Bogland and Bogmen
[From Bruce Stewart, ‘The Old Bog Road: Expressions of Atavism in Irish Culture’, in William Lazenblatt, ed., Writing Ulster ([Winter/Spring 1999/2000], pp.163-93 [ISBN 1 85923 19 X].


For the Anglo-Irish, the bogs of Ireland were blemishes on the landscape rather than ‘beauty spots’ in any sense of the phrase. They remained so virtually until Bord na Móna turned them into industrial flagships in 1946, excepting where their utility as source for ‘a sweet and very wholesome kind of firing’ was noted by curious travellers.
 It was, of course, for the peasantry that this source was most important. The Ordnance Survey of the 1830s paid close attention to the place of ‘turbary’ in Irish townlands, as in the memoir on the Parish of Laragh in Co. Cavan made by Lieutenant P. Taylor during 1835:
‘In the southern division of the parish bog is in abundance and, were it possible to transfer its superaccumulation to the northern section, its value would vastly increase the rent of land.’
 
In the Parish of Currin, on the other hand, ‘turbary is exceedingly scarce’, resulting in ‘great deprivation’ for the common people, unrelieved by coal supplies from nearby Dundalk available at twenty-five shillings a ton.
 Merely as landscape, the bogs of Ireland were perceived as barriers to communication whose combustible value was in some sense a compensation. 
When Maria Edgeworth wishes to portray the Rackrents as hopelessly entoiled in an unreconstructed view of their duties she recounts the way in which they hinder the making of a road through the bog that constitutes the greatest blot on their estate in Co. Longford.
 This is divulged in a passage of dialogue where Sir Kit’s unfortunate bride raises queries about the surroundings in which she finds herself.

“And what’s all that black swamp out yonder, Sir Kit?” says she—“My bog, my dear,” says he, and went on whistling—“It’s a very ugly prospect, my dear,” says she

· and more to that effect. It is Thady who intervenes to defend the family honour: 

“[M]y lady, you must not quarrel with any part or parcel of Allyballycarricko’shaughlin, for you don’t know how many hundred years that same bit of bog has been in the family […] it cost the late Sir Murtagh two hundred good pounds to defend his title to it, and boundaries, against the O’Learys, who cut a road through it.”

We learn in Castle Rackrent (1800) that the family of the title were called O’Shaughlins until they changed their name and very likely they were Gaelic lords in that part of the county in an earlier period. If so, they inherited the old mentality more or less unmodified—such at least is Edgeworth’s insinuation—for, as Archbishop William King alleged in his treatise “Of the Bogs and Loughs of Ireland” (1685), ‘the natural Irish hate to mend highways, and will frequently shut them up and change them’, being ‘unwilling strangers should come and burthen them’ with the obligations of hospitality.
 Nor was this a new idea in his day. […]

� Hibernia curiosa: A Letter from a Gentleman in Dublin, to his friend at Dover in Kent (Dublin: J. Potts at Swift's Head Dame St. MDCC LXIX [1769]), p.92. Commercial exploitation was long rendered impractical due to the mass-to-energy ratio of dried peat.


� Ordance Survey: Memoirs of Ireland: Counties of South Ulster 1834-34, Vol. 4o (QUB/IIS 1998), p.40.


� Ibid., pp.86-87.


� It may be assumed that the novel is set in the Edgeworth’s own county of Longford—a country with extensive bogland—though there are no clear pointers in the novel.


� Ibid., pp.27-28.


� “Of the Loughs and Bogs of Ireland”, reprinted in The Field Day Anthology of Irish Writing (Derry: Field Day 1991), Vol. 1, pp.967-70, p.969. Henceforth FDA1.





