
Achill Island and the Kirkintilloch Bothy Fire Disaster 
 
Having visited Achill on a number of occasions I have learned a lot concerning the 
history, customs and traditions of the Island and its inhabitants. On my first visit I was 
greatly impressed by the natural, unspoilt beauty of this, the largest Island off the 
West Coast of Ireland. This tourist’s paradise includes places of remarkable scenery 
like the Atlantic drive, the Cathedral Rocks, Minaun Heights, Keem Bay, Keel Strand, 
Slievemore, the Deserted Village and Golden Strand. Having visited these and other 
places of interest on the Island I just knew I would have to return to Achill as soon as 
possible. 
 
As a result of many subsequent visits I have discovered that Achill’s greatest asset is 
not her breathtaking scenery or historic ruins, but her people. Their warmth, 
openness, friendship and ‘Céad Míle Fáilte’ have to be experienced to be believed. 
Their genuine interest in making the visitor feel at home has left a lasting impression 
upon me. There is a great sense of community and care for each other among the 
native Islanders. This has been especially evident during times of difficulty. 
 
History records that there have been many such times of adversity, when the 
Islanders suffered severe hardship. Tragedy is no stranger to Achill. The Great 
Famine of 1845-1849 devastated the Island and took many of her parishioners. A 
large number of those who managed to escape death from starvation or disease 
emigrated. Consequently the Island was robbed of many of her finest young men and 
women. Many of Achill’s families also suffered the cruel scourge of eviction. They 
were forced to either leave the Island or wander its rugged highways and byways 
seeking shelter from the inclement weather blowing in from the Atlantic 
 
But a more recent tragedy has left an unforgettable mark on the memories of the 
Islanders. They will tell you that one of the most tragic and devastating disasters to 
affect Achill was the Kirkintilloch Bothy Fire of 1937. For many generations one of the 
customs on Achill Island has been the seasonal export of many of her parishioners to 
the potato fields of Scotland. In fact, in any given year, it was not unusual for as 
many as one quarter of the population of the Island to be working in the fields of 
England and Scotland during the months of harvest. Many of the older teenagers and 
young adults who still lived in the family home availed of the yearly opportunity to 
cross the water to earn a few pounds. Some of these young workers, both male and 
female, put part of their hard-earned money aside. It would be used at a later date, 
perhaps for their wedding or possibly a ticket to America. 
 
Each year the prospective tattie howkers arrived at the hiring fair, hoping to be 
selected by the potato merchants’ agents. Sometimes several members of the same 
family ‘took the boat’. Among those who arrived in Kirkintilloch in September 1937 
were four of Anthony Mangan’s children, John, Thomas, Michael and Mary (from 
Pollagh). With them were three of Michael Kilbane’s family, Patrick, Thomas and 
Kate (from Achill Sound). Two of Michael McLoughlin’s sons, John and Martin, and 
their sister Bridget (from Saulia) accompanied them. Two of John Cattigan’s children, 
Thomas and Kitty (from Achill Sound) were also members of the same squad.    
 
Very often a husband and wife, along with some of their children, could be seen 
working long hours in the fields, striving to earn enough money to keep them 
reasonably comfortable when they returned to Achill. One of the Islanders to whom I 
spoke told me that he remembers starting work in the fields as early as 4 a. m. For a 
ten year old boy this was an unforgettable introduction to hard work. Another Islander 
told me that he began working in the fields of Scotland when he was twelve years old 



and sometimes worked a sixteen hour day. The tattie howkers were paid according 
to the amount of work they did, so every effort was made to keep going, regardless of 
circumstances or climate.  
 
Conditions in the fields were not good. The labourers had to work hard to earn a few 
pounds. The work was described by many as being back-breaking. It involved 
kneeling on the ground, and not only picking, but also selecting the larger potatoes 
from the smaller ones. Many a long day was spent in what were very often muddy 
fields. There was very little shelter from the piercing wind and driving rain during the 
Autumn and early Winter in Scotland.  
 
Some of the Scottish farmers were hard task-masters, and kept the pressure on the 
Irish labourers to get the potatoes in before the onset of the frost. But many of the 
Irish tattie howkers have testified to the fact that the real slave drivers were their own 
squad gaffers. Though most of these foremen came from Mayo and Donegal, they 
had no mercy on their fellow-countrymen. They were guilty of driving them hard, and 
very often exploited them for their own gain. At the end of a hard day’s work the 
labourers, weary and worn out, returned to their lodging houses. But the 
accommodation provided for these tattie howkers was, in many instances, primitive. 
Living conditions left a lot to be desired. They usually slept in large groups. Their 
sleeping accommodation was usually more suited to farm animals than humans. The 
labourer’s bed often consisted of a bag of straw on the floor of a shed, barn or 
outhouse. In many of the Bothies there was a lack of basic requirements, such as 
running water, sanitation and heating. Consequently, any reasonable standard of 
hygiene was almost non-existent. There were no fire and safety regulations in 
operation in many cases, even though the Local Authorities could, under ‘The 
Seasonal Workers’ Accommodation Bylaws (Scotland) Regulations’ of 1931, adopt 
and implement such bylaws. 
 
Unfortunately, Kirkintilloch had no such bylaws in operation in 1937, and the 
condition of the accommodation provided for the seasonal workers was at the 
discretion of their employers. W. A. Graham, Potato Merchants (Glasgow) employed 
those who died in the Kirkintilloch Disaster. Grahams also owned the premises in 
which their employees had been sleeping. There were twenty six people asleep in 
the premises on the night of the fire. The ten young men who died were in one 
section. There were fourteen girls and women in another section. The squad gaffer, 
Patrick Duggan, and his 15-year old son, Thomas, were sleeping in the kitchen. 
 
The squad had arrived in Kirkintilloch at 10.30 on Wednesday 15 September 1937. 

On Thursday, in the early hours of the morning, Thomas Duggan, unable to sleep 
because of boils on his neck, heard a crackling sound. On investigation he 
discovered the roof was on fire. He awoke his father and then the girls, who 
managed to escape from the building. But when he got to the room in which the men 
were sleeping, the door was ablaze. The roof then began to fall in, and fire could be 
seen sweeping through the room. A number of people attempted to rescue the men 
before the Fire Brigade arrived, but were beaten back by the heat and the smoke. 
The fire and heat were so intense that any attempt at rescuing the young men proved 
impossible. The women who had escaped from the Bothy had to watch in shock and 
horror as the fire engulfed the area in which the men were sleeping. They were 
hoping that those trapped inside the building would somehow find a way of escape. 
Some of the distressed women were crying out, calling their brothers by name, and 
listening to see if there would be a response. But alas, there was no response. It 
soon became evident that the fire had claimed the lives of their loved ones.  
 



Mary Mangan lost her three brothers. John was aged 17, Thomas was 15 years old 
and Michael was just 13. Bridget McLoughlin’s two brothers, John, who was 23 years 
of age, and Martin, aged 16, also lost their lives. Kate Kilbane’s brothers, Patrick, 
aged 18 and Thomas, who was 16 years old, also perished in the fire. Kitty Cattigan’s 
brother, Thomas, aged 19, also died. The fire also claimed the lives of two other 
young Achill Islanders. They were Owen Kilbane, aged 16, son of Owen Kilbane, 
from Sraheens, and Patrick McNeela, the 15-year old son of Margaret McNeela, from 
Sraheens. 
 
It was a couple of hours before the local firemen could even enter the building. Using 
a searchlight, they sifted through what remained of the Bothy. The roof had 
collapsed, and this made the search for the bodies of the young men very difficult. 
After the bodies had been located they were brought out of the smouldering ruins 
and placed in coffins. The police from Dunbartonshire then took them to the police 
station, where a temporary mortuary was set up. Later that evening the remains of 
the young Achill Islanders were moved to St. Ninian’s Church, where they remained 
overnight.  
 
When the news of the tragedy filtered through to Achill Island everything seemed to 
stand still. The whole community was stunned and a terrible gloom descended on the 
Island. For the parents of those who perished there was the unforgettable knock on 
the door, and then the breaking of the sad news. There were the questions on the 
distraught parents’ lips, such as, ‘How did it happen? How do they know who died? 
Has there been official identification of the bodies? Are they sure of the names of the 
victims? How do you know my children are among those who lost their lives?’ There 
were terrible scenes of anguish and heartbreak in those homes as the reality of what 
had happened began to sink in. Shock and disbelief gripped the hearts of the parents 
of the young men who had lost their lives. Not very long ago these parents had 
waved goodbye to their children as they set sail for the potato fields of Scotland, 
excited at the prospect of being able to earn some money.  
 
I tried to picture the scenes in those little cottages on Achill, where the distraught 
parents were being informed of the terrible tragedy that had befallen their sons. I 
could not help but wonder if, in recent days, some of the parents had received a letter 
from their youngsters in Scotland, letting them know how things were going. Perhaps 
the letter contained a few hard earned pounds, sent with love to help the family at 
home. Now that letter was all they had left, for they would not see their loved ones 
again in this life. That letter would be read and re-read many times at a lonely fireside 
in a lonely cottage on Achill.        
 
Arrangements were already underway to bury the bodies in the Old Aisle Cemetery, 
Kirkintilloch. However,  the families of the victims decided that they wanted their 
loved ones brought back to Achill for burial. They sent a telegram to Kirkintilloch 
containing the words, ‘Beir Abhaile Ar Marbh’ (Bring Home Our Dead).  After Mass 
on Saturday in St. Ninian’s Church, special buses transported the coffins to 
Broomielaw, Glasgow. They were placed aboard the Burns and Laird vessel 
Lairdsburn, to begin the journey home to Achill. Some of the survivors of the Bothy 
fire tragedy, along with friends and relatives of the victims, were on board as the ship 
set sail for Ireland. The following morning the Lairdsburn, with flag flying at half mast, 
sailed up the Liffey. There were about six thousand people on the Dublin quayside as 
the ship docked at the Burns and Laird wharf. The coffins were then placed aboard a 
train for the long overland journey to Mayo.  
 
The remains of the young men who perished in Kirkintilloch were brought home on 
one of the last trains to travel on the Achill branch line from Westport. The broken-



hearted parents were waiting at the little railway station in Achill Sound. When the 
coffins were laid on the platform the distraught mothers lay across them, weeping 
bitterly and calling out the names of their sons. There was not a dry eye among the 
many hundreds of Islanders who accompanied the coffins as they were carried from 
the railway station to the Church of the Immaculate Conception.  
 
After Mass on Monday each of the coffins was placed on the roof of a motor car. The 
funeral cortege, consisting of a large number of cars and many people on horseback, 
then made its way to Kildownet Cemetery. A mass grave had been prepared, and the 
bodies of the young men who had grown up together, travelled to Scotland together, 
worked in the potato fields together and died together, were now buried together. 
There were harrowing scenes at the graveside as distressed parents, brothers, and 
sisters of the deceased wept and cried out in anguish. When the mass grave had 
been filled in, Mary Mangan, whose three brothers had perished in the fire, threw 
herself upon the wreath-covered earth, calling out the name of her youngest brother, 
Michael, who was only thirteen years old when he died. 
 
The mourners were reluctant to leave the cemetery. They were reluctant to bid 
farewell to their loved ones. But, in the midst of their sorrow and grief, they believed 
this would not be a final farewell. They believed this mass grave in which their loved 
ones now lay would one day be empty. They believed in the sure and certain hope of 
the Resurrection. These broken-hearted Islanders knew they could turn to God in 
their hour of sorrow, for they knew that He, too, had experienced the death of His 
Son. Two thousand years ago Jesus, God the Son, left the splendour of Heaven and 
took upon Himself human nature. He was born of the Virgin Mary in a stable in 
Bethlehem. Jesus led a sinless life. Then, at the tender age of thirty-three He was 
betrayed, scourged, crowned with thorns and crucified. He died upon a cross at 
Calvary and was buried. His mother, family circle, disciples and friends all mourned 
for the One they loved. But three days later their mourning turned to joy. The grave in 
which His body had lain was now empty. An angel said to those who visited the 
tomb, “He isn’t here! He is risen from the dead, just as he said would happen. Come, 
see where his body was lying.”1 
 
It was upon the death and resurrection of Jesus that the grieving families on Achill 
Island built their hopes. They knew that the death and resurrection of Jesus were 
God’s way of providing eternal life for mankind. During the funeral services, which 
were held both in Scotland and in Achill, the mourners were reminded from the 
Scriptures of God’s great mercy.  
 
 
The Word of God makes it clear that: 
 

 We are all sinners: ‘As the Scriptures say, “No one is righteous—not even 
one. As it is written, There is none righteous, no, not one”… For everyone has 
sinned; we all fall short of God’s glorious standard’.2  

 
 Our sins have separated us from God: ‘It’s your sins that have cut you off 

from God. Because of your sins, he has turned away and will not listen 
anymore’.3  

 

 
 We cannot save ourselves: We cannot earn or merit salvation through our 

own efforts, religious exercises, good works or Church membership – ‘He 
saved us, not because of the righteous things we had done, but because of 
his mercy. He washed away our sins, giving us a new birth and new life 
through the Holy Spirit.4 God saved you by his grace when you believed. And 



you can’t take credit for this; it is a gift from God. Salvation is not a reward for 
the good things we have done, so none of us can boast about it’.5 

 
 We need to Repent of our sin: “The Kingdom of God is near! Repent of your 

sins and believe the Good News!”6 God overlooked people’s ignorance about 
these things in earlier times, but now he commands everyone everywhere to 
repent of their sins and turn to him’.7  
 

 We need to put our faith in the Lord Jesus Christ for Salvation: ‘Therefore, 
since we have been made right in God’s sight by faith, we have peace with 
God because of what Jesus Christ our Lord has done for us.8 There is 
salvation in no one else! God has given no other name under heaven by 
which we must be saved’.9  

 
The Scriptures highlight the fact that God has provided a means by which we can be 
saved. Jesus died as a substitute for sinners. He took the guilt of our sins upon 
Himself. On the cross He paid the penalty for our sins by dying in our place. All that 
we would have suffered in Hell, Jesus suffered on our behalf as he hung upon the 
cross. His sufferings for us were so intense that He cried out, “My God, my God, why 
have you abandoned me?”10    
 
The grieving families on Achill were reminded that Jesus died on our behalf. But 
death could not hold Jesus. He was victorious over death and rose from the grave. 
He rose from the dead so that we, too, could rise. 
‘Christ died for our sins, just as the Scriptures said. He was buried, and he was 
raised from the dead on the third day, just as the Scriptures said…But in fact, Christ 
has been raised from the dead. He is the first of a great harvest of all who have 
died...It will happen in a moment, in the blink of an eye, when the last trumpet is 
blown. For when the trumpet sounds, those who have died will be raised to live 
forever. And we who are living will also be transformed’.11  
 
The mourners were assured that Jesus rose from the dead on our behalf. The heart-
broken families of those who perished in the Kirkintilloch Bothy fire were comforted 
by the assurance that one day their loved ones would rise from the grave and stand 
before a merciful God. God the Father loved these young men so much that He sent 
His own Son, the Lord Jesus Christ, to the cross at Calvary, to provide for them the 
opportunity to have their sins forgiven. Jesus said, “For this is how God loved the 
world: He gave his one and only Son, so that everyone who believes in him will not 
perish but have eternal life. God sent his Son into the world not to judge the world, 
but to save the world through him.”12   
 
We read in the Scriptures of the apostle Paul who, knowing he would soon die, had 
no fear of death or the grave. Because he was trusting Christ as His substitute and 
sin-bearer, and was depending upon Him for salvation, Paul could write, ‘O death, 
where is your victory? O death, where is your sting?…But thank God! He gives us 
victory over sin and death through our Lord Jesus Christ’.13  
 

We also read in the Gospels an account of how Jesus comforted a family that was in 
mourning. One of His best friends had died. Jesus wept. Lazarus’ sisters, Martha and 
Mary, were broken-hearted. But Jesus reminded them that there was life beyond the 
grave. He said, “I am the resurrection and the life. Anyone who believes in me will 
live, even after dying. Everyone who lives in me and believes in me will never ever 
die. Do you believe this, Martha?”14 He reminded them that those trusting in Christ for 
salvation, whether they have died or are still alive, are assured of eternal life. Jesus 



was pointing out the importance of total dependence upon Him alone for salvation. 
He then asked the all-important, very personal question, “Do you believe this?”   
 
Friend, this question applies not only to Martha and Mary, but also to you and me. Do 
you believe Jesus paid in full the penalty for the guilt of your sin as He suffered and 
died upon the cross at Calvary? Do you believe that three days later He rose from 
the dead? Do you believe you can never be saved as a result of your own efforts or 
merits? Do you believe you cannot be saved unless you repent of your sins and put 
your faith in Christ? Jesus said, “I am the way, the truth, and the life. No one can 
come to the Father except through me”.15

 Do you believe this? 
 
As we have been thinking of the terrible tragedy in Kirkintilloch we have been 
reminded of the brevity of life and the suddenness of death. Don’t we need to be 
prepared? After a hard day’s work ten healthy young men from Achill lay down to 
sleep. Little did they think, as they retired for the night, that they would never again 
work in the potato fields of Scotland? They did not realise they would never again sit 
by the fireside in their homes on beautiful Achill Island. They were not aware of the 
fact that they would never again sit down to a meal with their parents and brothers 
and sisters. Little did they think that within a few short days they would be buried 
together in a mass grave in Kildownet cemetery.  
 
We have been thinking of the broken-hearted parents and families of those young 
men. We have been reminded of the fact that, in the midst of their grief, their hope 
was in the One whose own Son died on a cross at Calvary. We have read of how 
Jesus pointed out the importance of trusting in Him alone for salvation. Remember 
how He asked, ‘Do YOU believe this?’  
 
Friend, are you depending upon the Lord Jesus Christ for your salvation? Jesus said, 
“Look! I stand at the door and knock. If you hear my voice and open the door, I will 
come in, and we will share a meal together as friends.”16  

 

Have you invited Jesus into your life, or is He still standing outside, knocking on the 
door of your heart? He will only come in if you invite Him. He longs to enter your life 
as Saviour and Lord. Is there room in your heart for Jesus? 
The words of a well-known Hymn ask the same question: 

 

‘Have you any room for Jesus? 
He who bore your load of sin; 

As He knocks and asks admission, 
Sinner, will you let Him in?’ 

 
Why not invite the Saviour into your life right now? Acknowledging the fact that you 
are a sinner, come to Him in sincere repentance. Ask Him to forgive your sins. Ask 
Him to save your soul. Put your faith (your trust) in Him and depend upon Him for 
your salvation.  
 

 
The Scriptures make it clear that, 

 

 “Everyone who calls on the name of the LORD will be saved.”
17 

 
 
 
 



‘For God says, 
“At just the right time, I heard you. 

On the day of salvation, I helped you. 
Indeed, the “right time” is now. Today is the day of salvation’.18 
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