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“I'hen There Was Light’ is a collection of stories
set against a backdrop of the Rural Electrification

Scheme’s roll-out across the country 70 years ago.

'he stories. from eve-witnesses.
ESB emplovees and the general public
offer a rare glimpse into the Ireland
of that time. Theyv also outline
the challenges faced in implementing

arguably the greatest social revolution

ever experienced in the country.

The accounts capture the tension that arose between
old Ireland and the making of the new. Some people
embraced the scheme enthusiastically while others declared
that electrification could “blow up everyone in their own beds.”

M

80995

4"’

¢
|
|
| Y 519

lel(pm( pu.u Pr'“ Cu.99 m.” :










£ ;\by Ballpoint Press

~ published! 20 < icklow, Republic of

. Co
(Wyndham Park, B3 o0 o6 8917681

Telephone: :
Email: ballpointpressl@gmall.com

Web: www.ballpointpress.ie
ISBN 978-0-9954793-1-9

yright shared by ESB, Ballpoint Press and Doc-Doc F ;

© Cop

: Ay .' r
12100 4l

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be ,r

stored in a retrieval system, or in any form or by any me

without the prior permission in writing of the publishg
otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover o
in which it is published and without a similar condition in

4 B s

this condition being imposed on the subsequent 1 ,

all information contained in this book, neither
nor the publisher accepts liability for any | op clild

B
{

: [ {
2 ’

e

Book design and production by Joe Coyln
joecoyledesign@gmiil'ﬂ' I

© Cover photos and inside phot;ogr‘ap}ig;; /
Back cover: Painting by artist Eugene Con



Love Conqu :

At Last In Inis
The Power, The
And The Protes
;. The Wonders
Electric Fenoe

Before The f
From Black Ni
Trouble Comi:
Lights, Sales,
Another Way T




Was Lagt

Then There
2 i 508 “
pust At'T he Lorna SIXSml. % 48 ¢
s Castle v eclan Coyle _
Man's (2 [ight Years Ahead D i i 49 V
: no'immon e = e Antony Sutth 1

i Up The Interio! | Mulcahv.

Lighting VP i Noe ALy 50 S
or singing In I'he Ra RN Aine Nic . (
o8 Dowsing For Sweetl Wa e (
09 When Shay Lost Out Mary O ondl 51 W
" To The ESB Lodger
30 Power Comes To Enniskerry Bri j ’ 52 O
o Fa

The 1920s gy 6 53 W

In G Maled '
31 A Lifetime Between Poles erf'y alon Ti
3¢ Putting A Plan B In ESB Chrlsty i ( 54 Tt
- 33 ‘Sir, I've No Homework Because P s W
The New Light Blinded Me” Monica V ; ' 56 T}
34 The Power Of Gentle Persuasion Mark Me Of
35 The Christmas Puddings’ Surprise Anna J :5:" &7 Ire

Tolan i
36 Lighting On The Wall Declan P
Gowran
87 The Donegal Coaster Des Doh gl P
38 Assault On The Battery Denis Leg
39 Pulling The Wool Over Their Eyes Tony ‘Ch
40 Pow: Vi) <y
0 Power To The Island i
41 "Then It Happened...’ #
42 Saboteurs Who Kept Us b
In The Dark gur
43 Spreading The Hurlip sage "
To The West S 5
44 The Bere F
acts Of The Case The
3 o . f '
Lr = (If;]ght“‘g the First %
46 Th fistmas Tree in Ballivor Note
€Sunken World of
€ River [ee

7 A Washing Machine Conundrum: ”"




50 ShinyPro. B
(or Chrysler)

51 Who Stole




Seventy years late
surrounding that na

public as well.
While there wa

poles arriving and

amazing stories wel




Acknowledgements

[5 would firstly like to record our sincere thanks to all the
W people who got in touch with the ESB and ourselves to
make this publication possible.

|undreds of people had either stories to tell or information to pass
on which allowed us to produce both this book and an accompanying
radio documentary.

We also are thankful that many of the vignettes from the time,
while not suitable for this publication, are now also recorded, collated
and safely preserved in the extensive ESB Archives for future
generations of researchers, historians and sociologists.

Within the ESB this project was greeted with a warmth and
enthusiasm that made this project a labour of love for the co-editors.

We are particularly indebted for the guidance and support of ESB
Archives staff - Brendan Delany, Brian McMahon, Deirdre McParland
and Kirsten Mulrennan.

This team plays a eritical role in safeguarding the history and
heritage of ESB and they do so with huge professionalism and
passion. The archive was a very rich and invaluable source for our
| research where we also sourced virtually all of the photos that tell their
Own stories as part of this anthology.

We would like to record our gratitude to Bernadine Maloney,
Corporate Communications and Public Affairs Manager, ESB and the
| COmpany’s Senior Press Officer, Paul Hand for the continuous
enthusiasm they showed for this project from the outset,
Mei)eu;jo:}z;:-nks also to ESB CEO, Pat O'Doherty, for setting the
. 18 book by writing the introduction.

e o s e a0t SUppothey v s while wevere
BO1s e 7041 i There Was Light mission thattookupsomghof
1 anniversary of the ESB’s Rural Electrification Scheme.

2 v



Introduction

important social and economic developments of 20th century
Ireland. It transformed a very tough way of life that had
ted for generations and sowed the seeds for Ireland’s future

, F HE rural electrification scheme was one of the most

exis
growth and prosperity.
To understand its origins, it is necessary to go back to the

Shannon Scheme which had been completed almost three decades
earlier. Thomas McLaughlin, a young engineer who had worked with
‘Siemens in Germany together with the senior executives of that
company, convinced the new Irish Free State Government to invest
one fifth of its annual revenue in a scheme to harness the flow of the
Shannon to supply electricity to the nation.

McLaughlin passionately believed that electricity held the key
to our economic development and recognised its potential to
transform Ireland. At the time, the country was recovering from the
aftermath of civil war and the First World War and life was difficult
and uncertain. The Government shared McLaughlin’s vision,
realising that the completion of a major infrastructure project
would be a potent symbol of political independence and economic
Bovereignty.

From the outset, McLaughlin was clear in his intent that Ireland’s
2l communities should enjoy the comforts that villagers in other
inds took for granted, commenting later: “My country of which I was
vintensely proud must not lag behind other lands... Electricity, the
reat key uplift of the country, must be provided on a national scale,
feap and abundant”.

- Indeveloping the Shannon Scheme, the Government had accepted
“ Premise that unified control of the production and distribution
lectricity was necessary to achieve the rapid development Ireland
eded. ESB was created in 1927 with full responsibility for the
‘ération, transmission, distribution and marketing of electricity,
U8 becoming not only the first semi-state body in Ireland but also
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Then There Was Light

ational electricity service in the world. Tho
nted as the first managing director.

Over the next two decades, ES.B brought elec?r?c.ity to every
major town and village i Ireland, taking over responsibilty fror oy
authorities and buying out private el.ectnclty su;?phers. Howeye,
although prices fell, electricity remained expensive and 400,009
homes remained without electricity.

In the 1930s, the Government’s focus on economic developmen
through self-sufficiency led to the creation of new semi-state bOdies,
including Bord na Ména, CIE and Irish Sugar: Within ESB, there g
a steadfast belief that the development of a rural electricity network
could further support this movement and would help to drive the
country forward.

Thanks to the leadership and pioneering spirit of people like
Thomas McLaughlin, William Roe and Paddy (PJ) Dowling in ESB,
and the foresight of the political establishment at the time, the
scheme was given the go ahead and work on the first phase beganin
1946.

This was an enormous achievement. Cost was a major factor and,
like today’s deliberations around rural broadband which has the
potential to be equally transformative, the Government had to be
convinced that this was the right way to allocate scarce resourcesin
the face of other political pressures.

the first fully n .
McLaughlin was appol

The Rural Electrification Scheme was executed with what canonly , |

be described as patriotic zeal. William Roe who was in charge of the
project and his deputy PJ Dowling were not only highly educatedand
experienced, but also hugely committed to Ireland’s future. For
many of the young workers involved, their own rural backg‘"’“nds
and the opportunity to work on something truly innovative fuelle
their passion to get the job done and the can-do attitude that ¢™
to characterise the scheme. :
When I joined ESB in 1981, the sense of camaraderie and P

de corps of the ‘rural’ group was still evident, They epitomi
that comes from years of helping each other

on the highw. . 1ogi)
s ays.and byways of the country and left a lasting 1%¢"
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k a lot today of stakeholder management and community
engagement, but the people work.mg onrural el‘ectnﬁca}tlon‘ tn:ily ;et
tandard for ESB that continues today. They recognised tha
s depended on the goodwill of farmers and landowners, and
succ\::isllsingness of communities to support us. They had the might of
Z}t]:tute behind them, but they looked on that statutory strength as
a place of last resort. Their default was to get out, talk and get
agreement on what needed to be done. The more connected to the
community they were, the better.

They could see the effects that electrification would have on
country life, particularly for farming communities, and sold the
concept as if they were looking back on the experience. They
recognised the influencers within homes and communities and co-
opted community groups like the ICA, Macra na Feirme, Muintir na
Tire and of course the local parish priests as advocates. Rural
Ireland was still very conservative and resistant to anything too
modern, but if the church was in favour, it was generally deemed
acceptable!

Women also played a key role in marketing the Scheme,
recognising the potential to enhance their own lives. By all accounts,
farmers were slow to see beyond the cost until they were asked by
young ladies at dances whether they had “got the electricity in?”.

It was the ESB rural engineers, the demonstrators and the
workers who were the front line in an incredible marketing and sales
team. They learned very quickly how to open doors and farm gates
éven in the most difficult of circumstances. I am sure that the
enthusiasm and sense of purpose that the team shared helped to drive
Its success and overcome the obstacles that they met along the way.

They left a lasting legacy to our organisation, to the rural
(I’:"i";lmun.ities in which they operated and to the development of
en:itli‘;iety Being part of a large organisation didn’t automatically

em to respect - they had to earn that respect.

And they gig,

Itis appropriate that, in celebrating the 70th anniversary of the
W0rkeﬂec‘il'iﬁcation scheme, we gather the stories from both our own

and those on the other side of the fence. This collection

We tal



Then There Was Light

ensures many of the tales surrounding one of the most important ang
transformative projects in the history of the State are r:ecorded for
posterity. While the pages of this book may recall a very different time
to modern Ireland, they also shine a light into the life of our forebears

and we get a sense of the same pride, humour and belonging back then
that is still intrinsic in Ireland’s people.

Pat O’Dokerty,

CEO,ESB .=53 Energy for

generations
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Sputniks And

Brown Bread
Delo Collier

T was a time when the world was concerned about Sputniks.
I Those early Russian space satellites were blamed for things that

could not be easily explained - a long spell of bad weather, an
alteration in the migratory pattern of birds or even the failure of a
herring run in a Western fjord. There was a cold war threatened out
there, somewhere beyond the horizon. People said prayers for
the conversion of Russia, looked to the sky and frowned. Around this
time of global concern I was travelling a rutted road in the West of
Ireland.

On that day my worries were not related to Kremlin matters, or
to the goings-on in Washington, but to the tyres on my car. I had just
changed a punctured wheel outside Clifden in Connemara and
knew that I had no time to arrange a repair to the damaged tyre. I
had an appointment to keep and my heart was anxious, as a recently
appointed ESB Demonstrator, that standards would be upheld.

My job was to smooth the transition from solid fuel ranges,
cookers and cumbersome domestic arrangements to the new, easy,
clean, efficient and labour saving equipment supplied by the
Electricity Supply Board. My territory included Connemara, an
area of wild beauty but of unforgiving potholes and vicious ruts.

A condition of my appointment was that I should provide my own
transport. In reality I neither had a car nor could I drive. My father,
himself an ESB employee, took the matter in hand. Without undue
fuss he taught me the rudiments of driving and accompanied me when
I bought my first car. I was a proud but somewhat nervous first-time
motorist on the morning when we collected the car. “Pullin here,” he
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pm;;u:t?:cﬁ;el want to tela)ll you about, I was about to be tested to
the limits of my calling. I had two calls to make; one concerned a
wayward Sputnik, the other concerned brown bread! To add to my
worry, I had a punctured wheel sliding about in the boot and I was
late for the first appointment. Recalling father’s words about
changing a puncture while driving in remote places I decided totry
to persuade the local garage attendant in Clifden to fix the puncture
while I had lunch.

As well as cookers, fridges, washing machines, kettles and irons,
the ESB also sold spin dryers. There was a steady demand for
clothes dryers in the West of Ireland where sleeveen, unexpected rain
;ﬁ:le(:sdg:;p:;the spirits of any housewife. The vista of rain-sodden
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.\'pulniks And Brown Bread

contraptions spinning in orbit around the earth. No one was sure how
they might be controlled, so why not call those errant spin dryers
Spl‘xtniks? [t seemed appropriate.

[ set off, an hour late, for my appointment hoping that my excuse
for late arrival would be believed. I steered my little car between
ditches of foxglove and fuchsia, careful to ease it over potholes and
to avoid stray Connemara blackface sheep, until I noticed the car
bumping along a little too much! Yes! You guessed it! Another flat tyre.
Nothing for it but to get on with the job of changing the wheel and be
glad of the advice given on that day on the roadside when we bought
the car! Now quite late for the appointment I pulled up in the yard
of the farmhouse near Claddaduff. I could hear the dryer spinning
when I knocked at the door. It was a while until the woman of the house
appeared. “I turned it on expecting you earlier, Miss Collier. I wanted
you to see it leppin’ around the floor for yourself. D’you know its like
the antics of an auld bachelor farmer at the afters of a wedding. I want
to get it to stop dancin’ around the kitchen but can’t. Sometimes the
only way to get it to behave is to sit on it but sure you'd get tired doing
that eventually.”

She insisted we drink tea and she boiled an egg to go with it as we
watched the machine go through the last phases of its dance. When
it had gone through its final cycle, I discovered that the floor beneath
the machine was uneven and contributing to the erratic behaviour.
We found a new location in the kitchen where we could hem it
between a dresser and a sideboard. We drank more tea and I
forcefully declined another boiled egg while we tested the drier
again. This time the performance was greatly improved and the lady
seemed much happier with the results. “Himself kept threatening to
put a few concrete blocks on it to keep it steady, but I thought that
might spoil the look of the place. I'm glad it never came to that.”

When I drove out of the yard I had a half-dozen eggs, wrapped
individually in pages of the ‘Connacht Tribune’, to keep me company,
but my day was not over yet. There was the matter of brown bread
to sort out,

My next call was a half-hour’s drive away. A son had emigrated to
England to work there on the buildings. A year previously he returned
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oven could match the tried and tested offering from her solid-fuel

range. She offered me a cup of tea before I settle(? into the challenge

She watched me like a hawk as I prepared and mixed and placed the

bread into the oven. While we waited for the results she put a boiled

egg and a couple slices of her bread before me. I tucked in with a forced

enthusiasm. When the moment came to cut and butter my offering

Theld my breath. Would this woman's son approve? Was it good enough

toexport in his suitcase to Kilburn or Cricklewood?

“God,” she said, “you'd hardly know the difference.”
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Love Conquers All

Bridie O’Connor

E was a plain lad - a big ‘Paddy’ of a fellow. As a young girl

youwouldn't give him a second glance, but he sort of grew

on you. That was how I fell for Bill Jones in 1948. [ was 19
and working in a grocery and bar in the centre of Mullingar.

This was the bright lights as far as [ was concerned. Mulliz ar was
Hollywood excitement compared to the small community town
land I was used to when I was a girl. | was in my element there,

Back then you knew most of the customers who shopped and
drank in the establishment, so there was great curiosity regarding
the new arrivals, the men putting in the light, the Rural Electrification
gang. They'd leave in clothes to be collected for dry-cleaning, buy
cigarettes or perhaps have a drink at weekends.

[ first noticed Bill Jones the Saturday he came into the shop looking
tobuy cigarettes. I explained that cigarettes were rationed, as a result
of the austerity following the war, and that locals were only allowed
5 per day. Bill explained that he was going to attend a football game
in Dublin and pleaded with me to relent. I knew I shouldn’t, but he
softened something inside me, and I sold him a couple of packets, He
offered thanks and promised to bring me back a present from
Dublin.

Bill was as good as his promise. When he next came into the shop
to drop off laundry he brought me a box of chocolates and an
invitation to accompany him to the cinema. I joked that this must be
payback for the cigarettes but he insisted that | go, and I finally agreed.
He was a tall rugged man and, looking back, you could never call him

good-looking, but I saw something beyond that, something much
deeper than skin.

Soon I realised that this was the beginning of a lovely romance.
He was a perfect gentleman and treated me like a lady. I always felt
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in hi . Bill was over 6ft talland I wagy

s;c'ul:;n :a;a:emh}ilsis‘lci:tr;p;ngel’ or sometimes his ‘little lady’, g
5ft: ;

st “{hen :Zgzsauwt];l:lnr:(:ilopjust so that he could walk mebeg

SometlfnesI1 gs in the evenings. It was simple, uncomplicated e

to mylt the Rural Electrification scheme by its very nature B

mofel;ble one. The roll-out was happening across the countrysige

leted and the gang moved to the pey;

Soon the local work was comp . e
location, We kept in touch and our romance flourished in spite of g,

obstacles thrown up by distance. Bill arranged taxis to meet mey
Ballinasloe railway station so that I could get to my family home some
weekends. He moved to work at Ballygar on the Roscommon border
and I moved to Galway city to work. This made things easier forus
There was a bus service from Roscommon to Galway that went
through Ballygar. Romance was finding ways to overcome obstacles
Amor Vincit Omnia, Love conquers all!

I opened a small shop of my own beside the sea. The future
looked promising. Bill had even been to meet my parents a few
times. We were going out together for about eighteen months.

But one day two girls came into the shop. They spoke to one
another openly in my presence. They said they came from Ballygs
and that there were some very nice ESB men working there on the
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Love Conquers All

should have believed and trusted him. I was told that he emigrated
to America some time soon afterwards.
{ural Electrification may have brightened up the countryside but
it left dark spots in two people’s hearts that has never been lit.
Almost seventy years later, I hope somehow, somewhere Bill
gets to read my memory.

Bridie O’Connor (nee Naughton) is a community volunteer, writer and
poet, who lives in the village of Clonberne, Co. Galway.



