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1.INTRODUCTION 
 

Project Background 
Following a successful application to the Heritage Council by Cuan Beo, Kinvara, Co. 
Galway, for a heritage grant, the oyster Heritage Audit commenced in July 2018. The central 
aim of the project is to compile a comprehensive baseline database of heritage relating to 
what is generally known as the native oyster, Ostrea Edulis, (European oyster) in South 
Galway Bay and to highlight its importance to the people of the catchment area, past, present 
and future. 

Oyster fishing, or dredging as it is commonly called in South Galway Bay, has never captured 
the attention of the wider public, partly because dredgers were largely working in inner 
Galway Bay and not seen to have to deal with the dangers faced by fishermen far out at sea. 
Yet dredgers working a few miles from the shore in small boats, often faced as much peril as 
those fishing further out in larger boats. Their experiences, traditions and artefacts deserve to 
be respected and preserved. 

The audit will encompass the environmental, cultural, social, scientific and economic heritage 
of the oyster and will inform future research, and conservation of heritage artefacts and sites 
as well as the collection oral history and folklore. The South Galway Bay region, from 
Oranmore to Black Head, was chosen to be the focus of the audit. 

 The application to the Heritage Council for funding for this project set out to have an “on the 
ground focus” and was confident that this would uncover information on the native oyster 
which would be “of significant heritage value”. Joe Murphy was appointed in July 2018 to 
act as Project Manager with responsibility for completion of all tasks outlined in the project 
brief. 

Project Brief 
 

A brief of work was compiled as part of the grant application to the Heritage Council. The 
brief included the following tasks: 

 Compilation of a desktop inventory of heritage reports, articles, journals and books 
relating to the native oyster. 

 Public lectures presenting the project and inviting support from the community in  
locating and collecting information on local heritage artefacts and sites connected to 
the oyster heritage and stories/lore relating to it. 

 Where appropriate, the data collected will be stored in a database or archive. 

 The story of the heritage of the native oyster in Galway Bay has largely been untold. 
This story is important not just from the heritage viewpoint but has the capacity to 
raise awareness of the importance of water quality, support the protection of the 
environment and re-invigorate the community. 
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 Preparation of a final report including recommendations for future use of the 
information collected. 
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2.Methodology 
 

2.1 Secondary Research: The first step for most research studies entails the review of 

all existing studies, reports, books and other relevant information in written, audio or film 
format. In this heritage audit of the oyster the project manager carried out an extensive search 
and examination of a broad range of material, which included local publications in each of the 
parish communities represented in the study, namely Oranmore-Maree, Clarinbridge, 
Ballinderreen, Kinvara, New Quay and Ballyvaughan. There were examinations of the 
National Folklore Collection in UCD and material in a range of libraries and organisations 
including NUIG Library and Special Collections, Galway and Clare County Council libraries, 
the Marine Institute library as well as information in the websites of state organisations and 
relevant community or voluntary organisations. There was a review of family records and 
archives such as the St. George archives and the recently sourced records of the Linnane 
family, an oyster merchant from Maree, Oranmore. 

The Heritage Council’s Map Viewer was very helpful in identifying relevant information on a 
range of subjects while other useful aids included the Archaeology.ie website, Galway and 
Clare Co. Councils’ audit of piers. 

2.2 Primary Research: Through a community consultation process, the manager of this 

audit arranged to meet with coastal residents and discuss their memories of oyster fishing, 
oral history from their communities, artefacts and sites of local heritage interest. This led on 
several occasions to long conversations and the discovery of many local stories and heritage 
items which were previously unrecorded. 

Conversations with people interviewed as part of this audit were recorded in a journal after 
the discussion. Notes were taken during discussions where appropriate. In the event of 
uncertainty about any information recorded, the audit manager telephoned or arranged 
another meeting with the person interviewed. All conversations with interviewees were hand-
written in a hard-covered copy for presentation to the National Folklore Collection, UCD, 
Dublin when the project is completed. 

 

 Public consultation was a goal of this project and this was achieved through 
community lectures, exhibitions and raising awareness within the community of the 
environmental, cultural, social, scientific and economic heritage of the oyster. 

 A poster, displayed here, was designed with information about the project. This was 
put on display in local towns and villages, such the Cuan Beo exhibition stand during 
the Cruinniu na mBád Festival and in Clarinbridge prior to and during the annual 
Market Day on the 1st September. There were over 30 visits to fishermen (both 
current and retired), as well as meetings with business people and others connected 
with the oyster fishing industry. In most instances these meetings collected previously 
unrecorded information with regard to the heritage of the oyster. 

 The project manager gave a lecture on the South Galway Bay oyster heritage on 13 
November 2018 in Ballinderreen Community hall as part of its festival Ballinderreen 
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sur de la mer. TG4 carried out an interview the following day focusing on the 
Galway Bay flat bottom boat and its importance to the oyster heritage.  

 A short article highlighting the heritage of the native oyster was written and sent to 
relevant organisations website managers and newspapers to promote the lecture in 
Ballinderreen. This helped to raise awareness of the oyster heritage and encourage 
people to talk about the subject. There was a concise article in the Connacht Tribune 
on the project also.  
 

2.3 Structure of Report 
This study gleaned information on the rich and varied heritage of oyster in South Galway Bay 
and for clarity it is reported under the following headings; 

 Oysters and the Struggle for ownership  

 Folklore and oral tradition  
 Oyster Heritage Boats, Equipment and Boat Builders 

 Environmental heritage-Built and Natural heritage 

 Social heritage 

 Economic heritage 

 Scientific heritage 
 Recommendations 

 Appendices 

 

A map of Galway Bay, below, shows some of the villages and towns along the coast. 
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Galway Bay, north and south 
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3. Oyster Beds and the Struggle for Control 
 

An understanding of the heritage of the oyster in South Galway Bay should be viewed within 
the overall history of the area and the country as a whole.  The struggle for independence and 
desire by farmers and fishermen to control and make a living from the land and sea was the 
source of much strife in Ireland for hundreds of years. Historian Fergus Campbell in his book 
Land Revolution described rural life in south-east Galway in the late 19th and early 20th 
century as follows; 

“The majority of the population were huddled in small economic holdings, whilst the majority 
of landlords and graziers occupied a disproportionate amount of land” (Campbell, 2005). 

The vast majority of the inhabitants of the region rented landholdings that were simply too 
small, and too poor in quality to provide their occupiers with a decent standard of living. 

There was antipathy towards foreign rule and this is captured in the song Galway Bay by 
Arthur Colohan; 

“Oh, the strangers came and tried to teach us their ways 
They blamed us for bein’ what we are 
But they might as well go chasing after moonbeams  
Or light a penny candle from a star”. 
 
The sense of injustice felt by the farmers and fishermen of South Galway Bay was 
accentuated by the State’s strategy to address the depletion of oyster beds in Ireland in 
the second half of the 19th century. The fishery authorities believed that by issuing 
licenses to private individuals, that this would lead to greater development and 
conservation of the beds. The only people in a position to apply for the licenses were 
the landlords and wealthy class. In South Galway Bay licenses were issued to Lord 
Wallscourt in Ardfry, R.E.L. Athy Renville, P.M. Lynch Duras William and James St. 
George Ballinderreen, and Christopher Redington, Clarinbridge, all gentry 
landowners. 
 
The story is widely recalled in Clarinbridge, to this day, of how William Young and William 
St George applied for a private license for Clarinbridge Oyster Bed which would give them 
control of the beds which they claimed had become unproductive. It seems that the bed had 
indeed become depleted, whether due to disease or overfishing. The Fishery Inspector set a 
date to survey the oyster bed and decide  whether to privatise it. Local people were very upset 
that they might lose this valuable resource to landlords and to ensure that the Fishery 
Inspector found oysters, in what is locally known as the Leanach, (means intertidal), they 
bought oysters in Connemara and laid them in the bed. When the Inspector of Fisheries 
carried out his survey he found sufficient oysters to reach a decision that the bed should 
remain a public one. This story is recorded in a contemporaneous poem, an original copy of 
which is held privately in Clarinbridge. One verse goes; 
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“Sad news I heard not long ago which pierced our hearts with grief 

That we should part an oyster bed that often gave relief 

But this precious spot we have regained which stood to every call 

It helped to clothe, to feed and rear the country big and small”. 

 

Tyrone House in the 19th century 

The fishery authorities awarded a license for the oyster bed off the coast of Pollagh and 
Mulroog to the St. Georges in 1867. The fishermen of the area believed that the authorities 
had not abided by the fishing bye-laws which stated that no licenses could be granted where 
the public had already a right to fish. The injustice of this naturally angered the fishermen of 
the area but it reflected the era of domination by landlords over political and economic life. 
Many fishermen who were brought in front of the district courts for dredging in what came to 
be known as  the St. George oyster bed in the following years put forward this argument, 
when summoned in court, but with little success. 

The struggle to have the St. George oyster bed returned to public ownership intensified in the 
1943 when local people re- discovered that the bed which had been unproductive for many 
years had an abundant bed at the Tufóg near Pollagh. 

There were numerous prosecutions and fines put on dredgers by the local courts and it 
reached its most acrimonious level when 17 local men were imprisoned for refusing to pay 
fines for dredging in the St George oyster bed. The men returned home to a hero’s welcome 
and this was the source of much lore and stories. Bernie O Connor, from Ballinderreen, was 
one of those who chose to go to prison rather than pay the court fine for dredging in the St. 
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George oyster bed. In a visit to him as part of the audit he told this researcher about many of 
the events during this time such as the story of how he was told on one occasion in prison to 
clean the floor of the cell and when he asked for a bucket and water he was told to “use tears 
and sweat my boy.” 

In 1980 the oyster bed was sold by the St. George family to a Breton company to the disgust 
of local people. A successful campaign by local people eventually persuaded the Irish 
Government to buy the St. George oyster bed from the Breton company for the benefit of the 
local communities. 

 A song written to the tune of Galway Bay captured the spirit of defiance against restrictions 
on the St George oyster Bed; 

“The St. Georges came and tried to take it from us 

That Goldmine in the South of Galway Bay, 

But they might as well try ploughing Cnoc a Phréacháin 

Or put a pound of fat on Peadar ‘Caitríona’s jaw”. 

While the memory of landlords in South Galway Bay is largely a negative one, there were 
exceptions such as C.T. Redington in Clarinbridge who like Burton Bindon in New Quay 
created employment for tenants through projects that included oyster cultivation and 
development. In 1904 Dr. Browne carried out a Report on the Shell-fish Layings on the Irish 
Coast as respects Their Liability to Sewage Contamination. His report included a map 
showing the oyster beds of South Galway Bay, This map was re-produced in Noel Wilkins 
book Squires, Spats and Spalpeens – Oysters and Oystering in Galway Bay and is shown 
here. It reflects the degree to which South Galway Bay’s oyster beds were in private hands, 
predominantly landed gentry. Details on each bed from this report are shown in Appendix 1. 

The political and the landlord heritage of South Galway Bay is dealt with in some historical 
studies and the bibliography at the end lists a number of these. Each of the parishes on South 
Galway Bay have produced books on local history in which the relationship of landlord and 
tenant is explored. Other important written sources include the Galway Archaeological and 
Historical Journals and the NUIG Moore Institute’s Landed Estates Database. Local 
newspapers such as the Connacht Tribune and Clare Champion are valuable sources of 
reference. 

There are many physical reminders of the landlords’ presence in South Galway such as the 
mansions and demesnes which are dotted all over the region. Many are now in ruin, including 
Ardfry house, Tyrone house Duras house. Others continue to be used for commercial 
purposes including Kilcornan house, Kilcolgan Castle and Dun Guaire Castle. There are also 
useful family records such as those of the St. Georges, Blakes of Ardfry and Redington’s of 
Kilcornan.  
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Browne’s map of the of late 19th century 
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4. Folklore and Oral Tradition 
 

Much of the cultural heritage of Irish people has been transferred orally from generation to 
generation. This can be seen in the case of coastal dwellers where a whole range of activities 
were recorded orally and in the living traditions of people, be that storytelling, boat building, 
fishing skills or superstitions. The stories and traditions of communities are an important part 
of heritage. 

Lady Gregory of Coole Park, Gort, played a key role in the Irish Literary Revival and is 
remembered in South Galway, especially, for her work in collecting folklore and mythology 
from local people. Stories relating to supernatural activities were always an important part of 
the folklore of South Galway Bay and the sea presented a rich background for such stories. In 
one story she recorded the narrator told her about a mammal with ‘shining eyes’ appearing to 
a local fisherman at Tyrone and when he went to the priest for advice he was “bid (him) 
always to take a drop of holy water and a pinch of salt out in the boat with him, and nothing 
would harm him” (Lady Gregory).  

The establishment of the Irish Folklore Commission (IFC) in 1935 was a landmark in the 
collection and recording of Irish traditions and heritage. The Collection contains 
approximately three million manuscript pages of local history and traditions which were 
recorded all over Ireland by professional collectors. The Irish Folklore Collection also has 
photographic and audio/visual archives and thousands of hours of audio recordings some of 
which were done in South Galway Bay. The IFC continued the invaluable work of Lady 
Gregory and recorded many stories of a similar vein.  

Kinvara author Caoilte Breatnach wrote about the folklore of his parish in A word in your 
Ear.  One of the stories from the Irish Folklore Commission that he included in his book is 
that of Tom Fahy from Duras. Fahy told the story of how the superstitions or piseogaí had 
taken away the oysters from Parkmore Bank, known as Banc a Trágha Bheag.  This happened 
as a result of a horse dying there that was towed over the water to Crushua. According to 
Fahy the oyster bed took hold in Crushoa and never returned to Parkmore. Another local man 
told the Folklore Commission that “there were nothing but superstitions in the area once. I 
didn’t like to meet any woman going fishing but especially a red-haired woman” (Hynes, 
1960). 

The importance of folklore is summed up by Pádraig Ó hÉalaí, NUIG when he says that 
folklore; makes us aware of the world in which our ancestors lived, not merely of the physical 
conditions of that world but also of the mentality and emotions of those who lived in it 
(Breathnach, A Word in your Ear). 

South Galway was fortunate that the Irish Folklore Commission appointed Ciarán Báireád, a 
dedicated and professional folklore collector to collect the oral traditions of the area. He 
recorded a broad selection of people in the region who provided valuable information on our 
oyster heritage and traditions. Among those recorded were John Devaney, Keave, Mike 
Hynes, Tooreen East, Ballinderreen, Michael Quinn, Killeenmuinterlane Ballinderreen, 
Joseph and Thomas Moran, the Weir Kilcolgan Tom Monahan Keave, Tom Fahy, Kinvara 
and Tom Connell, Ballinderreen. 
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One of those interviewed by Ciarán was John Devaney of Keave, Clarinbridge. He gave a 
number of detailed accounts of his experiences as a fisherman and farmer and the traditions of 
the area. He told Báireád of one tradition which extended all the way back to the 11th century, 
concerning the lighting of fires in the village on St John’s night. These were done in 
celebration of routing the Vikings (Danes) from the area (Devaney, IFC1707). This custom he 
says was practised in his village up to the early 1950s.  

Ciarán Bairéad collected important information on oyster practices at that time from men such 
as Mike Hynes of Ballinderreen. Hynes told him about the practice of seeping oysters in the 
inter-tidal area, with a buoy placed over them in the water, while awaiting sale. The seeping 
area was called a Bráca and consisted of a ring of stones erected in the shallow water. This 
practice is no longer carried out. But some of these brácas are still visible on our coast such as 
in Ballinacourty and Pouldoody.  

Joseph Moran of the Weir Kilcolgan gives a very precise account Ciarán Báiréad of the flat 
bottom boat and dredge used by oyster fishermen as well as the following description of 
scoping, the traditional dredging method.. 

“There’s fifty yards of a rope on the anchor. They row out to the oyster-bed. There’s two men 
rowing. Each man works only one oar. We know exactly where the oyster-bed is. Its up to six 
hundred acres in area, the Clarinbridge oyster-bed. There was another bed discovered which 
is twice as large.  

When we get to the oyster-bed the dredge is in the boat and the anchor is in the boat. One 
man throws the anchor into the sea. Both men then row backwards, what is called ‘cúling’ to. 
That’s what the old people used to call it. Both men row back, ‘cúl’ back until they’re fifty 
yards out. When ‘cúl’ing back one man is on the third seat. 

The dredge is left on the ‘stage’. The man sitting on the third seat stands up and throws the 
dredge out into the sea. The man in front stands up. He pulls the rope nice and easy into the 
boat and the dredge is scoping the bottom of the sea at the back, until he is up to the anchor. 
The dredge is sixteen or eighteen yards back from the boat. 

When he’s at the anchor he puts a cor (twist)on the gripe(grip). The man at the back stands 
on the stage and hauls in the dredge and brings it around to the side. The blade is just on the 
outer edge. He catches the bag and leaves it on the stage and empties it out on the stage, and 
then throws out the dredge again, and sorts out the oysters”. 

 

A central part of our culture and heritage is our Irish language which many scholars believe 
was spoken in Ireland over 2,500 years ago. Folklore collectors such as Ciarán Báireád were 
particularly interested in collecting from people who spoke Irish fluently, as they would have 
a language that had an unbroken chain for over two millennia. South Galway Bay was 
fortunate to have a number of farmers-fishermen who gave oral recordings in Irish to Ciarán 
Báireád.  John Devaney, Keave spoke Irish fluently and the regular contact with Connemara 
people allowed him the opportunity to speak it regularly. Mike Hynes and Michael Quinn in 
Ballinderreen were also Irish speakers and gave information on a range subjects  including 
fishing. 
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The recording of these people speaking Irish is an extremely valuable part of the heritage of 
South Galway Bay not just because they gave information about oyster and fishing lore but 
because they spoke with their local dialect which died with their generation. The audio 
recordings, as well as the written records of these fishermen are stored in the Irish Folklore 
Collection in UCD. 

Many Irish words were used to describe natural features, fishing activities and boats. 
Examples of these include bráca (ring), pucán (small Galway Bay hoooker), cúling (rowing 
backwards from the anchor), trá mór (a large strand during a low tide) curach adhmaid 
(timber currach) and many locations such as Oileán Mhorgáin (Morgan’s Island) and the 
Carraigs (the Rocks). 

There are various archives in which the folklore of South Galway Bay area available to the 
public. These include the recordings of the Irish Folklore Commission, UCD. These records 
will be digitalised shortly. Other sources include books by Lady Gregory, Caoilte Breathnach 
as well as parish publications. Information gathered as part of this study will add the Irish 
Folklore Collection. The topics covered are listed in Section 10 of this report. 
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5.1 Oyster Heritage Boats, Equipment and Boat Builders 
 

Michael McCaughran in his book on traditional boats concluded that Irish boats were 
influenced by the location of the country, midway between Scandinavia and Iberia. He states 
that; 

Irish traditional boats with their local and regional identities, form part of this cultural 
complex (McCaughran, 1978). 

The oldest of the indigenous Irish fishing boats, is the currach, or an curach in Irish. It is 
likely that the earliest dwellers from southern Europe arrived in skin boats and they continued 
to be used by the Celts when they colonised Ireland. Small currachs were fished by two men 
while the bigger ones had a crew of four. In the 19th century the currachs were skin covered 
but this change to a fabric covering. The traditional canvas currach was still used by 
fishermen in Gleninagh, near Black Head in North Clare, up to the 1970s. One of the 
interviewees who provided information to this audit recalls a family who used a currach for 
lobster fishing in 1972. 

5.1.1 The Galway Bay Flat Bottom Boat  
The flat bottom boat or ‘flat’ as it was called, was the prevalent oyster dredging boat 
particularly in Clarinbridge and Ballinderreen parishes. This was a boat with a simple design, 
generally measuring from 14 feet to 16 feet and a depth of approximately 20 inches. It had a 
flat bottom and was often constructed by the fisherman himself or neighbours in the local 
community such as the O Connells in the Milestone and Joe Brennan in the Weir. It was used 
largely in sheltered bays, not just for dredging oysters, but also for fishing salmon, picking 
shellfish such as mussels and periwinkles and harvesting seaweed. 

One of the fishermen interviewed for this audit recalls buying a ‘flat’ in the 1960s which cost 
him £22, of which £10 was paid to the boat-builder and £12 was paid for the timber. He said 
that he made an income of £80 from dredging that season. 

Many oyster fishermen purchased sturdier boats from the 1970s on, but some oyster dredgers 
such as Sonny Burns, in Keave, stuck to their flat bottom boats. This was fortunate, from a 
heritage point of view, as his boat was later acquired by the National Museum and is now 
located in Swords, Co. Dublin.  

After extensive searches only one flat bottomed boat was located in South Galway Bay. The 
owner said that he retained it because he saw it as being an important part of local heritage. 
The boat was made by Bill Crampton who had lived in the south Galway area in the 1970s 
and 1980s.  

Joseph Moran from the Weir Kilcolgan told Irish folklore collector Ciarán Baireád in 1959 
that the flat bottom boats made of larch, lasted longest (Moran, 1959). Often fishermen chose 
less durable timber and this probably helps explain their absence from the coast today. 
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Dredging in Clarinbridge in 1964 

5.1.2 The Yawl 
 

This was a larger and sturdier boat and more suitable for open sea. In the book Glorious 
Galway, it is described as follows; 

“It is an adaption of the small hooker type but modified so that the tumble stone disappears, 
the bilges flattened and the scantlings lightened. The rake and transom is progressively 
reduced, so that the most recent examples have square sterns and bow and adapted as guides 
for scoping”(Lynch et al 2011). 

The strong influence of Connemara in the yawls and timber currachs of South Galway Bay is 
understandable given the regular contact as a result of the turf trade and the employment on 
farms of seasonal workers from Connemara. Others Connemara men came to dredge in the 
public bed in Clarinbridge either as paid workers, known as spailpíns (seasonal hired worker) 
or in later years, independently working their own boats. With few boat builders in South 
Galway Bay the oyster men looked west as Glorious Galway described;  

“the builders of Yawls would have been the established hooker builders of Connemara and 
Galway, building boats to the particular specifications of their clients in the oyster fishery”. 

Over recent decades the yawls were gradually replaced by a new generation of oyster 
dredgers, based on the timber currach. 

Joseph Moran told the Irish Folklore Collector 1959 that “the yawl is the boat they used here 
before the flat bottom. There are very few of them now. The flat bottom is a lot cheaper to 
make and then the people who were able to make the yawl are gone. They don’t go to that 
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trouble now. The yawl id cost £60  and the flat bottom £20 or maybe a little more” (Moran, 
1959).  

5.1.3 The Timber Currach - An Curach Adhmaid 
There was an evolution in oyster dredging boats in response to the changed working 
environment. The introduction of new oyster dredging technology such as the winch and 
outboard engines meant that boats needed to be adjusted. Some oyster fishermen in the 
Oranmore -Kinvara coastal area travelled to Connemara for this boat which had been first 
constructed there in 1890.  

Boat builder Padraig Davis of Inis Nee, whose grandfather Beairtle Ó Clochartaigh made the 
first timber currach described it as follows; 

“They’re very much in the style of the curach canbháis (canvas currach) but they’d be flatter 
in the bottom and the bow wouldn’t be so high. And a bit beamier as well”… 

The boat was developed from the canvas currach in order to provide fishermen with a boat 
that could be left afloat in the water when idle and it was less easily damaged than its 
predecessor. 

One fisherman who still uses a timber currach for oyster dredging in the Clarinbridge area 
told me the following; 

“About 20 years ago the timber currach replaced a lot of the ‘flats’ because the out-board 
engines had a lot of power and a 20-foot boat was needed for this. The ‘flats’ were fine for 
dredging in the Clarinbridge bed, which was near to the shore, but when men wanted to go 
out to the Carraigs, near Killeenaran or to Island Eddy they needed a better, sturdier boat”. 

5.1.4 The Púcán 
 

There were a small number of sailing boats, predominantly pucáns, in South Galway Bay up 
to the 1970s. They ranged in size from the smaller ones which were about 23 to 25 feet, 
compared to the larger ones of approximately 30 feet. They had one main sail and a lug sail 
and were the smallest class of Galway Bay hooker. These boats were associated particularly 
with Island Eddy. Smaller pucáns were used for fishing mackerel and herring while the larger 
ones were used for gathering seaweed or bringing turf from Connemara. The Irish Folklore 
Commission has records indicating there were 20 sailing boats in Island Eddy at one time. 

Interestingly, pucáns with sails were not used for dredging oysters in Galway Bay, unlike in 
the large English fishery of Whitstable where decked sailing vessels were the main oyster 
dredgers in use. These boats fished with a number of large dredges.  Instead the Island Eddy 
men used a rowing boat known as a punt which was about 16 to 17 feet in length and had a 
wide beam, making it steady in the water. 

Púcáns, with sails removed were used by a small number of oyster fishermen. One 
interviewee who used a púcán had an outboard engine to power it. He said that it had the 
disadvantage of requiring him to get up at 6 o clock in the morning to remove it from the pier 
as it would get stranded if he didn’t take advantage of the early tide. The ‘flat’ had an 
advantage as it wasn’t dependent on tides and he decided to purchase one. 
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5.2 Audit of South Galway Bay’s Oyster boats 
A Register of boats was carried out by Galway Co. Council and its findings were reported in 
the book Glorious Galway (Lynch 2010). It found that in Kinvara-Oranmore area there were 
81 heritage boats of which 34 were ‘oyster dredgers’. The other heritage boats recorded for 
south Galway included 1 currach GRP, a bád mór, a leathbhád, 6 gleoiteogs, a bád iomartha, 
3 wooden currachs, a fishing boat, 3 half deckers, a nobby/zulla, a lake boat, 26 yachts and 1 
miscellaneous. 

The 34 ‘oyster dredger’ boats recorded in South Galway Bay included both sea-worthy and 
“those which were little more than wrecks”. An analysis of the oyster dredgers concluded that 
17 of them were in a poor or fair condition and 12 in good condition and 4 were in excellent 
condition. 

It is over 8 years since the survey was carried out. At that time the research team could only 
find one ‘flat’ in South Galway Bay Presumably, this boat is the same ‘flat’ located by this 
audit. 

The evidence from visits to piers and harbours and from discussion with former and current 
oyster fishermen is that there has been a considerable decline in the condition of the yawls 
and timber currachs, in recent years. According to local sources the reduction in the number 
of fishermen dredging oysters and the restriction salmon fishing by net,, have been the main 
factors in their decline. Oyster fishermen have largely moved from the use of traditional boats 
to modern, fully equipped boats which meet safety regulations. Very few of the 17 dredgers 
with oyster fishing licenses in South Galway Bay currently use traditional boats.   

This audit met with a few people who are interested in restoring traditional boats. In many 
cases the boat is valued as part of the family tradition and the individuals want to maintain a 
boat that has fond memories for them. One father and son involved in oyster fishing for 
generations talked fondly of their yawl which they maintain with good care, even though, 
they no longer use it for dredging, choosing instead a modern, fibreglass boat.  A púcán which 
was used for fishing (with mast removed), has recently been sent to a boat builder in 
Connemara for repair. Two traditional boats, a yawl and a timber currach were recently 
acquired by two individuals who the author interviewed for this audit. In both cases the cost 
of restoration is posing a challenge and it is uncertain if they will proceed with the restoration. 

The Heritage Council says in their website (2018) that that the “heritage and traditional 
boats are not well documented and their value is not generally appreciated”. Perhaps this 
audit will encourage people to appreciate their boating heritage to a greater extent and 
encourage public and voluntary organisations to examine ways to conserve traditional oyster 
boats.  

 

5.3 Oyster Fishing Equipment 
 

Prior to the 1960s, when scoping was the traditional method of oyster fishing, the dredging 
equipment used on the oyster boat consisted simply of the dredge with dredge bag, the 
anchor, a rope attached to the dredge, and a cláirín. Dredgers did not have oil suits or gloves 
but many of them used a flannel cloth around their palms to protect their hands.  The 
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introduction of the winch and outboard engine modernised dredging and reduced the work-
load. The following is a description of the equipment used by dredgers which was provided 
by South Galway Bay fishermen. 

Dredges - The oyster dredge is a triangular shaped instrument traditionally made of wrought 
iron by local blacksmiths. It was generally nine inches high and three feet long until wider 
dredges were introduced with the arrival of winches and outboard engines.   A dredge bag is 
attached to a cross bar on the dredge at one end while the other end is attached to the blade. 
Oysters enter the dredge bag as it is raked along the bottom of the sea. 

A drawing of a dredge by Ciarán Bairéad, based on a description by John Devaney, Keave is 
presented in Appendix 6. John Devaney told the folklore collector that a dredge would last 
about 60 years. Dredges continue to be used by oyster fishermen in the South Galway Bay 
area and one can be seen on display in Morans the Weir, Kilcolgan. 

Dredge bags were traditionally made of manila or some similar course material. They had a 
bar at the rear end to keep it stretched. According to Joseph Moran of the Weir, a handle was 
used by fishermen to pull the dredge into the boat where the oysters  were laid on the ‘stage’ 
(platform) for sorting. 

Anchor - Joe Moran told the Irish Folklore Collector in 1959 that the stem of the anchor 
measured 3 feet six inches. An anchor is on display in Morans of the Weir. 

Buoys - these were important to oyster fishermen in order to identify the location of  their 
bráca or seepage area for oysters. They were very important, also as markers to indicate 
where there were reefs or what was often referred to as ‘carraigs’. 

Oyster Ring - These were provided to the oyster fishermen by the Dept. of Fisheries to 
enable them to determine if oysters were of the required 3-inch diameter for sale. Fishery 
regulations stipulated that young (small) oysters gathered by the dredge be returned to the  
bed. ‘Dept. of Fisheries’ was written on the ring. 
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5.4 Boat building 
 

Offshore fishing never developed in South Galway to the extent that it existed in areas such as 
Rossaveal in Conneamara or Killybegs in Donegal. Fishing was generally regarded as a part-
time activity for farmers and their families. The fishermen of South Galway Bay did not 
venture long distances out to sea in their small craft because the prevailing onshore south-
westerly winds could drive them against a hard coastline in stormy weather. 

Consequently, boat building in South Galway Bay never had the strong tradition of 
Connemara but there were some highly regarded boat wrights in the area in the early 20th 
century, such as the Keanes in Kinvara and Patrick Branelly in Maree. There was a boat 
building yard at Cruachan na mBád, close to the shore in Kinvara town. It is believed that the 
Keanes, a local family, made the 32 foot ‘Lord’ leathbhád (hooker) here. Patrick Brannelly 
made the ‘An Tonai’ here also. His tragic death in 1892 was recorded in a folklore collection 
by the Scoil Eigse a community folklore group from Duras. It seems that Brannelly, who was 
from Maree, came to Kinvara to collect a debt and the story went as follows: 

“He waited too late and a gale blew up. Up and down he went until he neared Creagan na 
mBan and he holed her (the boat). He then went to pull down the main sail. It is said that the 
mast fell on him and killed him. But the boat reached that island where they cut seaweed – 
Poll Maiteas.” 

The first new bád mór in over 50 years, the 39-foot MacDara, was built in Kinvara by Bill 
Crampton in 1980/81. In her first season in 1982, she won the championship race off St. 
MacDara’s island and later the Cruinniú na mBád. 

The late Joseph O’Dea of the Weir gave the following account to this researcher of how the 
renowned boat builders, the Reaneys came to the Weir, Kilcolgan; 

“My mother Bridie Reaney told me that her father came from Connemara to work for the St. 
George’s of Tyrone House to build and repair boats. The St George gave him the thatch 
house next to Morans of the Weir and he made boats in front of this house”. 

John Devaney recalled the Reaney and Brannelly in his contribution to Ciarán Báireád of the 
Irish folklore Commission; 

“We used to have pucáns. Reaney was making them in the Weir, Kilcolgan and Brannelly was 
making them in Blackweir, a half of a mile west of where I am” (Devaney, 1964). 

In the past 50 years many oyster fishermen travelled to Connemara to purchase yawls and 
timber currachs. The boat building tradition had remained strong there, helped to some extent 
by the revival in interest in Galway Bay hookers. In travelling to Connemara for boats the 
South Galway oyster fishermen were maintaining the links that existed for centuries between 
the two regions, which was first developed by the turf trade and the seasonal workers who 
travelled east for employment. 

There are many sources of information of Galway Bay boats and boat builders. The Irish 
Folklore Collection is an invaluable source of information on traditional boats in South 
Galway’s Bays. Much has been written about the traditional boats in Galway Bay but two 
books are particularly useful sources on the oyster boats used in South Galway Bay, namely, 
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Traditional Boats of Ireland, edited by Criostóir MacCarthaigh, (2007) and Glorious Galway- 
Heritage boats of Galway, published in 2011. Other relevant sources are listed in the index 
and database in this report. 

In relation to the traditional oyster dredger boats, there is no doubt but that their numbers have 
declined to a low level in South Galway Bay. There are very few examples now to be seen in 
the many piers of the region and a significant number are in poor condition. Examples of flats 
can be viewed by the public in Ulster Museum and the National Museum in Dublin. Working 
yawls and timber currachs can be seen in piers such as Ballinacourty. 

 

 

Island Eddy men with their pucán 
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6. Environmental Heritage of the Oyster 
 

Environmental heritage is often categorised on the basis of Built heritage and Natural 
Heritage and this classification will be used here to examine some important aspects of the 
oyster heritage. 

6.1 The Built heritage of the Oyster 
 

Ireland’s built heritage refers to the architectural remains of previous settlement and human 
activity. Jerome Fahey summarised the heritage of South Galway as follows; 

“There are few parts of Ireland of the same area that contain so large a number of memorials 
of the past, as the portion of South Galway comprised within the diocese of Kilmacduagh. 
rath and dún, and frowning castles and crumbling churches, are to be met with everywhere” 
(Fahey,1986). 

He could equally have made this claim for those parishes along south Galway Bay that are 
outside of Kilmacduagh diocese, namely New Quay and Ballyvaughan in North Clare. 

The large number of archaeological features on the South Galway Bay coast and intertidal 
areas would require a separate study, and apart from middens which have been referred to 
already, they were not examined in this study.  Information on these sites can be found in the 
Archaeological Survey of Ireland (ASI), a unit of the National Monuments Service that 
produces the Sites and Monuments Record (SMR). The Historic Environment Viewer is an 
on-line digital service provided by the Department of Culture, Heritage and the Gaeltacht.  

This section examines a key element of the archaeological heritage for oyster fishermen, 
namely the piers and harbours. 

 

6.1.1 Piers and Harbours 
 

The enclosed map showing piers and harbours in south Galway Bay highlights the importance 
that coastal communities placed on having a safe and accessible mooring place for boats. It 
seems at times as if there is a pier at the end of every coastal road. In Ballinderreen there are 5 
piers within a short distance of each other, namely Pollagh, Mulroog and Tarea Killeenaran 
and Tyrone. As the ‘flats’ were replaced by larger boats from the 1970s onwards the 
importance of piers increased for fishermen. Large yawls could not be put to sea without a 
sufficiently high tide and the widely distributed piers and harbours of South Galway Bay were 
of considerable benefit to oyster dredgers. 

Nöel Wilkins examined the history of 200 piers in Galway Bay (north and south) and found 
that 160 of them were built with public money between 1820 and 1920, many of them built in 
times of famine and severe distress (Wilkins, 2017). He concluded; 
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“So, although built overtly for fisheries, almost all the piers built in Co. Galway up to 1891 
were built as relief works, designed to give paid work to the destitute, rather than as properly 
planned infrastructural elements of a growing fishing industry”. 

Wilkins explains how the State sought to distribute relief funds to alleviate distress as widely 
as possible and this explains why there is such a large number of relatively small piers. The 
development of piers and harbours was funded by a combination of public money and private 
money, provided by the local landlord who owned the land on which they were built. The cost 
of the Clarinbridge pier was covered by a grant of  £400 from the State, £400 from Thomas 
Redington the local landlord and £200 from the Galway Grand Jury. 

Ironically, Island Eddy was turned down for a pier by the Board of Public Works despite 
having what was arguably the finest fleet of boats in South Galway Bay. The islanders 
berthed their pucáns, in winter, in nausts or what were called locally, closhes, from the Irish 
word clais meaning hollow. The nausts were described in Archaeology Ireland as “linear, 
boat shaped hollows dug out of the shingle foreshore and/or grassy shoreline” (Gosling et al 
2010). Nausts are to be found in Scotland and Scandinavia also. The Island Eddy community 
was aggrieved that they were left without a pier and they highlighted their annoyance by 
refusing to pay rates to Galway Co. Council in the 1920s. 

Not all piers survived the ravages and developments of time and today there is no physical 
evidence extant of some quays listed in the map such as the old quay at the Flaggy shore in 
New Quay. The Clare Coastal Architectural Survey found that many of the piers in the area 
near the Red Bank oyster bed were built in the 18th century or earlier. Samuel Lewis in 1837 
referred to the extensive trade taking place in New Quay in seaweed and oysters and the 
erection of piers seems to have been in response to this commerce. 

Wilkins in his book Humble Works for Humble People is critical of some of the restorative 
work carried out on piers in South Galway Bay and claims that it has damaged some of their 
heritage features. The decrease in fishing in South Galway Bay has lessened the contact 
between communities and their piers and harbours which were important resources for trade 
and travel in former times. Many piers appear abandoned and often there is little awareness in 
many local communities of their history. 
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Piers and harbours (Wilkins, 2017) 
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Some of the piers and quays of South Galway Bay are monuments of art testifying to the 
wonderful engineers and stone masons who constructed them in in the 19th century. One such 
pier is Tarea in Ballinderreen. Its construction was described by Mike Hynes, a farmer from 
Tooreen East in Ballinderreen He gave the following account to the Irish Folklore Collector 
Ciarán Báireád in Irish (Hynes, 1955): 

“Its many the time I was there. That’s the place the boats used to be! There isn’t a boat there 
at all now. This side of Tarae is where they got the stones for making it. I don’t remember the 
year but it is written on it. They had to pull the stones out and put a hole in the stone and they 
had to put one exactly in front of the other with a jumper. They put iron wedges in the hole 
then and break it out. I saw them doing it they drove the wedges with a sledge and scoilteadh 
the stone out. Then they squared it. That’s what they were doing then. They had not 
gelignite”. 

The Office of Public Works (OPW), who were responsible for a large part of the funding and 
work on piers and harbours, maintained files on their projects and these are available from the 
National Archives of Ireland. Noel Wilmot’s book Humble Works for Humble People 
provides a detailed history of the fishery piers of Co. Galway and North Clare from 1800 to 
1922. The current state of piers and harbours in Co. Galway and Co. Clare has been the 
subject of recent surveys and the resulting reports are available from each of these County 
Councils. 

 

6.2 Natural Environment – Oyster Heritage 
 

About 15,000 years ago at the end of the last glacial period there were huge stocks of oysters 
in South Galway Bay. The plankton-rich inner bay and the shallow inlets provided ideal 
conditions for the growth and reproduction of oysters. Early man did not trade oysters to any 
great extent and coastal dwellers collected oysters for their own needs in the inter-tidal area of 
the bay. Intensive harvesting of oysters for marketing beyond the local area began in the 
period 1500 to 1700.  By the 19th century a strong oyster trade had developed as populations 
grew in cities all over Europe during the Industrial Revolution. 

Some steps were taken towards the management of through licensing agreements., Tully and 
Clarke (2012) conclude that oyster stocks have been exploited far too intensively throughout 
the past centuries. Through the continuous removal of adult oysters, propagation was greatly 
weakened. In addition, ever more efficient harvesting techniques allowed the catches to 
increase and simultaneously led to the destruction of biogenic hard structures. All this 
consequently led to a decline of the oyster fisheries during the course of the 19th century. 

Professor Nöel Wilkins believes that indiscriminate fishing over a long period contributed 
greatly to the decline of the native oyster. He says that it was understandable that fishermen 
would try to maintain the size of their catch as stocks declined, but unfortunately this often 
led to the removal of young oysters from the seabed. He describes the mind-set of many who 
fished and traded in oysters as follows; 



24 
 

“Until the end of 19th century the opinion was held widely that offshore fish stocks were 
inexhaustible and that Atlantic Ocean held an untapped bonanza for fishermen”. … 

There is evidence of conservation of oyster stocks in areas where the local community 
managed the bed such as Crushoa. Holt and Hillas in the early part of the 20th century stated 
that this bed “is effectively held by villagers as a several fishery” and went on to explain how 
– 

“the profits are divided according to the rent or purchase instalment of holdings, and no 
small oysters are removed from the bed. In fact, the latter holds an illustration of the 
favourable result likely to accrue from the vesting of a naturally productive bed in the 
possession of a peasant community, were it by any means possible to do so”. 

Arthur Went, Fisheries Inspector, reported how Clarinbridge fishermen had set up a 
committee in the early part of the 20th century to ensure the oyster bed was not exploited 
(Went, 1962). He wrote; 

“At Clarinbridge Co. Galway, the fishermen living near the public bed at this place tax 
themselves – so much each boat – for the purpose of employing a bailiff whose duty is to 
examine every heap of oysters brought ashore, whether from picking or dredging, so that 
none under the size regulated by bye-law (three inches in diameter) is taken”. 

He went on to say that the fishermen elected to dredge only during the month of December 
and they sometimes even limited the time they dredged during this month; 

“if they consider the quantity taken off is all that the bed can fairly afford to give, so as to 
prevent exhaustion. Bailiffs are paid 100 oysters per boat”. 

This system he said broke down in the 1950s when some fishermen refused to contribute to 
the supervision and the Board of Fishery Conservators consequently introduced a license duty 
on engines to pay bailiff to supervise the bay. 

There is much anecdotal information from oyster fishermen to indicate that the development 
of motor-driven boats and winches from the 1950s in South Galway Bay led to the use of 
larger dredges and bigger catches than was the case with traditional scoping methods. The 
improvement in oyster dredging technology made an impact, and in 1967 Tom Monahan, 
Keave, told folklore collector, Ciarán Báiréad that some of the new boats with engines had 
two dredges and two stages on the boat to increase the catch. He informed folklore collector 
Ciarán Bairéad that; 

“The season is bad. They are only getting 100 or 200 a day compared to 300 last year. The 
boats with engines are getting 400” (Monahan, 1967). 

The development of a better rail, road and sea network also meant that oysters could be 
transported much faster to cities like Dublin and London. Conservation of the oyster beds was 
proving difficult and Frank Connolly, chairman of Clarinbridge Oyster Co-op told Wilkins 
(2001) that the oyster bed was over-fished for a long period and anyone could easily get a 
license to dredge there prior to the formation of the co-op in 1971. 

The European Union developed Special Areas of Conservation (SAC) to protect the 
environment and today all commercially fished oyster beds in Ireland occur in SACs 
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designated under the 1992 Habitats’ Directive. These are prime wildlife conservation areas in 
the country, considered to be important on a European as well as Irish level. Conservation 
management plans were developed for many SACs. 

In the context of co-operation within the Oslo-Paris Commission (OSPAR), the oyster was 
identified as an especially endangered species and as a creator of habitat it recommended 
measures for its protection. In 2008 Ospar reported as follows; 

“Overall, it can be observed that the main reason for the loss of formerly widespread oyster 
populations was centuries-long over-harvesting. In general, a stock was exploited to the point 
that the fishery became no longer economically viable. With the consequential loss of reef 
structures, intensified effects of other stressors, such as sedimentation, diseases and invasive 
species were observed”. 

The oyster fishermen sought to maintain and improve the oyster numbers by laying cultch, in 
the form of mussel and oyster shells on the oyster beds to improve the spat fall. John Devaney 
of Keave told the Irish Folklore collector that starfish had become more numerous in the bay 
and they did a lot of harm to oyster stocks by opening and eating them (Devaney,1965). 
When fishermen found starfish in the dredge they dumped them on the shore. 

The oyster stock in South Galway Bay declined significantly in the past 50 years and is now 
only a small fraction of what it reached during some of the most productive years of the 19th 
century. 

Tully and Clarke state in their report that; 

“oysters are potentially keystone habitat (reef) forming species or important characterising 
species in these areas””. They argue that; 

“sustainable exploitation consistent with the maintenance of FCS should, therefore, be a 
primary management objective for these fisheries”. 

There is a new consciousness of the importance of the importance of conserving our seas and 
rivers and this is reflected in the interest that local communities have in protecting their 
environment. A submission to Galway Co. Council by Clarinbridge Community Development 
Association in 2005 on the Clarinbridge Development Plan warned that; 

“The vulnerability of this shallow bay to pollution from raw sewage, septic tanks, slurry and 
other nutrients cannot be overestimated, affecting commerce (oyster beds), amenity, tourism 
and ecology”. 

Pollution is a relatively modern hazard for the oysters of South Galway Bay. An investigation 
of the sewage dangers to the oysters by Dr. T.J. Browne, 1904 found that only the population 
of Galway city was sufficient to cause a pollution hazard and as the current conveyed sewage 
effluent in the opposite directions to the oyster beds he concluded that the beds were at no risk 
of pollution. The modern purification systems for oysters and other shellfish were not 
required in former times but today South Galway Bay is affected by pollution from a range of 
sources including the inflow from the Dunkellin and Clarin rivers. 

There are many sources of information on the natural heritage of the oyster in South Galway 
Bay including reports by State organisations such as Parks and Wildlife, EPA, BIM, the 
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Marine Institute as well as surveys by Birdwatch Ireland and various voluntary organisations 
seeking to protect the wildlife of Galway Bay. Valuable information on the natural heritage is 
also available in the Irish Folklore Collection and various local publications. 
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The Redbank oyster fishery New Quay 
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7. Economic heritage of the Oyster 
 

The native oyster represented an important source of food for coastal communities in Ireland 
during prehistoric times. This is confirmed by excavations of Stone and Iron Age kitchen 
middens, which contained large quantities of oyster shells. 

There are many stories recorded in local history about the important part the oyster and other 
shellfish played in sustaining destitute people at various times but especially during the Great 
Famine from 1845 to 1849. Burton Bindon, a landed gentleman who held property and oyster 
beds in New Quay told a Commission of Inquiry into the occupation of land in Clare held in 
Gort in 1884 that he had developed the oyster beds in an effort to give employment to the 
people of the local area. He said that his oyster cultivation enterprise and other relief works 
employed up to 300 hundred people a day.  He described a situation where there were 
“innumerable poor people” holding land at exorbitant rents with many “endeavouring to get 
a little labour which had entirely failed”. He said the people are “in a wretched state, no one 
having a blanket of any kind” (Clare Champion, 1957). 

Burton Bindon was the first person to stock the Redbank oyster bed in New Quay, which was 
established in the 1830s. Initially he stocked the bed with Connemara oysters and established 
a profitable business selling them to high class establishments in Dublin and London. 

Oyster beds were a valuable asset which were largely owned and controlled by the landed 
gentry, with the exception of the Leánach, the public oyster bed near Clarinbridge. Mike 
Hynes in Ballinderreen recalls how life was for poor people when they were tenant farmers; 

“They had nothing else to live on til the land was divided …they worked the boats and 
dredging and periwinkles” (Hynes,  1962). 

The Land Acts of the late 19th century and early 20th century spelt the end of landlordism 
and the redistribution of their estates to those working them. John Devaney, in the account he 
gave to the Irish Folklore Commission, says that many of the farmers in his area gave up 
fishing herring when they got additional land from the land Commission after Ireland’s 
Independence in 1923. Dredging oysters continued however in December and many of the 
fishermen interviewed as part of this study refer to the importance of the income that the 
oyster provided them each December. It was an additional advantage that December was a 
month of reduced workload on the farm and there was no loss to their agricultural incomes 
from dredging. 

Nöel Wilkins in his book Squires, Spalpeens and Spats recorded the oyster landings from 
Galway Bay between 1906 and 1986 from manuscript notes in the fishery archives. He found 
that the average annual landings in 1907 were 200,000 which he says was “a small fraction of 
the numbers landed in earlier times”. There was a decline in landings between 1911 and 1917 
due partly he believes to participation in in World War Π but the increase in landings between 
1918 and 1921 was short lived, as there began a huge decline in oyster catches which Wilkins 
accounts for by the lack of state support from the fledgling government and the Economic 
War with Britain in the 1930s.  
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Dredging oysters didn’t provide a guaranteed income and in some years the stocks were low 
much to the disappointment of dredgers and the local business community. The Oyster 
Fisheries of Ireland report of 1964 stated that the “oyster has had a cycle of unfavourable 
seasons and as a result, hundreds had lost jobs and vessels diminished”. 

Tom Monahan of Keave, Clarinbridge told Ciarán Báiréad in 1967 about the hard times in his 
youth when ; 

“Women used to come here, buy oysters from us an’ carry a bag of them on their back into 
Galway an’ sell them in Galway. “…(Monahan, 1967). 

Demand for oysters in Dublin and England remained good in despite the seasonal changes in 
oyster production. Thomas (Michael) Moran of the Weir told the Irish Folklore Commission 
that they had a private oyster bed in which they seeped oysters before sale and removed them 
when they “get an order from the hotels in town. We are sole agents for Hanlons her for 40 
years”(Moran, 1964). 

The “rediscovery” of the St George oyster bed in 1943 led to a massive increase in oyster 
landings to over 800,000. In 1967 a survey of the St George and Clarinbridge public bed 
showed that there were large stocks of oysters in both beds. Brian Collins, manager of the 
Great Southern Hotel, Galway, the largest hotel in the west of Ireland, wanted to extend the 
tourism season and came up with idea of the oyster festival in September. With Paddy 
Burke’s support the Oyster Festival grew quickly into an internationally important event 
which helped greatly to market local oysters. 

With the leadership of two brothers, Fr Joseph Keogh, Clarinbridge and Fr. Hon Keogh, 
Maree, Clarinbridge Oyster Development Committee was formed in 1968 to develop the local 
bed and work in conjunction with BIM. This led in 1971 to the formation of Clarinbridge 
Oyster Co-operative Society with 65 members. The co-op enlisted the help of Bord Iascaigh 
Mhara (BIM) to carry outs surveys to provide information to develop the oyster bed.  

Judy Ward writing in the Daily Express in 1961 described how the oyster brought tourism to 
Clarinbridge and transformed it utterly;  

“Because there are oysters, the grey village of Clarinbridge with its main street church and 
river- no different from hundreds of other Irish villages-has become a tourist attraction.  ... 
They have brought the well-known into the small village. The locals drinking pints in Paddy’s 
are used to elbowing film producers, lords, actors and film stars out of the way”. 

The native oyster in Ireland may have been going through difficulty but the Pacific Oyster, 
which was cultivated artificially, It has shown phenomenal growth and has become a sizeable 
industry in Ireland The Pacific oyster (gigas) is cultivated alongside their native oyster in 
Galway Bay. BIM states that production of the native oyster in Co. Galway has averaged 100 
tonnes in recent years and gigas production about 300 tonnes. The native oyster production in 
Ireland has fallen from a high in the late 1970s when production averaged 900 tonnes (BIM, 
2018) to around 400 tonnes annually in the latest years. 

Oysters, both native and farmed oysters (gigas) continue to play an important role in the 
economic life of South Galway Bay. There are many different sectors that benefit 
economically, from those who farm and dredge oysters, to the businesses who market and 
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export oysters and the restaurants who serve them and the staff employed in these 
establishments. Enterprise and employment is important to maintaining the fabric of rural 
Ireland at a time when there has been a loss of many public services, as well as declining 
population in our countryside. The native oyster is known to be an essential part of our 
heritage and with good planning and support it can regain some of  its former economic value 
to the people of South Galway Bay. 

The economic heritage of the oyster can be examined in greater detail through accessing 
material in the libraries of the Marine Institute, NUIG and Galway and Clare Co. Council. 
Recently, the business records of the Linnane family, an oyster merchant family from 
Ballinacourty, Maree, were made available to the Galway Co. Council heritage office. 
Extracts of Paddy Burkes diary on the early years of the Oyster Festival are still extant and 
the records of expenditure and receipts in this archive are very informative. 
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8. Social Heritage of the Oyster 
 

The native oyster, more than any other shellfish, has been linked to social occasions, 
particularly those with a high culinary focus. What other food could have given rise to two 
oyster festivals in Co. Galway? The oyster had the unique distinction of being part of the 
cuisine of both the wealthy class and those living on low income along the coast. The huge 
stacks of oysters found in middens which go back to antiquity suggest a social element to the 
consumption of this bi-valve.  

The oyster was important in the cuisine of Tyrone House and the St. George family. Elizabeth 
Lahiff Lambert (née St George) describes, in her memoirs, how her family valued the oysters 
from their bed;  

“Thousands of oysters were dredged and then kept in tanks on the shore, so that at any time 
we could have them for luncheons or suppers. My grandparents owned their own oyster beds 
and had a fresh supply of English and French oyster seed put out each year. No oysters under 
a certain size were taken from these beds. When we had visitor staying with us, one of the 
biggest treats was to take them down to the kitchen for an oyster supper” (Lahiff  Lambert, 
1979) . 

It wasn’t just the consumption of oysters which contributed to social occasions, but also the 
dredging of this shellfish. The first of December was a special day for hundreds of people 
who left their farms or other workplaces to go fishing for oysters. Between 150 and 200 
oyster dredging boats were often present in the Clarinbridge Oyster bed in early December, 
the great majority of them having two men on board. This was the only form of fishing that 
many of them engaged and it created camaraderie between oyster dredgers from all over 
South Galway Bay. Often, it led to many enjoyable conversations in local hostelries when the 
day was over and many life-long friendships. Such was the bonanza for the publicans that it 
was joked that each pub had such a certain number of boats out dredging. 

8.1 Oyster Festival  
 

The Galway Oyster Festival was set up in 1954 when Brian Collins of the Great Southern 
Hotel, Galway, approached Paddy Burke of Clarinbridge about the idea of an oyster festival. 
The festival had the aims of promoting the Galway oyster and Galway tourism and quickly 
became an international success. With the central part of the festival based in Paddy Burkes 
pub in Clarinbridge on the first Saturday of September, and the banquet that night in the Great 
Southern hotel, Eyre Square, Galway, it grew from an attendance of 34 in the first year to 438 
in the tenth year. But numbers tell only part of the story. By the fourth festival it was already 
getting publicity abroad as well as in the national newspapers.  

Paddy Burke’s contribution to the promotion of the Galway oyster cannot be underestimated. 
The first festival was known as the ‘Clarinbridge Oyster Festival’ (Ref P Burke diary) and 
while the attendance was small it consisted of influential Dubliner restaurant owners and 
hoteliers who were leaders in the Irish culinary industry. Paddy Burke, although offended by 
the Oyster Festival Committee’s lack of appreciation, continued to support it as he saw the 
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potential it had to promote the native oyster. His confidence was well grounded, for it quickly 
made the Galway oyster, arguably, the most sought-after oyster in the world.  

In 1984 the Oyster Festival committee became divided on whether to host the whole festival 
in the city or continue with Clarinbridge. This led to a split which saw the Galway 
International Oyster Festival establish in the city and Clarinbridge set up its own Oyster 
Festival. Both festivals have succeeded and now the Galway Oyster Festival is held in 
September with the Clarinbridge one taking place in October. Both attract large numbers, an 
indicator of the power of the oyster to generate social activity. 

Much tourism in Galway has been generated by the Oyster Festivals and two restaurants 
became synonymous with the native oyster, namely Paddy Burkes and Morans of the Weir. 
Both attracted many international celebrities over the years including John Huston, Paul 
Newman and the Emperor of Japan and his new bride. Morans the Weir, with its thatch 
cottage, retains its traditional charm and is an example of how the preservation of our oyster 
heritage makes good economic sense. 

The social element of the Galway Oyster Festival is captured in the book Thanks for the 
Memories 1954-1994 Forty Years of the Galway oyster Festival produced by the Galway 
International Oyster Festival Ltd. This publication captures in words and photographs some of 
the history of the Galway Oyster Festival in its first 40 years. Clarinbridge Oyster Festival 
produced a CD in recent years which recorded the memories of some of the key people in the 
heritage of the oyster in South Galway Bay. The social engagement of oyster fishermen was a 
common topic reported by fishermen in the interviews carried out for this Audit and this will 
be preserved by the Irish Folklore Collection. 
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8.2 Oyster Cuisine – Heritage 
The oyster has played its part in the increased interest in cooking and quality foods. 
Traditionally, people enjoyed oysters raw off the shell with perhaps a squeeze of lemon and 
often it was enjoyed with brown bread. Tom Fahy, a bachelor from Kinvara, told the Irish 
Folklore Commission about his method of cooking oysters. He boiled the oysters in cold 
water and when the oysters were removed from their shell he boiled them again and mixed 
them with flour giving a final boiling to the mixture. He said that “you’d love them with 
potatoes”. (Breatnach, A Word in your Ear). 

In the 1950s Paddy Burkes in Clarinbridge served oysters ‘on the half shell’ according to 
author Nöel Wilkins in order to make it look meatier and display it to its full. Currently, BIM 
promote the oyster in their current campaign “Taste the Atlantic – a Seafood Journey” and 
emphasise the nutritional value of oysters, highlighting their richness in protein, their low 
levels of fat and the fact that they contain high levels of five essential minerals – iodine, iron, 
selenium, copper and zinc.  

The native oyster has become a valued part of good cuisine, as renowned food writer and 
connoisseur Georgina Campbell, writes in her website; 

“Of the many good things September brings, one of the most exciting is the new native oyster 
season. Very much associated with the west of Ireland, especially Galway “…(Campbell, 
2018). 

Nowadays cooks have developed a range of cooking methods and complements to the dish, as 
JP McMahon wrote in the Irish Times recently; 

“Lastly, try to forgo the usual lemon or red vinegar and shallot mix. Or rather, taste the 
oysters first and then season them. Or try another garnish. Life is too short. Tabasco, 
seaweed, buttermilk, pickled roses, fennel oil: these are a few other ways of eating your 
oyster” (McMahon, 2018). 

The native oyster continues to develop beyond its simple culinary tradition and despite being 
around for 15,000 years it is still a popular food. Also on oyster cooking Máirín Uí Chomáin 
collected many local recipes in 2004 from the oyster community in Galway for her book Irish 
Oyster Cuisine which was updated in her later book Oyster Gastronomy.  
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9. Scientific Heritage 
There was little need for the application of scientific methods to promote oyster cultivation 
and conservation in Ireland up to the 18th century as the coast had abundant beds of native 
oysters and the depletion of oyster beds was not anticipated. Other European countries faced a 
similar crisis. France, a country which had highly productive oyster beds also witnessed 
depletion of their oyster beds and began developing "oyster parcs" along the coast with oyster 
shells as an attachment substrate for the larvae. The vulnerable spat were then nurtured for a 
short duration in wire-covered boxes to protect them from predators. (Yonge, 1960). Such 
practices were taken up later by scientists in Ireland. 

Scientific research into the oyster was taken up with zest by Ernest Holt, a Fisheries’ 
Inspector for Ireland. He initiated a series of experiments in Muckinish inlet, near Belharbour 
in Co. Clare, in the early part of the 20th century. As far back as 1686 the Polldoody oysters 
were being acclaimed by gastronomy connoisseurs. It was here that Holt began his 
experiments in which he set out to establish the growth rate of different oysters from various 
Irish beds and from abroad. He called the enclosures ‘Arklow Parcs’. He decided to move 
from Pouldoody to Ardfry because of silting problems in this bay, but the low walled 
enclosures he built can still be seen near Belharbour at low tide. 

The following description of Holt’s experiments is given by Massey in Scientific 
Investigations in 1913; 

“The spat is collected in a natural sea pond or saleen of about seven acres, which can be 
closed at will by lock gates. The collectors used are tiles coated with mortar, stacked in crates 
after the usual French system. The spat of one year is detached from the tiles during the 
autumn or winter of the following year and subsequently kept in caisses ostreophiles of the 
usual French pattern or hanging baskets of wire netting”. 

With regard to the cultivation of native oysters in Ardfry the results of his experiments were 
disappointing but the exact reasons for this are not clear. We are not clear what the reason for 
this but research since then has shown that many factors such as unfavourable weather 
conditions would adversely affect cultivation. Noel Wilkins (2001) in his account of Holts 
research says that Holt learned a lot from his work the most important lesson being that oyster 
beds needed to be vested in the local community if conservation and development initiatives 
were to be successful. 
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Spatting pool Ardfry 

 

 

Ardfry house and saleen in to the front of the photo 
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The achievement of independence for the country in 1923 did not lead to any significant 
investment in oyster development nor fishing in general as the new governments grappled 
with serious issues that threatened the viability of the state at times. 

In the 1950s there were signs of a new commitment by the State to oyster fisheries and the 
implementation of a scientific approach to its development. BIM or "Irish Sea Fisheries 
Board” was formed in 1952.  It is the state agency with responsibility for developing the Irish 
marine fishing and aquaculture industries. The organisation provides resources to the fishing 
industry, as well as supporting the marketing of seafood. 

The 1950s began a new era where the State made a concerted effort to develop the national 
fisheries, including the oyster fisheries. BIM employed Eric Edwards to undertake 
preliminary assessment of the Clarinbridge and St George bed in 1967 and he found that there 
were good stocks of oysters in both beds and concluded that with good cultivation and 
management they could develop. In 1968 Tony Whilde conducted surveys of the South 
Galway oyster beds. He warned against the removal of small oysters from the beds. The 
oyster fishermen began to organise themselves and the Clarinbridge Oyster Development 
Committee was formed to work with BIM to implement the findings. 

In 1978 the Irish Government showed new confidence in a strategy of partnership between 
fishermen and State when Clarinbridge oyster bed was granted to Clarinbridge Oyster Co-op 
by Ministerial Order. The decline in oysters was not arrested however and by 1986 surveys 
showed that areas productive in 1982 were now barren. To add to these woes the outbreak of 
the protozoan parasite Bonamia ostreae in 1989 reduced the stocks of native oyster to a 
seriously low level. 

The Marine Institute which was established in 1991 provides a range of services related to 
marine research and development and seeks to support the sustainable development of marine 
resources. The establishment of the headquarters of the Marine Institute at Renville, a short 
location from where Holt did his experiments in Ardfy over a 100 years ago, is an interesting 
link in the heritage of the oyster. The Marine Institute is currently carrying out an oyster 
restoration project with the help of fishermen, which reflects the co-operation suggested by 
Holt to safeguard our unique marine heritage. Cuan Beo have indicated in their strategy a 
desire to develop an oyster restoration project also. 

The Marine Institute library in Rinville Oranmore contains a large selection of reports and 
books on the scientific knowledge and discoveries for the past 200 years. Tully and Clarke’s 
report on The Status and Management of Oyster (2012) gives an overview of historic 
production of oysters as well as the result of surveys in 2010 to 2012. Noel Wilkins book 
Squires, Spalpeens and Spats (2001) provides an overview of the scientific heritage of the 
oyster in South Galway Bay. As regards the physical evidence of the oyster’s scientific 
heritage the saleen, ponds and raceways of Holt’s scientific studies in Ardfry are still evident. 
Unfortunately, the instruments used by scientists such as Holt are not extant, but Wilkins 
book does have drawings of them based on historic records of the Ardfry experiments. 
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10. Oral History Collected as part of this Audit 
 10.1 Themes 

The project manager, set out to meet oyster fishermen from each of the coastal communities 
in South Galway Bay. Most of the initial interviews were with people who were known to me 
and they regularly referred me to others who they felt would assist me in my study. In all, 32 
oyster fishermen and people involved in the oyster industry, (current and retired) shared their 
memories and thoughts on dredging oysters; 

The following is a short summary of the themes. 

1. The fear of the loss of the traditions relating to oyster fishing as their age profile 
increases. Some instanced the fact that their children have not been involved in oyster 
dredging or sea related activities. 

2. The importance of the money earned from oyster fishing up to the 1970s when 
agricultural incomes were low and there were few opportunities for employment 
outside farming. 

3. The hard work associated with oyster dredging, especially in the years when it was 
carried out by the traditional method of scoping and when modern equipment such as 
outboard engines, winches and fishing gear were not extant. 

4. The social interaction of oyster fishermen from all over south Galway Bay from 
partaking in oyster fishing. The enjoyment which people got from this is regularly 
mentioned by oyster fishermen in conversations. 

5. Oysters dredgers talked of the satisfaction they got from fishing and their experience 
working on boats. Most of the oyster fishermen interviewed earned their primary 
income from farming. 

6. While oyster fishing fostered co-operation between communities around South 
Galway Bay, there were instances where it was the cause of tension such as in cases 
where people fished in what were deemed private oyster beds. 

7. There was a strong awareness of the traditions attached to oyster fishing such as one 
story recounted about the older people she heard advising against the dredging of 
young oyster as it would affect future years stocks. 

8. Women played an important role in the marketing of the oyster. 
9. There is a strong connection between many oyster fishermen and the traditional boats 

they or their families used in the past. 
10. Different fishing villages and communities often had different traditions and practices 

relating to oyster dredging. Examples of this were the different boats used along the 
coast and the degree to which fishing village maintained the local oyster bed. 

An example of the type of folklore and oyster heritage collected from oyster fishermen is 
shown in Appendix . Some of the topics covered in the interviews are summarised in 
Appendix. This collection will be presented to the Irish Folklore Collection in UCD at the end 
of the study and will be available to the public to view after a 20-year period.  
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10.2  Issues discussed with Audit Interviewees 
 

1. The interviewee talked about the Clarinbridge Oyster bed, An Leánach, and its 
management over the past 40 years and talked of the benefit of the Clarinbridge 
oyster auctions in the past. 

2. The interviewee stressed the importance of the heritage value of the flat bottom boat 
in South Galway Bay. He talks of his experience of dredging for 40 years and about 
the first winch that was used for dredging boat in the local bay. He pointed out the 
location of the watch-house in Mulroog aimed at deterring poaching. 

3. The interviewee says that there were 30 boats dredging for oysters about 50 years ago 
in Ballinacourty but there was only one flat bottom boat, as it would not be suitable 
for open sea there. He talked of the cláirín, timber board, the size and shape of a shoe 
which was used by dredgers to separate the saleable oysters from the rest in the 
dredging boat. 

4. The interviewee talked of the timber currach or curach adhmaid which oyster 
dredgers used in his village in Kinvara. He talked of an oyster bed which was owned 
by the local landowners. He alluded to how they had difficulty with poaching of the 
oyster bed. 

5. The interviewee said that he started dredging oysters at 13 years of age and has kept 
up his dredging license but says that high costs involved nowadays has reduced the 
returns greatly. He now dredges with a fibre glass boat and said that he gave he gave 
his traditional dredging boat to a local man who hopes to restore it. 

6. A long-time bar-man in Paddy Burkes talked of his memories of Paddy Burke and 
how he made Clarinbridge and the oyster world famous. He talks of Princess 
Margaret’s visit to Paddy Burkes in 1968 and some famous patrons of Paddy Burkes 
such as film director, John Huston and singer, Burl Ives. 

7. A Kinvara fisherman talks of his experience fishing oysters and other shellfish for 45 
years. He refers to being summoned to court for fishing in the St. George oyster bed. 

8. A father and son from Maree talk of their experience of dredging and their love for it. 
They no longer fish with their yawl replaced by a modern boat. They maintain their 
yawl and said that it “was always a lucky boat”. They refer to other boats that oyster 
dredgers owned in the locality and to the good business practices of a local oyster 
dealer. 

9. A publican/shopkeeper talks about the practice of shops giving oyster dredgers credit 
on goods purchased because they knew that these men would receive an income from 
oysters in the December-February period. He said that he was impressed with the 
honesty of fishermen who didn’t interfere with the oysters steeped in brácas, near the 
shore. He also referred to the seasonal workers from Connemara employed by oyster 
dredgers. 

10. A Maree farmer talks of his experience dredging with a yawl he purchased from a 
local oyster fisherman. He referred to a man dubbed the ‘harbour master’ for the 
advice he offered to dredgers about the local bay and where to dredge. He also talked 
about local boat builders and oyster dealers. 

11. A Clarinbridge family talk about the practice of placing oysters in brácas, especially 
in the first two weeks of the dredging season as fishermen hoped that oyster prices 
would increase in price. The Weir was extremely busy in December as dredgers set 
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out from there and returned in the evening to sell their oysters to local dealers or to 
place them in brácas close-by. 

12. Three people from Keave, Clarinbridge talk, about the regular contact they had in the 
past with other coastal villages through sea activities. Most families in the area 
partook in fishing or cutting seaweed. The fact that the old road into the village was 
regularly impassable due to the high tides, gave added importance to transport by 
boats for access to shops and towns. 

13. A man from Clarinbridge shows me an old family yawl which is kept in a field near 
his house. He talks of how his father-in-law cycled to Galway, to buy the boat and 
rowed it back to Clarinbridge. 

14. The author of books on oysters and shellfish explains the efforts made by scientists to 
propagate the native oyster in Ireland and the reasons why the stocks of native oysters 
declined. 

15. A local historian from Connemara talked of the boat-building tradition in Leitir 
Mealláin. 

16. A former dredger from Kinvara recalls the fun he had dredging and the friendships 
that he made. He recalled going to Connemara to buy a timber currach. 

17. A retired boatwright tells of his time working with Bill Crampton, a master boat 
builder. He recalls the boats used by a number of oyster fishermen in Kinvara and the 
Gleninagh canvas currachs, a couple of which were still in use in the early 1970s. 

18. The owners of a seafood restaurant talk of the reasons for the success of their 
business and the key role that the native oyster played. They describe how the native 
oyster was sought after by people all over the world and the key role played by the 
owner’s mother in the development of their business. The influential role of Paddy 
Burke is alluded to and the importance of the Oyster Festival in promoting the oyster 
from the 1950s. 

19. A fisherman from the Ballyvaughan area talks of the decline in fishing in this area 
compared to 50 years ago. He said that oysters were fished in the area in pre-Famine 
times. He says that there aren’t any traditional boats in the area now but says his 
father had a pucán, as did a local merchant who transported supplies from Galway 
city. 

20. An oyster fisherman said that he was only a young lad when he started dredging using 
the traditional method of scoping. He said that despite having a light build he could 
manage the work because when one pulled the dredge with the current the effort was 
much less. Skill and judgement are important in dredging oysters, he said. 

21. A former fisherman from Clarinbridge says that preferred the traditional way of 
pulling the dredge into the boat by hand rather than the use of a winch (windlass) 
which he said was slower. The ‘flats’ were replaced by some men when the winch 
was introduced because they needed a bigger boat to accommodate it. He bought a 
timber currach in Mweenish, Connemara. This boat and the flat had the advantage 
over the yawl of not being dependent on tides. 

22. A former oyster fisherman from Ballinderreen talked about the ‘re-discovery’ of the 
St. George oyster bed and the dispute that took place over the local community’s right 
to dredge there. This person was one of the 17 men from Ballinderreen who were 
jailed for refusing to pay fines imposed by the courts for dredging the bed. He 
describes this experience. He spoke of the traditions of the area and narrated some 
funny stories from his youth. 
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23. A New Quay man talks of the Red Bank oyster fishery and his memories of working 
there in the 1970s. 

24. This is a short account of memories of oysters and shellfish in Aughinish. 
25. A man who has spent his lifetime working with oysters says that the native oyster can 

return to South Galway Bay provided that their good management practices are 
implemented. He heard that the excessive reliance of Irish people on seafood during 
the Famine cause them to associate it with hardship and caused many people not to 
appreciate it. 

26. An expert in traditional boats looks at some of the yawls and timber currachs in 
Ballinacourty pier and explains how some were adopted to support the out-board 
engine and carry a winch. He talks of the boat builders in Connemara as well as South 
Galway Bay’s boat builders. He explained that the punt, a rowing boat used in Island 
Eddy had a design similar to the yawl. 

27. A former oyster fisherman talks of the shortage of money facing many people in his 
youth in the 1940s and 1950s and how the quick payment for oysters allowed them to 
pay bills which would otherwise be a cause of worry over Christmas. He recalled 
some people who came to local oyster merchant for oysters to cure his hangover. 

28. Members of the Clarinbridge Oyster Festival talk about Paddy Burke and about the 
challenges and successes of organising the local Oyster Festival from 1985 onwards. 

29. An oyster farmer/businessman talks of his memories of developing the oyster trade in 
the 1950s, the lack of support from banks, and the encouragement of Paddy Burke. 
He describes the dispute over the St George oyster bed from the 1940s to its 
resolution in 1981 when the State bought it for the benefit of the local communities. 

30. A former oyster fisherman talks of the oyster beds in Tawin and Mweeloon. He 
recalls Michael Cunniffe and the Tawin drama group. (Michael Cunniffe wrote a play 
‘The Music of the Surf’ which is set in a coastal village and captures the dangers of 
fishing). 
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11. RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

The Cuan Beo Heritage Audit recorded and documented a wide range of heritage items 
relating to the oyster within the South Galway Bay region. A wide range of valuable material 
was collected which reflects the wealth of heritage and history that is present relating to the 
oyster. 

The heritage items listed in the database here are just some of the heritage uncovered. The 
level of detail obtained was possible due to the support of many individuals in private and 
public-sector organisations but especially by involvement of the local community in the 
process. The following recommendations are suggested in order to preserve and enhance the 
rich heritage relating to oyster fishing in South Galway Bay. 

Recommendations for Future Projects 
 

1. The number of traditional heritage oyster dredger boats in South Galway Bay is in 
decline and resources are required by the owners of these boats to encourage 
restoration and maintenance. Supports could include skill training in boat restoration, 
finance and materials  Cuan Beo should consider liaising with organisations that 
promote the preservation of traditional boats with a view to implementing a strategy 
that would pursue this goal in South Galway Bay. 

2. A community project aimed at educating people on the skills of boat restoration and 
boat building should be considered. Workshops could be provided in schools, 
employment schemes and voluntary groups to promote maritime skills such as rope 
tying, map reading and woodwork skills. Such a project can encourage creativity and 
appreciation of heritage. 

3. Investigate the feasibility of establishing a traditional boatbuilding apprenticeship 
course in Galway that is funded through the National Training Fund and delivered by 
SOLAS to protect the traditional skills and maritime heritage of the area. 

4. Oyster Fishermen and people connected with the oyster trade have a wealth of lore 
and oral history relating to the heritage of South Galway Bay. A project, aimed at 
recording this history, should be considered and funding should be sought by Cuan 
Beo from relevant organisations. 

5. Cuan Beo and community organisations with an interest in the heritage of South 
Galway Bay should examine ways in which teachers and children in local schools 
could be informed of the heritage of oyster fishing as well as other coastal traditions 
such as cutting seaweed and the turf trade from Connemara. A greater appreciation of 
this heritage is likely to lead to positive action to protect our waterways and sea. 

6. Local history groups should be encouraged to create awareness of our oyster and 
maritime history through presentations or talks on this subject. 

7. Cuan Beo should consider how the oyster heritage of South Galway Bay could be 
available to the public in book form. 

8. Cuan Beo should examine ways of procuring oyster heritage artefacts and records 
with the goal of establishing an Oyster Interpretative Centre in the South Galway 
region. 



43 
 

9. The Galway Bay oyster is regarded highly throughout the world. Consideration 
should be given to how the culinary traditions of South Galway Bay could be 
marketed to a greater extent, with the oyster playing a key part in such a strategy. 

10. Cuan Beo should consider developing an oyster conservation project in conjunction 
with fishermen and relevant State bodies in South Galway Bay.  

 

A partly constructed ‘flat’ on display at Clarinbridge Oyster Festival 2018 



44 
 

Appendix 1 – Oyster Beds (1904) 
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Appendix 2 -Galway Bay Oyster –Timeline  
 15,000 years ago, at the end of the last glacial period there were huge stocks of 

oysters in the shallows all around the margins of the Bay.  
 1700s mechanical dredging of oysters encouraged by big demand for them develops 

with growing population 
 1845 onwards – Government grants exclusive licences for oyster beds 
 1850s French discover method of propagating oysters by using small ponds. 
 1855 Reports say that Galway Bay oyster bed is overfished 
 1864 Lord Wallscourt, Ardfry issued first oyster bed license in Galway Bay 
 1865 -1868 Mt. Vernon spatting ground constructed in New Quay 
 1867 License for oyster beds near Ballinderreen issued to William and Jas St George 
 1872 American oysters harvested in the bay leading to decline of native oysters 
 1875 Sir Thomas Brady Inquiry leads to one-month restriction on dredging 
 1875 Private licenses sought by 2 landlords for Clarinbridge public Oyster Bed but 

effort thwarted by local fishermen 
 1880s English dealers start putting American oysters in Irish beds leading to a decline 

in native oysters. 
 1890 First wooden currach made by Beartle Ó Clochartaigh Inis Nee 
 1943 St. George Oyster Bed ‘re-discovered’ 
 1944 hand picking of oysters from the shored declared illegal 
 1954 First Oyster Festival 
 1959 Delia St. George formed the St. George Oyster Fishery Co. 
 1960s Outboard engines spell the end the practice of ‘scoping’ 
 1968 Gigas oysters introduced to oyster beds 
 1971 Clarinbridge Oyster Co-op formed 
 1971 Tony Whilde, finds ‘large scale removal of small (young) oysters from 

Clarinbridge bed 
 1978 Ministerial order gives control of oyster bed to Clarinbridge Oyster Co. Op 
 1981 St George oyster bed acquired by the State 
 1989 Bonamia detected in oyster beds 
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Appendix 3 

Oyster Heritage Boats located in public venues 

Flat bottom boats 

Two flat bottom boats are located in museums, one in the Ulster Museum and one in the 
National Museum at Swords, Co. Dublin. The Ulster Museum provided the following 
description of its flat bottom boat; 

“Tarred, carvel-built oyster boat with transom stem and flat bottom which has considerable 
sheer forward. Twelve straight ribs on each side with twelve ribs across the bottom. Stem post 
bifurcated at the head. Three plank platforms fitted at the port quarter. Two pairs of the 
thole-pins on port side and one pair on starboard. Rouths fitted between top strake and 
parallel stringer. Length overall 4.84 metres. Beam 2.11 metres. Transom 1.37 metres. 

It was donated by a person from Kilcolgan in 1971. (4.84 metres equal 15.88 feet”) 

The National Museum gave the following description of its ‘flat’.  

“Wooden flat-bottomed boat mainly used in oyster fishery of east Galway Bay. It has two 
thwarts and two oars. There is a stem post through which an oyster trawl rope was hauled.  
Most of stern side deck for grading and sorting missing. Coated in pitch.    

Used in Oyster Fishery of East Galway Bay until c.2006. Also, mussel fishing and other 
shellfish harvesting”.  

Púcán 
A Púcán, named Hybrasil is on display in Galway Atlantaquaria, Salthill, Galway. It is 23 feet 
long. The name Hybrasil comes from a mythological island off the west coast of Ireland. 
Apparently this island is visible every 7 years.  

Yawl;   
This boat was observed in a couple of South Galway piers during this audit. A yawl is 
tastefully on display at the verge of the N67 road near Kinvara town. 

Canvas currach 
A canvas currach is on display at the roundabout on the southern side of Oranmore village. 
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Appendix 4 - Oyster Heritage Items in Private Possession 
 

The following are heritage boats, artefacts, buildings and structures which are the private 
property of individuals in South Galway Bay. Some of the items are still in use by their 
owners. They are kept in various locations, both indoor and outdoor. Owners, names or 
addresses are not provided in accordance with data protection regulations. 

Flat bottom boat in Ballinderreen parish 
This boat which was made by Bill Crampton in the early 1970s was used for dredging by the 
owner up to 1980.  It is stored in a shed and is in reasonable condition but not sea-worthy in 
its current state. Unlike the traditional ‘flat’ it has a slight keel. It is approximately 16 feet in 
length.  

Wooden Currachs/Curach adhmaid; These boats, known simply as currachs, continue to be 

used in South Galway Bay for fishing, seaweed harvesting and leisure. Some wooden 
currachs were observed in Ballinacourty pier during this audit. 

Oyster Equipment 

As part of the audit the researcher met with a sizeable number of people who have held on to 
oyster fishing equipment including dredges, dredge bags, anchor, cláiríns, buoys, winches and 
old boat engines. A dredge with bag and an anchor are proudly displayed in Morans the Weir, 
Kilcolgan.  
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Appendix 5 - Built Structures that are part of the Oyster Heritage 
 

Brácas are visible at low tide in Ballinacourty and Pouldoody.  

Spatting pool -  Ardfry, Maree 

Landlord Surveillance buildings; A Watch tower to prevent poaching of oyster beds is 
extant in Ardfry, Maree while the ruin of St George’s  watch-out residence is located at 
Mulroog, Ballinderreen. 

Big houses of South Galway Bay gentry  

The mansions owned by South Galway landlords who had oyster bed licenses or private 
oyster beds are as follows; 

Ardfry House, Maree (Lord Wallscourt/Blake family) 

Renville Park house, Maree (Athy family)  

Kilcornan house, Clarinbridge (Redington family) 

Tyrone House, Ballinderreen (St. George family) 

Duras demesne (Lynch family) 

 

Piers and harbours 
There are a large number of piers and harbours throughout South Galway Bay and details of 
these, with a map, have been provided in the report.  
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Appendix 6 – The Oyster Dredge (IFC) 

 

Drawing of a dredge in Irish Folklore Collection – source John Devaney Keave 
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Appendix 7 – Folklore Interviewees (IFC) 
 

The following were some of the people who gave information to the Irish Folklore 
Commission on South Galway Bay’s heritage: 

John Devaney Keave, Clarinbridge  

Tom Monahan Keave, Clarinbridge 

Thos (Ml) Moran and Joe Moran, the Weir, Kilcolgan  

Thomas Fahy, Duras,  

Tom Connell, Ballinderreen 

Michael Quinn,  Ballinderreen 

Major Stanley L Scovell Burren House New Quay  

Francie McDonagh Ballyvelehan New Quay  

Tom Holland, Tawin Island 
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Appendix 8 - Example of Folklore collected in this Audit 
“I bought my boat from Pat Davis in Roundstone in 1978. He died earlier this year. Pat 
called it a currach yawl. Others from this area bought their boats from Clotherty, a great 
boat builder in Connemara. There are about 6 traditional timber boats still in Duras. There is 
a man here in Duras who regularly uses his boat to travel to his farm on Island Eddy. One 
man has a large boat which is about 100 years old. It is possibly a pucán. Flat bottom boats 
were only used by a few in this area. Colm Mulkerrins from Connemara made boats in Tarea 
pier – he was a great boat-builder.  We bought our boat in in 1978.  

There was an Irish name for every rock on the shore when I was young. Oileán na Sceiche is 
near Tawla in Duras. Morgan’s island is known as Oileán Mhorgáin. Oileán na Muice is 
another island nearby. Lynch’s pier was called Céibh an Lochán. It’s not far from Duras 
church on the way to Aughinish. It pier has a slope which breaks the waves which is useful. 

Other piers in this area are Crushoa pier which was known as Carr’s pier and Carr’s island 
is not far from it. Bush island is near Parkmore. Duras Demesne pier, which is in 
Mountscribe, was straightened up by a few local people in recent years. Only a part of 
Coranroo pier is still there.  

There was great stone-work in Parkmore pier. It was built by French builders. It was 
damaged some years back but was repaired. Some piers were in a bad state and needed 
repair. There are a few islands off the coast here. Mulroney’s island has about 7 acres.   
Hags island contains about a half-acre and cattle are grazed in it when there is a strand.  

My father told me that in his young days 6 men dredged oysters in the one boat, not 2, as it 
was in my time. Scoping wasn’t practised in my father’s youth, but four men rowed with oars, 
one man pulled up the dredge and he was supported by another man. They hired men for the 
day at that time but when labour got scarce they changed to scoping with 2 in a boat. We 
dredged only on our oyster bed in Crushoa and we expected every other village to do the 
same. There were 10 families in Crushoa. Not all families went dredging, only 5 or 6 families  
- while some of the others  gathered shellfish during a big strand.   

There was a little oyster bed in Geeha and another small one in Rineen, on the way to 
Aughinish. I recall the last time I dredged was in 1994 – we were listening to the news about 
the progress in the Northern peace process at the time. Scoping was hard work if the stream 
and wind were against you. Setting the dredge was a skilled job and there was nothing to beat 
experience. Most of the young people have never gone dredging and they know little about 
it.”. End 
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