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When Fr. Stephen Ludden penned the opening words of the first Castlebar Parish Magazine
published in December 1971, he instinctively knew it would take on a life of its own over the
coming four decades. While apologising for the 'inexperience' of the founding editorial team, he
astutely made the point that 'there is plenty of room for improvement in future issues'.
Fr. Ludden saw his humble creation grow from its initial 20-page, pamphlet-style periodical into
the 100-page glossy, full colour and eye-catching annual it is today.
Mind you, the variance in the price has also reflected the massive metamorphosis that has
occurred both socially and economically in the town during the magazine's 40-year existence.
Fr. Ludden's original offering retailed at a modest 10p in old money while today's €7 charge is
not designed to make a profit but simply to meet the escalating production costs.
Just as the magazine has changed dramatically since the 1971 issue when a black and white
photograph of the new St. Gerald's College on Newport Road appeared on the front cover with
the old St. Gerald's College at Chapel Street adorning the back cover, so has the town of
Castlebar and its people.
Significantly, this transformation, growth and progression are forensically charted within the very
covers of the Castlebar Parish magazine over the period of four defining decades in the
development of the county town.
The publication may have a reputation steeped in nostalgia, reminiscence and the longing for
former times, not surprising given the fact it was founded by the Castlebar Emigrants'
Apostolate.
While those characteristics were essential to a publication originally aimed at a large expatriate
readership, the magazine evolved over the years into a more historical, cultural and social
appraisal while still retaining much of its traditional values.
Nobody knew this better than Johnny Mee who served as editor for an extended period during
the 1980s and 1990s.
"It has never lost its fundamental objective of portraying Castlebar at its best. The pages are
bursting with a sense of pride in the town. It comes from all the people involved in putting it
together. It takes a huge voluntary effort but the finished article is invariably worth the effort," he
observed.
So what initial seeds did Fr. Ludden sow that reaped such a productive harvest?
He enlisted Tom Courell, then editor of The Connaught Telegraph, to chronicle a synopsis of all
the major happenings in Castlebar over the preceding 12 months.
From Pat Jordan, sacristan of the Church of Our Lady of the Holy Rosary, he received a list of
births, marriages and deaths that took place in 1971. There were 145 births (including twins
Declan and Kathrina born to Matt and Kathleen Shaw, Westport Road), 65 deaths and 37
marriages recorded.
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Emphasis
Both features have stood the test of time and continue to appear in modern issues of the
magazine, although Tom and Canon Stephen have since, sadly, departed this world.
Other pieces, most notably reports from Castlebar Associations in London, Manchester and
Birmingham, have died out over time.
Another cornerstone of its success since the beginning has been the creation of a platform to
aspiring young and not-so-young local writers and historians.
Contributors to the 1971 editor included Ann Kelly (aged 12), Eddie Flannery (aged 12),
Gabrielle O'Farrell (aged 11), Kathryn Kilroy (aged 12) and Eimear O'Meara (aged 11), each of
whom had poems published for the first time.
Others like Marian Feighan (aged 11), Grainne Fadden (aged 12), Padraic Gibbons (aged 11),
Geraldine Kelly (aged 11), Ann Moran (aged 11), John Walsh (aged 12), Liam Mulcahy (aged
13) and Raymond Fallon (aged 12) wrote separate short articles ranging from 'Murder at
Breaffy' to 'The story of Charles Street'.
Fr. Ludden had clearly summoned the assistance of primary school pupils, through their
teachers, to help fill his pages and a very clever approach it proved.
The reaction to the first parish magazine was positive. Writing from his missionary in Korea,
Castle Street native Fr. Brendan Hoban said: "I read every line of it, watching particularly the
names mentioned. They bring up memories of far away places and occasions."
Grimsby-based Harry Garvey, who hailed from St. Patrick's Avenue, said it brought back happy
memories of his days kicking football on the Mall.
The first magazine was printed by Berry's Printing Works, Westport. By the following year, the
printing contract had been awarded to Cashin's Printing Services, Castlebar.
The 1973 edition was a landmark as it represented the first time local businesses began to
advertise in the magazine. They were Divney's Supermarket, Breaffy, McDermott's Limited,
Spencer Street, and Robert Kilkelly Travel, Ellison Street
By 1975, it had grown to 32 pages and attracted two celebrity writers, Christina Murphy,
women's editor of the Irish Times, and Michael Murphy, RTE newsreader. Both of them were
natives of Castlebar.
Christina told of her 'love -- hate relationship' with her home town. "I found Castlebar snobbish
and elitist in my youth. I found it narrow and constricting and gossip ridden, too.
"In Castlebar, I sometimes get the feeling that it is trying to be a metropolis and is falling
between two stools. It is neither a city nor a genuine rural town."
It represented an interesting and controversial direction for the magazine to take insofar as it
published an article that was not wholly complimentary.
By doing so, however, the editorialship displayed a sense of maturity and objectivity that was to
serve it in good stead over the years.
Interesting, Michael's article challenged the comments of a different journalist who referred on
the Late, Late Show to 'a fog of depression intensifying as she came into the town'.
"I see no depression over Castlebar. I see new factories, new shops, new housing estates, new
people who came in from outside. I wish they become Castlebar people. It's a valuable
achievement."

Colour
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The first time a colour photographs appeared on the front page was in 1979. It was a snow
scene at the Mall by skilful local photographer Tom Campbell, whose fine work has appeared
on the front cover almost ever since.
Fr. Des Fahy took over from Fr. Ludden as editor in 1980, by which point the magazine had
grown to over 60 pages. In his first editorial, he noted the printing and postage costs in respect
of the publication was £200 in 1972 but the corresponding figure for 1979 was just under
£1,800.
Many new writers had come on stream by then, including Des McHale, Michael Mullen, Liam
Egan, Johnny Mee, John Healy and Joe Redmond, all of whom are still regular contributors.
John Healy was at the helm in 1981 with Johnny Mee appointed editor for the 1982 issue and,
as one directly involved in the world of printing and journalism, he brought a very professional
style to the publication as it developed an attractive and modern mix of well-written articles and
fascinating photographs.
Predictably, Johnny's employers, The Connaught Telegraph, was awarded the task of printing
the magazine in advance of the 1983 issue and the firm still retains the contract.
The first time local people appeared on the front cover was in 1986. It showed Mr. and Mrs.
Eddie Cannon, Market Square, pictured with some locals in their pub.
It was the start of a new trend and Tom Neary of Burren appeared on the cover of the 1987
edition with legendary shoemaker Tom McHugh on the back.
The magazine got a new look for its 21st birthday in 1992 with the move to the bigger A4 size
which looked very sharp and imposing on the shop counter or coffee table. The new Archbishop
of Tuam, Dr. Michael Neary, a native of Newport Road, Castlebar, graced the front cover.
Writing from his new parish in Clonbur, Co. Galway, Fr. Ludden noted how his creation had
'grown in stature and was a publication of the highest standard.'
"At first, it was an amateur production which was greetly warmly. That was encouraging. To
know it was welcomed across the world wherever Castlebar people found themselves gave the
impetus to continue on compiling a magazine each year at Christmas," he said.
A fascinating article by Michael Feeney about Castlebar men killed in action in World War I and
World War II in the 2000 edition conceived the idea of building the Mayo Peace Park which
came to fruition some eight years later. Fittingly, Tom Campbell's picture of the park was
featured on the front cover of last year's magazine.
Johnny Mee's 18-year tenure as editor came to an end following the 1999 edition. Joe
Redmond, who had been closely associated with research and layout of the magazine since the
early days, through his profession as a compositor with The Connaught Telegraph, took on the
role as editor.
In 2004 the first colour advertisements appeared in the magazine, Durcan Auctioneers on the
inside of the front cover and the Welcome Inn Hotel on the inside of the back cover. A bright
new layout and glossier look was introduced by designer Jim Bohan.
More and more colour photographs have also been appearing on the inside pages in recent
years as the Castlebar Parish Magazine prepares to enter its fifth decade thanks to the support
of so many dedicated and loyal advertisers and readers.
Sure Christmas would not be the same without it!
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