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In October there were yellow trees. Then the clocks 
went back the hour and the long November winds 
came in and blew, and stripped the trees bare. In 
the town of New Ross, chimneys threw out smoke 
which fell away and drifted off in hairy, drawn-out 
strings before dispersing along the quays, and soon 
the River Barrow, dark as stout, swelled up with rain. 

The people, for the most part, unhappily endured 
the weather: shop-keepers and tradesmen, men and 
women in the post office and the dole queue, the 
mart, the coffee shop and supermarket, the  bingo 
hall, the pubs and the chipper all commented, in 
their own ways, on the cold and what rain had 
fallen, asking what was in it – and could there be 
something in it – for who could believe that there, 
again, was another raw-cold day? Children pulled 
their hoods up before facing out to school, while 
their mothers, so used now to ducking their heads 
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and running to the clothesline, or hardly daring to 
hang anything out at all, had little faith in getting 
so much as a shirt dry before evening. And then the 
nights came on and the frosts took hold again, and 
blades of cold slid under doors and cut the knees off 
those who still knelt to say the rosary. 

Down in the yard, Bill Furlong, the coal and 
timber merchant, rubbed his hands, saying if 
things carried on as they were, they would soon 
need a new set of tyres for the lorry.

‘She’s on the road every hour of the day,’ he told 
his men. ‘We could soon be on the rims.’

And it was true: hardly had one customer left 
the yard before another arrived in, fresh on their 
heels, or the phone rang – with almost everyone 
saying they wanted delivery now or soon, that next 
week wouldn’t do.

Furlong sold coal, turf, anthracite, slack and logs. 
These were ordered by the hundredweight, the half 
hundredweight or the full tonne or lorry load. He 
also sold bales of briquettes, kindling and bottled 
gas. The coal was the dirtiest work and had, in win-
ter, to be collected monthly, off the quays. Two full 
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days it took for the men to collect, carry, sort and 
weigh it all out, back at the yard. Meanwhile, the 
Polish and Russian boatmen were a novelty going 
about town in their fur caps and long, buttoned 
coats, with hardly a word of English. 

During busy times like these, Furlong made 
most of the deliveries himself, leaving the yard-
men to bag up the next orders and cut and split 
the loads of felled trees the farmers brought in. 
Through the mornings, the saws and shovels could 
be heard going hard at it, but when the Angelus 
bell rang, at noon, the men laid down their tools, 
washed the black off their hands, and went round 
to Kehoe’s, where they were fed hot dinners with 
soup, and fish & chips on Fridays. 

‘The empty sack cannot stand,’ Mrs Kehoe liked 
to say, standing behind her new buffet counter, 
slicing up the meat and dishing out the veg and 
mash with her long, metal spoons.

Gladly, the men sat down to thaw out and eat 
their fill before having a smoke and facing back out 
into the cold again.


