Des Guckian

Desmond ‘Des’ Guckian was a native of Annaduff, Carrick-on-Shannon, Leitrim and taught history for
many years at St Mel’s College, Longford. He is remembered for his encouragement of and support for
students in their academic and sporting endeavours. Outside school, he was an enthusiastic mentor
with Shroid Slashers GAA club. An active member of the Association of Secondary Teachers, Ireland
(ASTI), he represented the union on Longford Council of Trade Unions. In 1979 and 1982, as Council
President, he addressed two large marches calling for tax reform in the town, addressing the crowds
from the balcony of the Longford Arms Hotel.!

In 2014, Guckian was elected to Leitrim County Council (LCC) for the Carrick-on-Shannon Municipal
District as an Independent Councillor. LCC Cathaoirleach Paddy O'Rourke said that Guckian ‘performed
his role as Councillor with distinction’ and ‘was a champion of people whom he saw that were left
behind’. On 10 October 2014, Guckian contested a by-election in Roscommon—South Leitrim, polling
902 (2.7%) first preference votes and being eliminated on the first count.? Michael Fitzmaurice
(Independent) won the seat. Guckian continued to retain the confidence of the local electorate and
was re-elected to LCC in 2019 and 2024. He was seen as ‘shaking things up’ on LCC.3 He stepped down
for health reasons in April 2025 and was succeeded by his daughter, Irene Guckian-Rabbitte. From his
first election, Guckian believed the West had ‘been sold out by our chancer political parties’ and he
proposed ‘the creation of a Special Western Development Region, within Europe, with grants and
incentives to support agriculture, tourism, employments, integrated transport initiatives and a broad
range of services to bring us into line with the far more developed East of the country’. In particular,
he argued for improved broadband to fuel regional regeneration.® On social matters, he was
conservative and he campaigned strongly against the repealing of the 8th Amendment to the
Constitution and backed a motion opposing repeal which was later passed by LCC in 2024.°

Guckian held a lifelong interest in history and Irish culture and traditions. He was active in the History
Teachers’ Association of Ireland and contributed a review of material on the Dublin 1913 Lockout to
Saothar, Journal of the Irish Labour History Society.® His commitment to the Irish language was
reflected in his 1979 study of Father Sedn Manning.” In November 2012, Luke ‘Ming’ Flanagan, TD,
Guckian’s final book, Not Even a Sparrow Shal Fall, the story of Drumshambo man Jack Birchall who
was wrongfully executed in 1829 for the murder of Cox, Manager of the Arigna lronworks. A relic of
the hangman’s rope was brought back to Gowel by John Morrison and it has been claimed ‘cured
thousands in the years since then’. Birchall was tried three times and Guckian said he was ‘extremely
lucky in being able to access a manuscript held in Trinity College which carries a full proof, from that
time, that Birchall was, indeed, innocent. This Daniel Grosse manuscript had illustrations of the Arigna
Ironworks as it was in 1829, as Guckian observed, very valuable pieces of history in their own rights’®

This broad interest in rural radicalism was reflected in Guckian’s study of the 1798 Rising in Longford
and Leitrim.® In 1985, this fascination led him to become involved in the Gralton Commemorative
Committee (GCC) newly-formed with plans to erect a monument to Jimmy Gralton. Guckian promoted
Gralton’s cause within the local media, his article in the Leitrim Guardian in 1983 broadcasting his
fascinating story for the first time to many local folk.X° In 1986, he published Deported: Jimmy Gralton,
1886-1945, which together with Pat Feely’s The Gralton Affair, broke new ground and brought the
scandal to a national and international audience.!! Guckian attended the unveiling of the original
monument to Gralton erected on the site of the Pearse-Connolly Hall at Effernagh in the early 1986.
The GCC invited Guckian to the unveiling of the impressive new monument on 3 September 2016 and
his work was cited by President Michael D. Higgins in his address.!? In 2012, the Communist Party of
Ireland published an updated edition of Guckian’s work on Gralton: Undesirable Alien: Jimmy Gralton,
The Life of a Leitrim Socialist, 1886-1945.13
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Guckian’s role in rescuing Gralton from oblivion was important. In his address at the memorial in 2019,
the GCC'’s Declan Bree said that when novelist John McGahern launched Guckian’s booklet on Gralton
in McLoughlin's Bar, Effrinagh, in 1986, he recalled that ‘despite the fact that he grew up here and went
to school all around here he had never heard of Jimmy Gralton in all those years’.!* He felt that ‘it
demonstrated one thing: the effectiveness of the conspiracy of silence and suppression around his
name and life’.>> In 2014, Guckian was one of those film-maker Ken Loach and script writer Paul Laverty
consulted when making the award-winning film Jimmy’s Hall. Guckian told those conceiving the film
that Gralton’s ‘first fealty was to the poor of Ireland, especially the tenants. He despised the landlords.
He called them ‘a horde of people who never did a useful day’s work in their lives’.*®

Des Guckian was in his late seventies when he died in the North West Hospice Sligo on 22 May 2025.
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