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 West Cork, especially the stretch of coast from Rosscarbery to Mizen 
Head, is popular with visitors from the rest of Ireland, Britain, and Europe. 
The physical landscape of the area, once seen as austere and inaccessible, is 
a major part of the attraction. It is now famous for its food, its music, and 
its maritime life. Historically, Skibbereen’s role as epicentre and emblem 
of the famine is famous. In this, and in the region’s role in the War of 
Independence, some stories are well known, while some have only been 
considered more recently. 
 The area has always been remarkably heterogeneous: politically, 
religiously, and socially. It has produced writers and thinkers of various 
traditions, and this depth and multiformity is something on which the 
History Festival will draw.
 The Festival will consider themes that are local, national, and 
international. We will be a history festival in West Cork, but not one that 
is exclusively about West Cork. Like intellectually omnivorous readers, 
we will not be confined to the immediate. West Cork is a place that is 
conducive to thinking and speaking about its own histories, but also those 
of many other places. 
 The material we use in historical investigation takes many forms, of 
course, but it is in books that we preserve most of our ideas about the past. 
Like any others, those ideas about the past are often found unpredictably 
in books, in a way that is unlike the algorithmic processes of the internet. 
You search the web, with an engine. Not so a book. 
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The Kingstons are from West Cork. Although I grew up in various 
other parts of Ireland, we returned to Cork each year on holiday 
and to visit relatives. We came back to my parents’ cottage at 

Cunnamore, where my maternal grandmother’s family, called (confusingly 
for everyone else) Hingston, had lived since the 1700s. 
 Outside, we swam, fished, and canoed. Inside, we observed, obstructed, and 
occasionally assisted in the endless refurbishment of the house. We also talked 
and we read. Bibliophilia is congenital.

 The first history books I read were in Cork.

In the last few years, I have been bringing my own children back to the house my 
wife and I own near Skibbereen. In July 2017, instead of relaxing back at home, 
my family and friends will be fully occupied with the organisation of a history 
festival. Our aim is to complement the rich programme of cultural events that 
already exists in West Cork with an event focused on history.

World is crazier and more of it than we think,
Incorrigibly plural.

Louis MacNeice’s words are often quoted, but nevertheless seem particularly 
relevant to West Cork. The incorrigible plurality of the place will inspire 
its History Festival. 
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From 28 to 30 July the inaugural West Cork History Festival will take 

place at Rosebank, just outside Skibbereen.

This event is for anyone interested in local, national, or international 

history. The programme will mix lectures, debates, and film 

screenings, in two separate venues at Rosebank, with excellent local 

food and the chance to talk informally with eminent writers and 

commentators.

The opening speaker on Friday afternoon will be Professor Roy Foster, 

widely regarded as the preeminent Irish historian of his generation 

and the authorised biographer of W. B. Yeats. 

We will screen Rebel Rossa, the biopic of the great Fenian leader from 

Skibbereen, on the Friday evening.

On Saturday, the programme will include contributions from 

leading scholars on aspects of the War of Independence in Cork. 

This is contested history, much of it avoided for decades. We will 

draw speakers with differing views together in open debate, in this 

way anticipating upcoming discussions and commemoration of 

the centenaries of the 1919 to 1923 period. Contributors will include 

Professor David Fitzpatrick, Dr Andy Bielenberg, Professor Eunan 

O’Halpin, Dr Eve Morrison, and Dr William Sheehan. 

We will screen An Tost Fada (The Long Silence), about the reality of the 

Revolutionary period in West Cork for the Salter family.

In parallel to these discussions, there will be talks on other subjects, 

including the Great Earl of Cork, the Knights Templar in Ireland, 

the archaeology of tower houses, and piracy off the coast of Cork. 

Contributors will be both local and national and include Dr Connie 

Kelleher, Professor Terry Barry, Finola Finlay, and Dr David Edwards. 

HE Dan Mulhall, Irish Ambassador to Britain (and soon to become 

Ambassador to the USA) will speak about the Irish war poet Francis 

Ledwidge and George Russel (Æ): Two Irish writers in 1917: Francis 

Ledwidge and Æ.

The 2017 edition of the Journal of the Skibbereen and District 

Historical Society will be launched at lunchtime.

On the Saturday evening, there will be a festival dinner produced 

by Carmel Somers and her team from the Good Things Café. There 

the contributors will join festival-goers for informal conversation 

over good food and wine. Places are limited for this event, so early 

booking is strongly advised.

On Sunday, the range of subjects will also be varied. Two panels 

of speakers will consider, respectively, Irish involvement in the First 

World War and the way commemoration of it has evolved in recent 

decades. Panellists will include Lar Joye of the National Museum, Dr 

Heather Jones, Kevin Myers, and Ruth Dudley Edwards.

HE Kevin Vickers, Canada’s Ambassador to Ireland, will speak about 

Irish-born soldiers in the Canadian Army. Other contributors will 

include Professor Marianne Elliott reflecting on her recent work on 

Northern Ireland, and local historian William Casey discussing early 

Fenianism in Skibbereen.

The final act of the Festival will be a talk by celebrated author and 

screenwriter Michael Dobbs entitled ‘Life, Lust, and Liquor: How 

House of Cards wrote itself’.  www.westcorkhistoryfestival.org
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 You look into a book, leaf through it, read it, sometimes without 
knowing what you are looking for. Curiosity propels you, certainly, 
but curiosity, it seems to me, is not an engine. It is more like an eddy, 
a drift, a current, and you a boat, bumping into things. That, at any 
rate, is the romantic notion to which I cleave.
 Pursuing the nautical analogy, the mysterious airships described 
in some of the mediaeval Irish annals provide an example both of 
the serendipity of reading and of what we hope to achieve at the 
History Festival. They are a phenomenon to stumble across and 
enjoy, amid the drier, earthbound stuff of eighth-century Ireland. 
They are baffling to those who we are told saw them (and to the 
reader), but often the chroniclers are more interested in what the 
encounters reveal about those on the ground than in explanations of 
the flying craft themselves. 
 In Seamus Heaney’s poem ‘Lightenings’, he conjures up one of 
these ships in the sky, above Clonmacnoise, and has it snag its anchor 
on the altar rail, while the monks are praying. Then, he tells us,

A crewman shinned and grappled down the rope
And struggled to release it. But in vain.
‘This man can’t bear our life here and will drown,’

The abbot said, ‘unless we help him.’ So
They did, the freed ship sailed, and the man 
climbed back
Out of the marvellous as he had known it.

Those who come to the West Cork History Festival may be from 
either end of the metaphorical anchor rope. We do not want any of 
them to drown. We do hope that what is immersion for some and 
observation for others will combine the marvellous and strange and 
familiar: like books.
 West Cork is where my family comes from and where I feel most 
emphatically at home. Its past is rich, plural, sometimes painful, 
and always fascinating. That is a good reason to study it, but it also 
makes it a good place from which to think about the histories of 
other people and places. The wealth of cultural activity in music, 
performing and figurative arts, and the love of good, locally produced 
food, are now justly famous facets of West Cork life. The History 
Festival is intended to complement them. Like much in West Cork, 
it will be unmistakably rooted in the local, while engaged with and 
open to the national and international.
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