 The Book of Irish Writers, Chapter 24 - William Carleton, Around 1794 - 1869

William Carleton was born in the Clogher Valley in Co. Tyrone. 

His father, a tenant farmer, was a storyteller, and his mother was a singer with a great repertoire of traditional songs. 

My native place was a spot rife with old legends, tales, traditions, customs and superstitions - and from my father’s lips they were perpetually sounding in my ears. My mother possessed the gift of singing, with sweetness and power, the old sacred songs and airs of Ireland.

Although Carleton was mostly taught in ‘hedge’ schools he still managed to acquire a good enough education to consider joining the priesthood. 

Despite this, he turned against Catholicism and converted to Protestantism in 1818, when he was in his mid twenties. 

Indeed – his about-face was such that in 1826 he wrote to the then home secretary, Sir Robert Peel, offering to implicate Daniel O’Connell’s ‘Catholic Association’ and the catholic clergy in acts of violence against Protestant landlords.

This was also at a time when Carleton began his association with Caesar Otway - an evangelical preacher whose anti-Catholic paper, the Christian Examiner, published the first of Carleton’s stories in 1828. 

Carleton’s work was based on an intimate knowledge of the Irish peasantry - but it was also flavoured by his own shifting views of Ireland’s deeply sectarian landscape. 

A collection of his stories appeared in 1830 as Traits and Stories of the Irish Peasantry. This established his reputation.

The collection offered the first English-language account of the peasant way of life from the inside. But Carleton is an artful storyteller; he’s rarely content simply to report his observations - so many of his stories should be taken with a pinch of salt. 

In ‘The Battle of the Factions’, for instance, he doesn’t just describe a fight between the O'Callaghans with the O'Hallaghans, he turns it into verbal music:

… the general harmony of this fine row might be set to music, according to a scale something like this:--Whick whack--crick crack--whick whack--crick crack 'Here yer sowl--(crack)--there yer sowl--(whack). Whoo for the O'Hallaghans!'--(crack, crack, crack). 'Hurroo for the O'Callaghans!--(whack, whack, whack). The O'Callaghans for ever!'--(whack). 'The O'Hallaghans for ever!'--(crack). 

Carleton’s writing can also be deadly serious. ‘Wildgoose Lodge’, his best-known story, has gothic qualities, with blood oaths, hints of evil and blasphemy. What unfolds is a horrific account of the revenge of the ‘Ribbonmen’ (set up as a Catholic counterweight to the Orange Order) on an informer. They burn his house - killing him and his family. Carleton’s description of the flooded countryside around the house presents a vision of hell:
… the  floods that spread over the surrounding plains appeared to be one broad mass of liquid copper, for the motion of the breaking waters  caught from the blaze a glaring light, which eddied, and rose, and fluctuated as if the flood itself had been a lake of  molten fire.

Most chilling of all is that the ‘captain’ who leads the attack commands: “Lave none alive to tell the tale”. The fate of the informer is death, and yet here is a story which informs on these activities! 

The position of the writer is a complicated one here: is he simply telling the truth - or betraying his own community?

Under the influence of the nationalist ‘Young Ireland’ movement, though never a nationalist himself, Carleton went on to produce a series of novels which dealt with the condition of Ireland. Most notable among these is ‘The Black Prophet’ of 1847. Written when Carleton was in his early fifties, this tackles the horrors of the Famine when it was at its height. 

Carleton dedicated the novel to the then Prime Minister, Lord John Russell, as a way of associating Russell’s name with the dire consequences of government policy on the Irish.

The quality of Carleton’s writing declined in his late years. 

In describing the Famine he had come face to face with trauma and horror – and it was just too much for him. 

He moved away from his usual subjects onto unfamiliar ground - the ever-increasing need simply to make a living prompting him into writing ‘pot-boilers’. If some of this work, such as Willy Reilly and his Dear Colleen Bawn was popular – it didn’t help his reputation. 

His health was also in decline. He had to dictate parts of his Autobiography due to ill health - and it was unfinished when he died. No wonder that it looks back with fondness and exaggeration to his childhood in the Clogher Valley and describes the writing to which he devoted his life afterwards as – 

… a melancholy task … a continued and unbroken series of struggle, difficulty, suffering and sorrow as has seldom fallen to the lot of a literry man.
