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Whoopee, Worship, Work – Which Way Out?
The economic system in nineteenth century Ireland led to a disportionate accumulation of wealth in the hands of a privileged few resulting in a spiraling impoverishment of the great masses of people.  Mikhail Bakunin, the father of collectivist anarchism, would argue that “there are but three ways for the populace to escape its wretched lot.  The first two are by the routes of the wine-shop or the church; the third is by that of the social revolution” (qtd. in Revolutionary Times). Far and Away, directed by Ron Howard, is an excellent example of the third route or social revolution.  Told in three parts; Ireland, Boston, and the Oklahoma land giveaway of 1893, Far and Away demonstrates how one man lives out his private social revolution against those who would subjugate him within these three societies.

“The tenant farmers, after generations of oppression and poverty, have begun to rebel against unfair rents and cruel evictions imposed upon them by their wealthy landlords” (Far and Away).  Western Ireland in the late 1890’s was still reeling from the Irish Famine of 1845-1849.  For four years, the potato crop was attacked by a potato blight fungus making the potatoes rotten and inedible. Potatoes were the main source of sustenance for the many indigent sharecropper farmers of Ireland.   By the end of the famine the population was depleted by one-fifth due to so many dying from starvation and from others emigrating out of Ireland.  The hardest hit regions were the south and the west (Gibbon page # here).  In 1849 cholera took many of the famine survivors.  For generations the Irish farmed on land held by landlords who treated them much like “slave holders with white slaves” (Taylor 174).   With little monies for so many consecutive years due to the potato blight and having been practically bypassed by the Industrial Revolution, there was almost no opportunity for employment outside of agriculture and agriculture did not pay well.  The landlords imposed such high rents on the tenant farmers that most were unable to pay and were forced off the land their families had lived on for generations.  Against this backdrop, the movie Far and Away begins.
The Donnelly family has tenant farmed a small stretch of land for generations.  The land is overworked, they are overtaxed, and hopelessness has engulfed most of the family.  Joseph Donnelly, youngest son of the clan, is the exception.  He is an anomaly within his family and within his village as he is the one who constantly works the land, abstains from alcohol, and tends to their father.  Despised by his brothers much like the biblical Joseph, he is bantered, bullied, and beaten by them until the latest scrabble is interrupted by cries that their father has been injured.  Upon his deathbed, Joseph’s father tells him, “A man is nothing; without soul; without his own land”.  Wealthy but decent landowner, Daniel Christie, employs a ruthless land agent who not only evicts the family while they are carrying their father’s coffin to his final resting place but burns down their very meager cottage as well. 

Joseph Donnelly begins his private social revolution with a plot to kill the landowner but numerous setbacks greet him.  The first is after encountering Christie at a pub and following him home Donnelly is confused by the kindness of the man.  Further complicating his plan is the utter realization of the disparity between his life and his landowner’s when he catches his first glimpse of the Christie mansion.  He is thwarted by the landowner’s beautiful daughter, Shannon.  Shannon whisks Joseph away from certain death in Ireland by taking him with her to America.  Joseph’s passage is paid for by Shannon in return for him serving as both her servant and acceptable escort as respectable ladies of the nineteenth century did not travel unaccompanied.   In Ireland, Joseph has successfully escaped his abject existence by neither giving into alcohol nor finding solace within the church.   Shannon has given him his cause as there is free land for the taking in Oklahoma.

Without a clue as to the geography of America, the duo lands in Boston Harbor far from Oklahoma territory.  In Boston Joseph finds that like Ireland wealth is in the hands of a privileged few.  For a while, he mistakenly thinks that through his boxing prowess that he will find his way out of his penury subsistence but through an unfortunate loss to an Italian boxer he and Shannon find themselves homeless, jobless, penniless, and friendless.  Unlike Grace, the burlesque dancer in the social club where Joseph boxes, he does not drown his hopelessness in liquid spirits or accompany her to the church she faithfully attends each Sunday morning following a week of sinful living.  The irony of this woman’s name, Grace, is that there is no mercy found for her or others like her who live, eat, and work at the hands of a political system fraught with deception (Miller 492).  Again, Joseph through incredible resolve finds a way out of this existence by depositing the injured Shannon with her family who have now come to Boston looking for her.  His pain is evident as he tells the unconscious Shannon, “You are safe now in this house with your own kind”.  Alone, Joseph runs from his despair and ends up working on the railroad.

Joseph pours himself into hard labor both to forget his passionate feelings for Shannon and his feelings of worthlessness and hopelessness.  Dreams of owning land and finding his soul seem to elude him.  While working the railroad a wagon train is seen in the distance but other workers scoff at the idea of these naïve sojourners headed for the promise of free land in Oklahoma.  Joseph looks towards them but returns to the hard back breaking job of hauling blasted rock in order to lay down track.  Later in the late afternoon Joseph naps and is visited by his father in a dream.   His father again repeats his dying message, “A man is nothing; without soul; without his own land”.  Joseph bolts off of the train realizing he was on the wrong road and hurriedly joins the wagon train headed for Oklahoma.

Some eight months after separating from Shannon and the racketeer political system in Boston, Joseph arrives in Oklahoma on the very eve of the great Oklahoma land rush of 1893.  He is further reminded of his station in life by the Christie land agent who because of Shannon has joined her and her parents in Oklahoma for their try at free land.  Joseph endures further insult when the ancient horse he is tricked into buying promptly dies in the night.  It seems that Joseph will finally fall prey to Bakunin’s wine-shop route because that very night Joseph drinks himself into a tell-all stupor in a makeshift tent saloon.  However, the next day on a much younger and spirited, wild horse Joseph follows Shannon and Steven, the unscrupulous land agent,  in the chaos of 100,000 people on foot, on horseback, on bicycles, and on wagons racing for the promised parcels of land (“The Oklahoma Land Rush of 1893”).  Against the taunts of Steven calling him “boy” and telling him to get a donkey he races for his dream.  In the end, Joseph realizes his ambition of being a landowner, heartily reminds Steven they are not in Ireland any longer, and crashes all social barriers by winning the heart of Shannon.  Joseph Donnelly successfully escaped from his wretched lot by maneuvering his own social revolution.
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