imagined a link between us, but all Moriartys the world over have Kerry origins and I did not doubt his connections with the Kingdom.

Eventually, after some work on the Internet and in Melbourne offices that deal with indigenous people’s rights, a useful phone number was added to the file. As too often happens, however, it was the dreaded answering machine that took my call, informing me that ‘John Moriarty is away and will not return for some days’. With a little patience and perseverance, finally it was his voice that answered from Sydney one bright morning. After an introductory conversation, I arranged to fly up from Melbourne to meet him at his office.

I must say, it was my privilege to meet one of the most extraordinary people I have ever encountered in any part of the world. Physically he was smaller than I imagined and bore the looks of an Aboriginal. I quickly learned that he was also extremely interested in his Irish ancestry. Before we parted, and not for the last time I hope, we exchanged autobiographies – Saltwater Fella and From Dún Síon to Croke Park – half a world apart and yet joined by our Irish roots.

The title of his book suggests he was born close to the sea and indeed his birthplace has a sort of Irish ring to it – Borroloola, in a tribal area of Australia’s Northern Territory, close to the Gulf of Carpentaria. He was born ‘around 1938’. His mother saw herself primarily as a Yanyuwa, although also connected with other tribes. She gave him his father’s name, John Moriarty, a wandering Kerryman, like many of his Irish neighbours for generations. John states in his autobiography:


… being half-caste meant that I would eventually be taken away, as I was paler in colour than my mum. It was a policy of government when I was young to take away half-caste children and send them to missions or settlements. The policy was intended to breed out the Aboriginal culture and identity. This was the identity and culture that I was born into, and it was what the assimilation policy of the government set out to destroy. It was an insidious, arrogant policy that amounted to cultural genocide.



Those words sum up his opinion of the Australian government’s policy, which had such a profound effect on his life from a very young age. As a member of Australia’s Stolen Generation, John’s curiosity about his father’s history increased with the passing years as he sought to piece together his own background. It would be more than forty years before he was able to patch up his father’s side of the family tree, which led him to relatives in Kerry and London. At first, all he had known about his father was that he had come to Australia in 1928 and worked as a cook in the Borroloola Hotel, in which his cousins had an interest. His inquiries and contacts eventually yielded the information that he had Irish cousins by the names of O’Shea and Kirby, which ultimately led to a meeting with a May Ulyatt in Alice Springs.

May Ulyatt had been May O’Shea, from Kerry, before she married and settled in Alice Springs. She produced a photograph of a group of young emigrants, herself and John’s father among them, taken in Castlegregory, Co. Kerry, prior to his departure to Australia in 1928. This was a very useful lead. May was also able to tell John that his father was ‘a beautiful dancer and a good person to be with’. By a curious coincidence, I have a book in my possession that my daughter Nuala picked up a few years ago in Victoria Market, Melbourne, and it carries a reference to ‘Jack Moriarty, host of the inn, with never a guest in years’. The book was written by Ernestine Hill and published in 1940 and describes the author’s roamings through Australia in the 1930s. The Moriarty mentioned is almost certainly John’s father because the reference is part of the account of Hill’s visit to Borroloola.

It is understandable that John was anxious to travel to Castle-gregory when work and other commitments allowed it. Through the help of many people, including another John Moriarty, an undertaker who was not a relation, the visitor was directed to the home of Pat O’Shea in Castlegregory. This particular Pat would be very well known in Gaelic football circles as the famous Aeroplane O’Shea, the noted high-fielding midfielder on Kerry’s All-Ireland winning teams of 1913 and 1914. He was in his nineties on that day in 1980 when John Moriarty arrived at his home. Standing outside, John did most of the talking, explaining who he was and the purpose of his visit. Of course, the moment ‘Aeroplane’ realized he knew his visitor and his father, he was invited inside for further conversation.

I gather that John then became the listener, and a rapt one at that, once inside the door of Aeroplane’s house. John learned that he had a connection with Kerry football because Pat O’Shea’s sister was married to a brother of John’s father, which made the midfielder his uncle-in-law, if my expertise in genealogy amounts to anything. He heard how his father had spent three days in that house in 1928 and went fishing with the footballer/teacher. Aeroplane was able to recount their adventure in great detail, and John was amazed as to how anybody, moreover a nonagenarian, could remember the actual number of trout caught fifty-two years earlier. At this point Pat O’Shea took a little stool and stood on it to reach into a cupboard close to the front door. He produced a fishing rod – three pieces tied together complete with brass reel – and, after apologizing profusely for the state of the line, he handed it over to John uttering the words, ‘he left this here for you’.

John was now in the right place, and before long he had addresses for cousins in Tralee and Blennerville, where his father was born. There he encountered more John Moriartys and an Uncle Eugene in Blennerville. He was treated royally on his visit to his father’s birthplace. John had no memories at all of his father, but did learn that he had spent time in the British Navy, serving on the Russian front, and was fluent in Irish, English, Russian and the aboriginal dialect of Yanyuwa. Eugene was able to tell him that his father had died in Brisbane in 1961, probably of an alcohol-related illness. Thinking back, John recalled that he had played soccer for South Australia against Queensland in Brisbane around about that time. Strange, he thought, that the father he never knew was in the same city at the same time and they never chanced to meet. Is ait an mac an saol.

There were other clan meetings, of course, before John left Kerry. He has fond memories of talking late into the night with his cousin, John, in Tralee and his wife, Morna, and their children, Maeve and Darragh. He found the Kerry episode to be a source of immense relief and satisfaction in an extremely active and varied life. He described some of that extraordinary life to me.

In 1942, at the age of four or thereabouts, he was taken away from his home and brought to a mission 300km away under the guise of attending school. Years later, when he again found his mother, he asked her why she had let him go. Her answer was brief and simple: ‘I was taking you to school for a while and then I went to pick you up this day and you were gone.’ As it turned out, his stay at the mission was only a stage on a massive journey, by lorry and train, that shunted John and his mission group through Alice Springs and Adelaide and onwards to Sydney, a journey exceeding 2,000km on my reckoning. From the late nineteenth century until relatively recent times, successive Australian governments promoted policies that involved the forcible removal of Aboriginal children from their families and transferral to institutions in white communities. The theory behind their removal was that it would bring about the cultural assimilation that John grew to despise. The unfortunate children thus affected would become known as the Stolen Generation. So John was taken from his mother without warning or explanation and found himself bereft and heading for God knows where: ‘When you’re young you try to be a man. But a lot of the times when I was trying to be a man I remember crying and crying.’

Life at the mission was not easy, apart altogether from being separated from his family. He was allowed to keep the name Moriarty, but most were given new names because all traces of their own heritage had to be abandoned in this Anglican settlement. His identity paper ‘gave’ him 1 April as his birthday. His clearest memories of the place are the hunger, the religion and the discipline. There were times when the children were left free to roam the farmlands, to fish and to hunt, which was great fun and more natural to their previous way of life. I could relate to his memories of roaming the fields because that was not unlike my own young days in Dún Síon, not a million miles from where his father grew up.

By the age of eleven John was on the move again, this time to St Francis House in Adelaide to complete his primary education before moving on to a technical school and second level, and going on to qualify as a fitter. He was thirteen years of age by the time he was convinced to write a letter to his mother, but he found it difficult because he knew she could neither read nor write. It was obviously not an ideal situation for correspondence, but it worked because he received replies from friends and neighbours telling him his mother was fine. Then, at the age of fifteen, he was brought on holiday to Alice Springs and it was arranged that his mother would be brought down from Borroloola to meet him. It happened on the street: he and a friend saw a woman watching them from a little distance, they approached her and for the first time in eleven years John and his mother were together once more. He met her frequently during the rest of that holiday but then returned to Sydney to serve an apprenticeship and, incredibly, almost another twenty years elapsed before he met her again. Throughout that time, however, they kept in touch by letter.

John qualified as a fitter and was soon working with the Electricity Trust of South Australia and generally getting on very well. He was also gaining a reputation as a soccer player, and by the age of twenty he was a member of the South Australia Youth team. Two years later he made an appearance on the senior side for interstate action in Perth. He got good coverage from the media for his exploits there and later for the Australian championships in Melbourne. This earned him selection on the national team for a tour of South-East Asia, but other circumstances led to Australia being banned from international competition for eighteen months, thereby ending John’s dream of playing for his country.

It was while in Melbourne that he learned that the State Soccer Association had to seek permission from the Protector of Aborigines every time a member of that community wished to travel outside the state. He regarded this as an indignity no Australian should suffer, and it was one of the reasons why he began to get more and more involved in righting some of the wrongs he and others had had to endure. To this end he founded the Aborigines Progress Association, which worked on the sporting and legal fronts, promoting Aboriginal land rights and general equality. John was deeply involved and the fight for Aboriginal rights in South Australia came to be seen as the model for campaigns in other states.

In 1966, at the age of twenty-eight, John enrolled in Flinders University, becoming the first Aborigine to enter university in South Australia. He read for a Bachelor of Arts Degree and his subjects were Australian, English and Colonial History, together with Geography and Politics. It took him five years to complete the three-year course, principally because he was ever more involved in national issues on rights. His contribution to progress in that field is best exemplified by the honours and positions awarded him in the following years, including Chairman of the National Aboriginal Sports Corporation of Australia, Vice-Chairman of the Commercial Development Corporation and Doctor of the University of Southern Australia; he also undertook important assignments for the Department of Labour. All the hard work and campaigning eventually paid off when a referendum on rights was passed by a 91 per cent majority.

There is another, and totally different, side to the character of this man, John Moriarty. His contact with academics who were interested in the entire Aborigine culture led him to appreciate the value of Aboriginal song, dance and language, and in particular their visual art traditions. In 1971 he spent nine months travelling overseas on a Winston Churchill Fellowship, studying the cultures of indigenous people from Alaska to India. He returned bursting with ideas on culture retention, integration, education and much more.

In the 1980s he began to deal in Aboriginal art as a commercial venture. He and his wife, Ros, set up a company called Jumbana, his own Aboriginal name, and a design label called Balarinji, which was their son’s skin name. They produced fabrics and products carrying Aboriginal designs and, after the usual beginner’s setbacks, the business turned good, as was very evident on the day of my visit to his Sydney office. The breakthrough came in the 1990s when they had the idea to approach Qantas Airlines with an aircraft motif in Aboriginal style. The presentation was so stunning that it was accepted immediately and work on the real 747–400 began quickly thereafter. The Wunula Dreaming plane was an immediate hit and gave a much-needed boost to Aboriginal art, to Qantas, to Australia – and the Moriarty designers. That plane is used for ceremonial functions and before long another was commissioned, Nalanji Dreaming, which flies regularly to Japan and all across Asia – the largest moving artwork in the world. Full marks all round for enterprise and pride in native heritage!

What an extraordinary man is this Borroloola John Moriarty. I would like to see him at an All-Ireland football final in Croke Park sometime, when he could think again of his father’s fishing rod and Aeroplane O’Shea, visualizing in an art form that man’s great leaps into the air in the All-Ireland finals of 1913 and 1914. It is quite possible, too, that his own father was present at those finals because the Ghost Train from Kerry to Croke Park was a phenomenon in transport at the time and many youths frequently made the journey. The Aborigines believe the Earth is criss-crossed with the memories of many journeys. Certainly, this seems to hold true for John Moriarty and the web of connections he has traced from Australia to Ireland and back again.
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Meeting an All-Ireland medal in Adelaide

So we bid farewell to the eastern coast of the friendly continent and cross its vast interior towards the pleasant west coast. The city of Adelaide is situated in South Australia and is the last stop before the Nullarbor Plain, which links the south with the west. Adelaide gives the impression of being an English-type settlement, but there is plenty of Irishness for the intrepid traveller to encounter. During my first visit to the city, in 1986, I called into the local GAA centre and it was there I read accounts of Irish activities that took place in the developing town in the spring of 1843. The news was gleaned from an advertisement in the contemporary local newspaper and was in the form of a challenge thrown down by the footballers of Westmeath, who offered to take on a team from any other county in Ireland, or a combination from a few counties, in a game of football on St Patrick’s Day, 17 March. Details were given of proposed celebrations in the aftermath of the game, and it promised to be a lively affair. Back in Ireland, the founding of the GAA was still over forty years down the road, so this unusual advertisement bears testimony to the fact that the Irish emigrants of those days, forced or otherwise, carried with them a strong footballing tradition. It also lends credence to the theory that Australian Rules football is a derivative of the old, pre-GAA Irish football.

I was back in Adelaide during subsequent trips down under and it was in the same GAA environment that I saw an All-Ireland medal displayed next to a National League medal on the lapel of a coat worn by a proud Irishman. He was Johnny Boyle, a Carlowman who had played with Dublin in the All-Ireland finals of 1955 and 1958 and in the League finals of both years, winning all but the All-Ireland final of 1955. Actually, he also won a Railway Cup medal with Leinster in 1959, but it was not on display that night. Perhaps that one had been given away at some stage!

I spent a long time in Johnny Boyle’s company during my visit to the club, and he certainly was proud of those medals and the game that had given him some great times. He rattled off the names of his colleagues with an air of friendship: Kevin Heffernan, Ollie Freaney, Jim Crowley, Cathal O’Leary, Norman Allen, the Timmons brothers Joe and Big John, and many more notables. At the time of our meeting he was in Australia recovering from a hip operation; up until then he had spent most of his time in New Zealand. Johnny and his likes really appreciate a visit from Irish football teams and they follow the fortunes of all teams back home – an easier task than it used to be thanks to the plethora of information sources that now churn out news twenty-four hours a day. So far from home, it was a joy to see those medals and meet their entertaining and engaging owner.
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Western Australia: Charles Yelverton O’Connor

Anyone lucky enough to be acquainted with Ireland’s west coast, that lovely stretch of territory from the Bloody Foreland in Donegal to Dún Chaoin at the extremity of West Kerry, will tell you that the west of Ireland carries a charm all of its own. I sometimes wonder if my familiarity with it induces a bias towards the western sides of all countries and continents: for me, there is no place like the west of Scotland, the west coast of the United States and certainly Western Australia. I have been to Australia several times, and while it is difficult to find fault with Sydney, Melbourne, Adelaide and Brisbane, there is no magic in those places to compare with that of Perth, Fremantle, Kalgoorlie and the thousands of acres of wide and wild open spaces within easy reach of those frontier towns. I prefer the countryside to the city at any time because, to an extent, cities are the same the world over, often varying only in size. There is one exception though, and in my opinion that is Perth, the capital of Western Australia.

It is not an easy matter to explain why this is so, but for a start it is a clean city and I find there is always a fantastic atmosphere of relaxation permeating the place and the people. The climate is pleasant and there is no shortage of picturesque walking trails or sporting facilities within easy reach of all areas. Like most places in Australia, the west coast has evidence of many Irish connections and these hold a particular appeal for me.

The custom of raising monuments to people who have passed on is as ancient in Ireland as it is elsewhere. In time, structures like Newgrange gave way to less elaborate reminders of the past and we have any number of monuments commemorating the deeds and achievements of people in the various pursuits of life. They honour contributions in politics, sport, the arts, sciences, the economy and otherwise, but I have often felt that as a nation we have too few to recall the great deeds of Irish people who spent part of their lives living outside the country. Their stories are often fascinating and edifying, and we would do well to remember them.

Whenever I find myself in a foreign land, I am always curious to learn about the contributions made by Irish people to the life of that country, or places that remain forever associated with their adopted Irish sons and daughters. I seek out such places whenever I get the opportunity, which is how I came to head eastwards from Perth to the once famous goldfield areas of Kalgoorlie and Coolgardie. There is a compelling romanticism about goldfields, even though we in Ireland might not have heard as much about the Australian fields as we did about the Klondike, Yukon, Montana and other gold rushes of North America. It was in Kalgoorlie that I first heard tell of an Irishman called Charles Yelverton O’Connor, whose story enthralled me and whose name will forever be associated with the ‘Golden Days’ of Kalgoorlie.

On a recent visit to that part of the world I journeyed again to the lovely seaside city of Fremantle because it is there that a magnificent monument to Meathman O’Connor stands. The life-size bronze statue is impressive and enjoys a commanding view of historic Fremantle Harbour. Countless Irish people sailed into that harbour in the nineteenth century, on their way to penal settlements or prisons. It was in the same harbour that I did a commentary on the Americas Cup in 1986 when Stars and Stripes, under the guidance of Denis Connor, ensured that the famous Cup was returned home to the United States. It was a huge event that claimed worldwide attention, especially as it was the first time it had taken place outside of American waters. The Gages Road district of Fremantle offered an excellent offshore venue and some of us touring with the Irish football team, which was due to play against the Aussies in the WACA (Western Australia Cricket Association) around about that time, had a special interest in that particular Americas Cup contest. The connection was Jim O’Sullivan, a journalist with the Irish Examiner, whose brother Tom happened to be a brother-in-law of Harold Cudmore, a crew member of the British entrant. We spent a most exciting day in the bay on board a yacht hired for the purpose by the Bank of Ireland, the sponsors of the Irish team, which was managed by Kevin Heffernan and captained by Jack O’Shea.

The bearded, Moses-like figure of Bank of Ireland’s Jim Whitty was our host, but those among our number who hailed from inland counties in Ireland succumbed to seasickness and, unfortunately, GAA Ard Stiúrthóir Liam Mulvihill was among them. They were thus denied the excitement of a world-class final. We were all cheering for the British ‘runner’ on account of loyalty to colleague Jim O’Sullivan, but White Crusader and Harold Cudmore failed to make the final. We were then equally divided beween Stars and Stripes and Australia’s Kookaburra – of course, with a field of two my commentary for Raidio na Gaeltachta was not too demanding. Third-man tackles were impossible, but I did have to be on the lookout for incidents like the dropping of the brightly coloured spinnakers. There was very little between them, but the Stars and Stripes got to the line first. I must say it was a different sporting experience for me, and I felt lucky to get the opportunity to commentate on an event of the magnitude of the Americas Cup.

In any event, Fremantle Harbour was Charles Yelverton O’Connor’s point of entry to Australia when he had arrived in that part of the world almost 100 years earlier. An engineer by profession, O’Connor was born in Gravelmount in 1843, a large estate house at Castletown in Co. Meath. He studied engineering at Trinity College, Dublin, and gained experience in building railways and waterworks before he emigrated to New Zealand in 1864. He had connections in Ireland’s developing railway network as his father was secretary of the Waterford–Limerick line.

It is said that the discovery of gold in New Zealand led to O’Connor’s decision to go there, and so with the same hope carried by many an emigrant before and since he set sail from London on board the Pegasus on Christmas Eve 1864, destined for a new world. The ship carried fare-paying settlers and he shared his cabin with a doctor and a parson, so he probably felt extremely secure and safe during the three-month voyage. He would spend over twenty-five years in New Zealand, achieving promotion to two of the top positions in that British colony. He was responsible for the overall supervision of marine and public works with the titles of Under-Secretary for Public Works and Marine Engineer for New Zealand.

In 1891, O’Connor’s life would take a new turn. Back in Ireland, political life was dominated by the Land War, Kitty O’Shea and the fall of Parnell and the rise of nationalism, while in sports there was the stuttering growth of the GAA, Kerry winning a hurling All-Ireland and Dublin claiming the football title. In New Zealand, meanwhile, the famous engineer from Meath caused a sensation when he resigned from his position as Marine Engineer.

His next move took him and his family on the long journey to Western Australia, a massive sprawling territory with a meagre population of less than 100,000 souls. The area was under-developed primarily due to lack of infrastructure. Before long, Charles Yelverton O’Connor had been appointed Engineer-in-Chief of Public Works and Manager of Railways and there are historians who aver that his appointment was among the most significant decisions ever made in that part of the world. The decade that followed saw enormous development in the western territories, all spearheaded by the redoubtable O’Connor, and I was delighted to learn that his role is almost universally acknowledged throughout Western Australia to the present day.

Not a man for dallying, O’Connor set about his projects immediately. The first task he attended to was the building of a suitable harbour for Perth. The location chosen was Fremantle, a short distance down the coast. In November 1892 Lady Robinson, wife of the Governor, pulled the handle to release the first load of stones on Rous Head, which marked the commencement of the building of a breakwater. Less than five years later the magnificent harbour was finished and became the primary port for large vessels, which docked at Victoria Pier. They were exciting times: railways were being built and transforming the face of the territories, there was breathless talk of goldfinds and more and more people were being drawn to settle there. It was fortuitous that the Castletown genius was there to play a leading role in the developments necessary for the expansion and maintenance of the burgeoning economy.

The most pressing problem was to supply water to the goldfields, which lay 557km away from source. In 1896 O’Connor submitted a plan to both Houses of Parliament proposing that water be pumped from a reservoir in the west to the goldfields. By then the population of Coolgardie had grown to 20,000 and the water shortage posed grave problems both for humans and the essential working horses. O’Connor’s solution involved damming the water on the Darling Range before raising it 1,000ft over the hills and pumping it to Coolgardie via a series of overland pumps that would work independently of each other. There was no precedent for pumping water across such a huge distance and mostly through desert, where temperatures ranged from below zero to fifty degrees Centigrade. It was a brave proposal of staggering proportions and its estimated cost was AUS$5 million. It is to the credit of Parliament that they had the foresight to approve it, even though the estimated cost was twice the state’s annual budget and there was no proof that it would work.

The parliamentary announcement of the building project stated that a pipeline was to be built capable of carrying 22 million litres of water daily, and that a loan would be raised in London to cover the costs. It was open season for stinging criticism and the plan was denounced as ‘outrageous nonsense, a scheme of madness’.

Naturally, in the circumstances it was not easy to raise the loan, but funds eventually materialized and, to the delight of O’Connor, the Goldfields Water Supply Construction Bill was finally passed. The construction of the dam was soon underway in the Helena River Valley. The wisdom of the Fremantle Harbour venture was quickly appreciated as thousands of tons of steel had to be imported and unloaded for the massive pipeline, which would comprise 60,000 lengths of pipe, each 8.4m long and 76.2cm in diameter.

By 1899 the dam work was proceeding as planned, with all the back-breaking work it required being carried out manually: lines of men pushed barrows of concrete along steep embankments as railway works were undertaken simultaneously along the route. The criticism of O’Connor’s ‘folly’ was still to be heard, but all the while the men worked and the Mundaring Weir was completed and the pipe crept eastwards. In spite of the progress, the critics were intent on causing mischief, and O’Connor was accused of corruption, gross blundering and robbing taxpayers of millions of dollars. The old adage about mud sticking held true, and early in 1902 the government announced a Royal Commission into the conduct and completion of the water scheme. It was heartbreaking news for the driven, hard-working O’Connor. While he remained utterly confident that his scheme would work, he was dogged by stress and exhaustion in the face of ongoing criticism and questioning.

On 10 March of that year O’Connor took his pistol out, placed it in his pocket, then mounted his steed and set off slowly through Fremantle. It was a sight common enough to the inhabitants in those days, so nobody sensed anything unusual as he rode along the busy Cantonment Street. The horse was cantering as he left that street, heading for the jetty and his beloved harbour before turning for the beach and the water. Man and horse cantered straight into the sea and as the waves lapped at the flanks of the horse, O’Connor drew his pistol and shot himself. His despair was not deserved: he left behind a splendid harbour, a major rail system which he had designed and expanded, and had planned the world’s longest pipeline, all within just eleven years of arriving in Western Australia. The great man left a final note, which stated, among other things, that he had lost control of his thoughts: ‘I could finish it if I got a chance and protection from misrepresentation – better that it should be given to some entirely new man.’ Typical of the perfectionism of the man, he added a postscript: ‘Put the wing walls to Helena Weir at once’. Charles Yelverton O’Connor was buried in a grave overlooking Fremantle Harbour.

Ten months later there was unprecedented rejoicing in Kalgoorlie and Coolgardie: every possible inch of the towns was decorated, and there were bands and parades and celebrations in anticipation of the arrival of Sir John and Lady Forrest, by train, for the switching-on ceremony of the Great Water Scheme. Members of the Boys’ Brigade were on hand to pull the float that carried Sir John and his lady along the streets before the official business of the day was conducted. In due course, and amid great cheering, the valves were opened and the dream of the Meathman became a reality as the water released from the dam two days earlier gushed forth, 557km inland. There were speeches, of course, but the most telling words of all carry a resonance to this day in Western Australia: ‘two men and two men only were responsible for the Coolgardie Water Scheme, Sir John Forrest and Mr C. Y. O’Connor, the man who gave his life for it.’ To the amazement of his critics, the whole scheme had come in almost on budget, at a cost of AUS$5.2 million.

The Great Water Scheme proved to be a catalyst for massive development throughout Western Australia, on a scale that even O’Connor himself might not have envisaged. The pipeline was expanded and extended thereafter, enabling huge tracts of land to be made suitable for farming. Towns and settlements sprang up in response, as people came to earn their livelihoods on the land. Even though it is now over 100 years since water flowed eastwards for the first time, that pipeline is still one of the Aussies’ proudest achievements. The part played by a hero who is largely unknown in his homeland is one reason why I think there is something special, unique even, about that part of the world. It gives me a thrill to touch that pipeline and to stand once more beside the monument to the man from Co. Meath that overlooks Fremantle Harbour.
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Mundy Prendiville: The footballing Archbishop of Perth

There is another reason why I have a special grá for Perth and its environs and that is the fact that former Kerry footballer, Mundy Prendiville, spent a long number of years there ministering as a priest and later as Archbishop of that beautiful city. I recall a comical incident that occurred during one of my earliest trips to Perth, when I went to see its most famous sporting venue, the WACA, or the Western Australia Cricket Association grounds. It is undoubtedly a beautiful venue, but I was taught a lesson on economics during my ramble through it. I noted with a certain amount of satisfaction that one of the stands was named the Prendiville Stand. In my naivety, or ignorance, I presumed it had been named in honour of the famous Archbishop/Kerry footballer. When speaking with Danny Lynch’s equivalent in the Cricket Ground office later, I casually mentioned my liking for the name on the stand. He was obviously pleased and volunteered to go upstairs immediately and bring ‘him’ down to meet me, if I so wished. Knowing that the Archbishop had died almost twenty years earlier, I had no expectation of meeting him and did my best to restrain the PRO from leaving the room. My efforts proved futile, and in no time I was being introduced to Mr Prendiville, the man in whose honour the ardán was christened.

It was obvious I had supposed wrong about the late Archbishop Prendiville, but nevertheless I told
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