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Voluntary Grave Digging in the West of Ireland
Transcript

Erica Borgstrom
Hi, I'm Erika Borgstrom, a Professor of Medical Anthropology at the Open University and one of the Directors of our Center for Open Thanatology, which is an interdisciplinary center interested in all things related to death and death studies. Today, I'm talking to Danny about his research about voluntary grave digging. Danny, can you tell us a bit more about yourself?

Dr. Danny Conway
Hello, everyone. I'm Danny Conway, now Dr. Danny Conway, as a result of the research I've done on voluntary grave digging in the west of Ireland. 

Erica Borgstrom
So how did you get into the topic of voluntary grave digging? 

Dr. Danny Conway
Well, I happened to be in the west of Ireland because a close relative had died and I went along with a relative to take some food and drink to the grave diggers. And it wasn't until I got there that I realized that the men that were actually digging the grave weren't paid grave diggers, but they were neighbours. And these were people that I'd known for years because it was an area that I'd been visiting. It's - the actual area is in Mayo on the Atlantic coast, a tiny little village there. 


Erica Borgstrom
And for those who've maybe never heard of the practice before or the term before, what is voluntary grave digging? 


Dr. Danny Conway
Well, when you die, certainly in the west of Ireland, the tradition is that your neighbours will get together and they will dig your grave. And close family, all they do is bring food and drink to the neighbours, to the neighbours who are digging the grave. And that's kind of inadvertently how I became involved because unknowingly I was part of the family bringing food and drink to the grave diggers. But the actual digging is done just by neighbours and friends. It never involves close family because they're considered to too bereft to be doing this. 

Erica Borgstrom
So what does digging a grave involve? 

Dr. Danny Conway
Well, it's initially as simple as digging a hole in the ground that's three foot wide, normally seven foot long, and six foot deep. But the people that dig the grave are just doing that job with really simple implements, normally just a pick and a shovel. There's a prohibition on the use of mechanical diggers. So although lots of these people actually have or have access to say a mini digger, you wouldn't use a mini digger because that's seen as wrong. It's not part of what you're doing. 
But then the actual digging itself can be complex because you might be hitting a water table and you might need to remove water from the grave or the grave that you're digging might be next to a grave that's recently been dug. And then there's a danger of sideways collapse. So technically it's difficult. And the really big thing is that once you start digging, if you're digging a grave where people have previously been buried, quite quickly you're going to come upon human remains. And then there's a whole issue about handling the human remains. So that's done very, very, very carefully. 
Typically what I've noticed is that as a grave is being dug, if they come across, say, any coffin furniture or what looks like human remains, it seems to almost immediately go quiet and everything stops until all of those pieces of bone or coffin furniture are found and then put to one side and they'll be reinterred later. 
It's probably worth mentioning what happens in terms of the reinterment of human remains. In some areas they seem to just dig a hole at the bottom of the grave or to one side and then cover that over and then the next burial, a coffin will just go on top of that. But the other way of doing it is that everything is put into a bag and the remains will be discreetly buried, will be put to one side of the new coffin during the actual burial. 

Erica Borgstrom
And once a grave is dug, what happens? 

Dr. Danny Conway
Well, once the grave is dug, then that's probably a time when people will sit still and food and drink will arrive at that point. And when I say food and drink, mean, often it's quite, well, it's normally... strong drink as well. So there'll be beer and there'll be whiskey traditionally. People will have sandwiches, there'll be people at this point will be sitting around and talking and the atmosphere changes quite a lot. So it depends what's going on. mean, during the actual digging itself, there's the atmosphere is, the Irish talk about having the craic. So that's the kind of, it's fun. It's relaxed, it's conversation, it's people being together. 
But then there'll be times when it changes like, earlier I mentioned about when people come across human remains, then it kind of, it goes very quiet, very hushed. 
The big thing that people do is storytelling - it's very important in this process. So people will turn up, so you've got... You've got people that turn up to actually dig the grave, and then you've, in addition, you might have quite a lot more people. So typically three to five people will be digging the grave, but there could be, you know, double or triple that. And if it's a tragic grave, and I'll talk about tragic graves later, you could have a much larger number. One person told me that at a grave digging, he was at, there were 30 people turned up for the burial of a child. 
But then the storytelling element, that's when people come and tell stories about the person that's going to be buried. And you kind of don't know what's, as a person turning up, you don't know what stories you're going to hear. You might have known a person 30 or 40 years and you'll hear stories about them you never knew about. And then there'll be much younger people who would be telling much more recent stories. But it's almost... feels like what's happening is this curation of a life in stories where all of these stories are coming together and being kind of wrapped around the person. So I think that's an important part of what happens. 

Erica Borgstrom
How do the people that are digging the grave know where to actually dig it? 

Dr. Danny Conway
That in itself is quite surprising. I assumed that people would have to be taken to the grave and shown by the family where the plot was and which side of the plot to dig. But when I talk to people about this issue about where to dig the grave, people were quite confused by my question. They said, well, Danny, it's our neighbour's grave. And surely you would know where your graves - your neighbours are buried. And you'd know which side they would need to be buried. For me, this was the most fantastic example of the importance of neighbours and how the depth of the involvement that people have with the people that live around them. As someone coming from England, I found that extraordinary. 

Erica Borgstrom
Is it only men that are able to dig the graves? 

Dr. Danny Conway
It is only men that dig the graves. That's a tradition. But what the men who dig the graves, many of them stress to me is - what we're doing is only a small part of what's important around the time someone dies. And the big thing that happens is the wake and the wake house. And that's all organised by women. So they will be involved in going to the house of the bereaved and they kind of take over and they turn up with giant saucepans with panfulls of soup and sandwiches and cakes and biscuits and... anything else that might be needed. 
They, the women that do this are known as the women that run the wake house. And that's the really big celebration. And that's the point at which actually a lot of the planning about which of the men are going to be digging the grave tomorrow. So the day that you die, that night you're normally brought back to the house if you haven't died at home and you're in an open coffin. And this is organized - the whole set up around that is organized by the women that run the wake house. So they are, you know, they're seen as most important. 
I think that some of the men said that for us actually digging the grave gives us something to do, to express our feelings and our sorrow. But the women have this really big thing around the wake house and the wake itself, when that starts, you know - so you, if you diedin the west of Ireland this morning, by the late afternoon, local people will start to organise your wake and literally hundreds of people will pass through that door until probably the following afternoon. And the people that have done all of this are the women. 
Where women might get involved with the grave digging is in the area that I mentioned one area where the tradition is that you help to backfill the grave and women will then be involved in backfilling, helping to do this thing called take the shovel. But their involvement in voluntary grave digging - there isn't any as far as I've been able to establish, but they are involved with what would have seemed as more significant practice of running the wake house. And I also get the impression that's an area that's um unresearched as well. 

Erica Borgstrom
And when it comes to filling the grave after the coffin's been placed inside of it, who does that work? 

Dr. Danny Conway
Well, that varies. The actual filling of the grave, that varies a bit from place to place. in some of the areas, it's the, when everybody is left, then the people that have dug the grave, who are the neighbours and friends, they will then backfill the grave and leave it looking like a finished grave, and because it's the west of Ireland, any flowers that are there will be netted down because they get some quite fierce winds. So it looks like a very pretty grave. And then in other areas, they have a tradition called taking the shovel. And what happens there is that after the person is lowered into the ground, the dead person is lowered into the ground, then everybody men and women are all invited to take the shovel to backfill the grave. 
But I did really notice one day I saw someone, I ought to have mentioned that I've actually attended three grave diggings and taken part in digging two graves. And one of the grave diggings I was at, I noticed a person was watering the top of the grave after it was finished. And then they were going over it with a spade, the back of the spade to polish it. And then they were going round it with a finer tool to create a kind of chamfered edge. And it was kind of - a thing of beauty really, the way it was, tenderness by which it was done. 
I remember asking this person, you know, why are you doing that? You know, why is this so important? And he started to talk about the woman who was being buried and that she was his friend. he said, Danny, you know, this is called the meitheal, which is an Irish word, a Gaelic word, which kind of translates into kind of regard for other people, kindness, a sort of love for them. So there's a real tenderness in what's happening here. It's not just a mechanical thing.
 
Erica Borgstrom
Who does voluntary grave digging? 

Dr. Danny Conway
It's neighbours that dig the grave and they may also be close friends. But there's a little variation in how you actually come to be involved in digging the grave. So in most areas, you just turn up with, you know, and typically people seem to turn up with their own spade. And when I dug some graves, you know, people said to me, Danny, you need to have your own spade, so someone fitted me out with a spade. But that seems to be the tradition. So you just turn up as a neighbour, as a friend, and you get involved. 
But in one area, interestingly, you only turn up if you're invited to dig the grave. And it was explained to me that if you were to volunteer, you would be seen as turning an honour into a favour. And then that you've created an insult to people by doing that, a social faux pas. Yes, but that's how it works. Mostly people just turn up, and there seems to be some informal discussion. I think that seems to happen the night before at the wake, where there'll be conversation going on and you'll hear people saying, "and you'll be there and we'll - yeah, and you'll be there, yes, and we'll be there at 10 o'clock", and people need, might need special equipment. They might need shuttering, for example. They might know it's a grave where they're going to need a rock breaker as well. But that kind of all gets organised the night before. 
But if it's in the area where you're invited, you don't turn up unless you're invited. 

Erica Borgstrom
And why do people do it? 

Dr. Danny Conway
Well, I think there are, for me, my impression is that there are social reasons to do with other people and there are personal reasons. 
People's social motivations are, well... Attending a grave digging is actually a big social event. It's the Irish craic that I talked about earlier, of the fun of being with other people and the conversation and the humor. 
Other people talk about - it's something important to attend because in years to come you can say I was there, I just happened to, you know, I was at the digging or... I was there when they turned the first clod. 
I think another reason that people turn up at the digging, social reason that people turn up at the digging is because they want to be there to listen to the stories and to tell the stories about the person's life and that they're bringing that together. What I think I noticed about Irish people compared to my life in England is that death in Ireland is seen as a collective thing that people face. So they get together. And Martin was one of the people I interviewed. he said, know, he said, we kind of treat death as OK. 
And I think that's at the center of this whole study, that death is seen as part of their normal life. But when you face death, you face it together. It's not something you're going to encounter on its own. And in the process, you kind of - you reaffirm life and you reaffirm the life of the community and you reaffirm the life of the person who's passed away. 
It's also seen as a way, when you dig a neighbour's grave, it's seen a way of both honouring them and being honoured by being involved in this process. 
Then there's the... The most basic reason that people do this is because they were reared to it. This is the way they've been brought up. This is the normal way of what happens. But increasingly what's occurring is that you've got a generation of older people who've been reared to it, who think nothing of it, and then a newer generation who are probably in occupations away from farming. They are people that are then inducted into it by their fathers or uncles. So that's kind of, you know, the way that people get drawn into it. 
In terms of the other main reason how people come to be involved in this, they have personal motivations. Neighbours are incredibly important in the west of Ireland and - I remember Redmond, was a person who said to me, know, he said something like, Danny, you know, when you're growing up, your family are obviously the most important people in your life, but next to them, your neighbours are the people who make so much impression on the formation of the person you turn out to be. And of course, you know, you'd want to be at their grave digging. 
And then another person... Dara, he said in a way that I thought was really quite touching, said, you know, I can't imagine having strangers, paid people, lowering me into the ground. You know, I'd want my neighbours, people that have known me all my life to be there. And I think the phrase he used was something like, I think they would put you down a wee bit softer. You know, so I just thought that - that kind of relationship with neighbours was really important. 
In the background, some people talked about friendship being important and it's a final act of friendship to be there to help to dig your neighbour's grave. James was a person who was really probably the most passionate person I spoke to of the 26 men I interviewed. And he talked about it in terms of love. And he used to talk about, he said again and again. We do it for the love of the people. And I think he really meant it. 
And another person said that he felt that these kind of communities, there was a very high premium on kindness as a social quality. And this was one of the ways in which you could express kindness and that people found it very natural to do it. 
An additional reason that people had for digging their neighbour's grave was a kind of circularity, and a good example of circularity and reciprocity is a man called Cillian. So Cillian, when I talked to him about his experience of grave digging, we quite quickly got to talking about people who dug graves for his neighbours. And he talked about his father dying when he was a young child, and he knew in detail, exactly who the men were that dug his father's grave. And then his mother died 27 years later and he talked about that and he knew again who the men were that dug his grave, dug her grave rather. And amongst this group that dug graves for his father and then for his mother 27 years later was one name, a chap called Michael. He mentions Michael in both of these accounts. And then when I was at digging the grave, I was digging the grave with Cillian, and we were digging Michael's grave. So that kind of whole circularity had gone round from several generations there. 
The final thing I would say about the reason why people, the personal reasons people have for digging neighbour's grave, is to do with belonging. I think that in... Being involved in this, being invited to do it, or just actually feeling it was your place to do it, it was a statement of your belonging in this community. It also potentially, the sense of belonging in this community also had a negative side of it because if it could be used to make you feel that you belonged, if you weren't invited or you weren't involved and you felt left out, it could create in some people a feeling of unbelonging. I'm not sure that that happened very often. One or two people mentioned that they'd heard stories about this. I think it was a rare occurrence. 
But then there was also an issue of 10 of the 26 people I interviewed had lived abroad, had worked abroad, some of them for many, many years. And for them, it was a statement of re-belonging. of returning to a death culture that they felt close to and a kind of an equal and opposite response to death cultures, particularly English death cultures, which they found very cold. So by being involved in the grave digging, it was a statement that I was becoming re-involved in my community and I'm kind of disassociating myself from a way of grave, of... dealing with the dead that's something I can't relate to. One of the people, Padraig, he told me a story about when he was working in England and a young man said, I'll need to go now at lunchtime, he said, because my mother is being buried. And he went off and then an hour later he came back to work. And he started laughing during this and he said, but laughing in a kind of sad way. because he found it unbelievable that this could happen, the contrast between the English way of dealing with death and the Irish way of dealing with death. But for him, in digging graves again, it was a real statement of re-belonging. 

Erica Borgstrom
What are some of the structural factors that are impacting who is grave digging and why they take part of it? 

Dr. Danny Conway
Well, I think that Ireland seems to be a much more collective culture. people are more aware of doing things together. Irish traditions around things like the Gaelic movements, the Gaelic Athletic Association. And I think in terms of Catholicism coming together on a regular basis for Mass. Although Mass is actually a fading practice in Ireland, fewer and fewer people are attending Mass. I think that the whole thing about everybody coming together on a very regular basis is one of the things that's created a collective culture. 
The other thing I think - my other explanation I would have for why this practice of voluntary grave digging still exists is because Ireland is a country that seems to have gone from being an agrarian society for, and then... suddenly moving probably in the mid to late 60s, early 70s, doing this leapfrogging thing of becoming a post-industrial society. And in that process, what has happened is traditions that otherwise have been lost have been carried forward from an agrarian way of life to a post-industrial world. Because the people that I've interviewed, although they - all of them, nearly all of them, work in a very modern world. Some of them work in pharmacy, in tourism, in education, in local government, in engineering. When they come home at night from the modern Irish economy, they come back to the self-same communities in terms of their cultural values that you would have recognized 200 years ago. So it's the unique circumstances in which Ireland has industrialized that traditions that would normally have been killed by industrialization haven't been because of the leapfrogging from agrarian to post-industrial. 

Erica Borgstrom
Our conversation is based on your research on voluntary grave digging. Can you tell us a bit more about where and when you did your research and how you collected that information? 

Dr. Danny Conway
I collected the information in two main ways. One, I interviewed people in four different communities in Mayo, County Mayo and County Galway, small rural communities. And then I took part in digging two graves and attended a further grave digging. So that's where most of my research came from. I think probably in the background without me kind of realizing it, because I've been going back to this community since 1957, I kind of was more... ethnographically, unconsciously ethnographically embedded than I'd realised. And that kind of gave me an in, which looking back was quite surprising. 
A few other, a few academics have said, you know, how did you get access to this kind of data? Because this is very personal, intimate things that people have talked to me about. And I think it's because I kind of achieved what the criminologists called an outsider-insider status. And they viewed me as a person that understood and would be sympathetic to what they were doing and therefore they weren't worried about sharing this with me. 

Erica Borgstrom
So it helped that you were a man from the area who had previously been part of or seen voluntary grave digging in order to get you access to people continuing those practices and to talk to them. 

Dr. Danny Conway
That's correct, yes. 

Erica Borgstrom
What is it like watching people dig graves in this way? 

Dr. Danny Conway
Well, it's humbling, I think, in the first place to actually to be there to see this kind of thing going on and to be witness to it. And then the atmosphere keeps changing. So sometimes it's full of fun. It's full of what the Irish call their craic. There's people taking the mickey out of one another. They refer to it as slagging. So for example, you might see someone down in a grave digging and someone else will say, you know, "would you come up out of there and you let a real man in?" Or there'll be people who will be stopping and talking about the stories and then it changes again. And then when the food and drink arrives, then there's a kind of celebratory activity atmosphere that arises. So to be there, you're in a kind of ever-changing environment. 
And then there are the periods when human remains are come upon, are encountered, and then it goes very, very quiet until those remains are gathered up in some way. 

Erica Borgstrom
When you're watching people dig graves, do they all have the same roles or do they take on different roles? 

Dr. Danny Conway
Well, when you ask them, they say to you, no one's in charge and we're all doing the same thing. But when you observe it, you see something different. When you listen to what people have told me, you can see that there are very different roles. for example, there's a role that I heard again and again called the young buck. So that's the young person that's got more strength maybe than sense. The other older grave diggers will rely on them to do an awful lot of the real hard work and they'll be going at it and they'll be proving that they're fit to be a member of the society of men that dig graves. 
Then you'll have the man that is not supposed to be in charge, but is in charge. And he's sometimes referred to as a gangerman. And he does a lot of bossing people around. 
And then sometimes you have a lot of people that turn up for the fun of it all and for the storytelling. And that person emerges out of that. I often thought of as kind of like the Joker. They draw humor onto themselves. but they kind of start the craic, they start the fun, the mickey taking going. So that's another role you can see, it seems to emerge in every digging. 
And then the really interesting one is the kind of what I refer to as the quality protector person. So they're the person that's the older person that's maybe now in their 60s, maybe into their 70s, they're doing very little work, maybe moving a bit of the dirt at the edge of the grave and shoveling it back. But what they're doing is they're making comments all the time. They're the person that's got decades of experience and they're saying to people, "you need to do that. And do you see that bit sticking in out there?" 
So, and some of the people mentioned, I remember one person mentioned to me, you know, I remember being the young buck and then I became more the person that was in charge. And he said, and the other day I was at a digging and I was making the critical comments on the side and I realised I'd become that person, you know, he used to see in his community. 

Erica Borgstrom
And when you do research often there are surprises along the way or things that you don't expect. What were some of the surprises that you encountered in your research? I think there were three surprises that I mentioned in relation to this research? 

Dr. Danny Conway
The first surprise was that no one really mentioned Catholicism. There was occasion mentions of people saying a prayer and some people mentioned that when they left their grave at night they might leave the spades in the sign of a cross. But there was no motivation that was connected to Catholicism as such. And given that this is still a highly Christian Catholic country, I would have expected it. 
Now that doesn't mean that Catholicism isn't influencing it in the background in terms of the wider cultural influence of Catholicism and people coming together and the ethical teaching that comes from Catholicism, but it wasn't overtly mentioned. 
Tragic graves was another surprise for me. So these the graves that dug when, for example, when a child dies or a serious accident or when someone has taken their own life. And I remember I had a conversation with the person that was the paid gravedigger in the area who also dug graves on a voluntary basis for his neighbours. the conversation came around to tragic graves. And I said, you you must have dug a lot of graves. for people in tragic circumstances as well. And he said, his words were to the effect of, oh no, if it was a tragic grave, I wouldn't be allowed to dig the grave, would I? And I was kind of stopped at this and I said, know, Porrick explained that to me. And he said, well, if it's a tragic death, the people, the neighbours are so saddened by it that they would want to show their sorrow for the family and that would be the time that you would most expect to dig the grave and that's the time it would be most important and it would be wrong to involve anything on a commercial paid basis. So I think that really kind of amazed me and it was so counter-intuitive and it's a real example of the subtleties of culture. 
The last thing was that when I started to do these interviews, what I found was happening was that people couldn't understand why I wanted to talk to them about grave digging. Because as far as they were concerned, know, like Cillian was a person, one of the third person I spoke to, and he said, Danny, I know I said I'd talk to you about this, but what is there to talk about? My neighbour dies, we dig a hole and we bury him. He did agree to be interviewed, and then he did talk and talk and talk. And he gave me a most wonderful interview, but he didn't realize there was anything to talk about. 
And that came up quite a lot, about the invisibility of culture to its very practitioners. They can't see it because the nature of culture is what we do around here. It's so invisible, people don't notice it. I remember reading something by the cultural anthropologist Alexander. he talks about the job of the sociologist is to make the invisible visible. And I think that during this research, lots of things became visible for these people, not because I told them, but in the process of talking, they discovered kind of at a conscious level the depth of their own culture. 

Erica Borgstrom
Why is it important to study this and to document it in the way that you have? 

Dr. Danny Conway
When I first came across this practice, was certain, because it was such a strong cultural practice, that there would be absolutely tons of information material out there. And I searched for a few years. And in the end, I found that really, because it was so culturally invisible, it never been recorded. So I think that... the answer to why it was important to undertake this study is because this is a major cultural practice and it was important it was recorded. The other main reason I think why it was important to do this is because this is a practice that might disappear quite quickly and by undertaking this study I think I will have at least archived that this has happened and that the interviews I've undertaken, it's all agreed that these will be held in perpetuity in an Irish archive. 

Erica Borgstrom
And is this practice of voluntary grave digging something that you're aware of is practiced elsewhere outside of the island of Ireland? 

Dr. Danny Conway
In terms of industrial nations, which was a point of comparison because Ireland is a post-industrial complex society, it's part of the world economy - what I started off by believing was that it was only happening down the west coast of Ireland from Donegal down to Cork in isolated coastal communities. I've since found out that it still happens all over rural Ireland and Northern Ireland, but that it's a fading practice everywhere. But for example, I came across an example where people were digging a grave on a voluntary basis. 30 miles from central Dublin. 
In terms of other countries, I couldn't find anything. The only exception was a study by Walker and Bourke in 2007. And they did a study of the Muscogee Creek Nation in Oklahoma. And they do virtually the same thing as the people do in the west of Ireland. The only difference I found was that they might put some grave gifts in the coffin and food. to take the person to the other side. And they sometimes create much more of a platform over the grave, which goes back, I think, to their history of being people that would originally have lived on the plains in America. that was the only - so the Muscogee Creek Nation in Oklahoma were the only other example I found in an industrialized nation of this practice taking place.
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