Michael O’'Sullivan’s speech unveiling of West Cork Railway
Commemorative Plaque. Tuesday 18th August 2026

Good evening everyone.

| am deeply honoured to have been asked to be here tonight to unveil this
plague commemorating the West Cork Railway.

For me, this is not simply a railway memorial. It is a very personal occasion,
because the railway has been part of my family and my life for as long as |
can remember.

In 1912, my grandparents, Michael and Bridget Walsh, moved to Bunlick
Level Crossing. My grandfather Michael was a maintenance man on the
railway, while my grandmother Bridget was the gatekeeper. Her
responsibility was to open and close the gates whenever the train crossed
the road at Bunlick.

When my grandparents died, their daughter, my mother Mae, and my
uncle Jack took over the work and continued until the railway closed in
1961.

| was born in 1939, and the railway crossing lodge at Bunlick was my family
home. From an early age | understood that being a gatekeeper was not a
job where you could simply walk away when you wanted. The gates had to
be opened and closed whenever the train was due, whatever else was
happening.

| remember one occasion very vividly. As a child, | had to stay at home
from a wedding because someone had to be there to operate the gates.
That was the reality of life on the railway.

In early 1960, a vacancy arose for a clerk in Skibbereen Station following
the retirement of the well-known Tom Hurley, who had a pub in North
Street. | applied for the position and was fortunate enough to get the job.

Myself and my fellow clerk, Aidan O'Hara, took turns working in the Station
Master's office, selling tickets under the watchful eye of Station Master
Frederick O'Rourke, while the other worked in the goods store further up
the line.



Jerry Calnan from Mardyke Street was the goods checker. He checked the
wagons as they were unloaded and sorted the goods into their different
sections, while | prepared the delivery sheets.

Goods arriving by train at Skibbereen were then delivered by lorry as far as
Crookhaven by Joe Lombard and Neil Hurley. On the return journey, goods
such as lobster pots, shellfish and local produce had to be checked,
paperwork completed and everything loaded onto the train.

This gives some idea of what the railway meant to Skibbereen and to West
Cork.

It was far more than a means of getting from one place to another. It was a
lifeline.

It carried people, livestock, produce, mail and goods. It connected
Skibbereen, Baltimore, Drimoleague, Creagh and the many communities
along the line with Cork and with the rest of the country.

It supported local businesses and the fishing industry. It brought people to
markets and brought goods to the shops. It gave people the opportunity
to travel for work, for business, for holidays and for important occasions.

And, importantly, it provided employment for generations of local people,
both directly and indirectly.

| remember many of my fellow railway workers: Paddy Connolly from St
Fachtna's Terrace, a shunter who shunted the wagons; Aidan Hanley from
Chapel Lane, a signalman; Paddy Andy Mc Carthy, a gatekeeper; Charlie
Davis, a porter; Dan Dineen, the train guard at Drimoleague; and Ned
Farrell and Billy Curtin, engine drivers.

There was also the O'Donovan family from neighbouring Creagh Station:
Jack O'Donovan, Permanent Way Ganger;

Timmy O'Donovan, train guard from Baltimore to Drimoleague;

Denis O'Donovan, signalman;

Charles O'Donovan, engine fireman;

Michael O'Donovan, halt keeper at Baltimore;



and Bridie O'Donovan, who travelled on every return journey between
Creagh and Baltimore, helping her brother sell tickets while he carried out
his many other duties on the train.

These were not simply railway employees. These were families whose lives
were intertwined with the railway.

Sadly, in the summer of 1960, the Government decided that the West Cork
Railway, which was losing approximately £50,000 a year, would close on the
31st of March 1961.

The people of West Cork were outraged. There were protest meetings,
parades, petitions signed outside church gates and even a High Court case
in an effort to prevent the closure.

But it was all in vain.

On the 27th of September, the manager came from Cork and confirmed
that we would all lose our jobs.

It was the first time | had ever heard the word "redundant".
| will never forget the sound of grown men crying.
And then came the 31st of March 1961.

It is almost impossible to describe the scenes when the final train arrived in
Skibbereen. Hundreds of people climbed aboard for that last journey to
Baltimore.

The train was packed and struggled as it crossed this very bridge. It
continued on where the West Cork Hotel now stands, through John Bell's
house and out through the Cutting, its hooter sounding a sad farewell.

Bonfires blazed on the hillsides.

Inside the crowded carriages, people removed anything they could as
souvenirs. Railway tickets from that final journey were treasured, and many
of them are still treasured today.

When that final journey ended, there was hardly a dry eye among the
crowds.

The people of West Cork were not simply saying goodbye to a train.



They were saying goodbye to a way of life.

They were saying goodbye to jobs, to connections, to memories and to a
railway that had served this community faithfully for generations.

And that is why | believe this plaque is so important.

It reminds us that although the railway itself is gone, what it gave to West
Cork must not be forgotten.

It gave us connection.

It gave people employment.

It carried our local produce and supported our businesses.
It brought communities together.

And above all, it became part of the story of the people who lived and
worked along this line.

All of the men and women | have mentioned tonight have now gone to
their eternal reward. Their names may no longer appear on railway rosters,
but their contribution is part of the history of this place.

Tonight, we remember them.

We remember my grandparents, Michael and Bridget Walsh, my mother
Mae and my uncle Jack, and all the families who gave so much of their
working lives to the West Cork Railway.

And we remember the railway itself — a faithful friend to the people of
West Cork.

So, as | stand here tonight on this old railway bridge, | feel a mixture of
sadness, pride and gratitude.

Sadness for what was lost.
Pride in the people who kept the railway running.

And gratitude that, more than sixty years after the final train passed this
way, we are still here to remember it.

The rails may be gone, the trains may be silent, but the memories remain.



And as long as those memories are passed from one generation to the
next, the West Cork Railway will never truly be gone.

It will live on in the stories of its people, in the communities it served, and
in the hearts of those of us who were fortunate enough to know it.

It gives me the greatest pleasure, and it is a great personal honour, to
unveil this plaque tonight — in memory of the West Cork Railway, and in
honour of all those who built it, worked on it, travelled on it and loved it.

May this plague ensure that their story, and the story of this railway, is
never forgotten.

Thank you.



