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The Heroes in the Dark House





‘They were gone in the morning‚’ the old man said. His name was Arthur Broderick, and the young folk-tale scholar sat quietly, listening for the story that had been promised him.


‘Lock, stock and barrel,’ said the old man. ‘The whole U.S. garrison, off for the far fields of France. Jeeps, guns, and gun-carriers. In the dump behind the big camp at Knocknashee Castle the handful of caretakers they left behind slung radio sets and bicycles and ran a gun-carrier with caterpillar wheels over the lot, and as good as made mash of them. Very wasteful. War’s all waste. Those bicycles would have kept every young boy in the county spinning for the next five years.’


Like the plain girl that nobody wanted Mr Broderick’s nine-times rejected manuscript-folk-tales set down with such love and care in highspined script lay between them on an antique drawing-room table. The table’s top, solid oak and two inches thick, was shaped like a huge teardrop pearl with the tip abruptly nipped off.


‘Oak,’ Mr Broderick said through the smoke. ‘Solid oak and two centuries old. In 1798, in the year of the Rising, it was the top of a bellows in a smithy. Look here where the British yeomanry sawed the tip off it so that the rebels could no longer use it for the forging of the pikes. When I was the age of yourself I converted it into a table. Sixty years ago last July.’


Around them in the ancient, musty, tapestried room the wreathing smoke might have come from the fires of 1798. Birdsong outside, sunshine, wind in the creepers were as far away as Florida. The greedy, nesting jackdaws held the flues as firmly as ever at Thermopylae or the Alamo or Athlone, or a score of other places all around the battered globe, unforgotten heroes had held passes, bridgeheads or gun-burned walls. And unforgotten heroes had marched through the smoke in this room: Strong Shawn, the son of the fisherman of Kinsale, triumphant, with the aid of white magic, crossed the seven-mile strand of steel spikes, the seven-mile-high mountain of flames, the seven miles of treacherous sea, and came gloriously to win his love in a castle courtyard crowded with champions and heroes from the four sides of the world; the valiant son of the King of Antua fought with Macan Mor, son of the King of Soracha, in the way that they made rocks of water and water of rocks, and if the birds came from the lower to the upper world to see wonders it was to see these two they came.


Mr Broderick went on with his tale. All night long through the village below the old, dark, smoky house that had once been a rectory the lorries had throbbed and thundered on the narrow, twisted street and above, in the upper air, the waves of planes had swept east towards Europe.


‘They were gone in the morning‚’ he said. ‘Lock, stock and barrel. There was never a departure like it since the world was made. For quick packing, I heard afterwards, they drove the jeeps up the steep steps of the courthouse below. It reminded me of the poem about the three jolly gentlemen in coats of red who rode their horses up to bed.’


‘They were gone‚’ he said, ‘like snow off a ditch.’


It was as much as the young scholar could do to see him for smoke.


But with an effort that would have done credit to Macan Mor or Shawn of Kinsale he managed to control his coughing.


 


In the old dizzy chimney the jackdaws were so solidly entrenched that at times Mr Broderick had found it hard to see the paper he transcribed the folk-tales on. The smoke no longer made him cough, but at eighty-five his eyes were not as keen as they had been when he was in his prime and from the saddle of a galloping hunter could spot, in passing, a bird’s nest in a leafy hedgerow. Lovingly he transcribed the tales in the high, spidery handwriting that – like himself, like his work for Sir Horace Plunkett in the co-operative creameries, his friendship with Thomas Andrews who had built the Titanic and gone bravely with it to Wordsworth’s incommunicable sleep – belonged to a past, forgotten time. For years of his life he had followed these tales, the people who told them, the heroes who lived in them, over miles of lonely heather-mountain, up boreens that in rain became rivulets, to crouch in mountain cabins by the red hearth-glow and listen to the meditative voices of people for whom there was only the past.


Peadar Haughey of Creggan Cross had sat on the long, oaken settle with his wife and three daughters and dictated to him the adventures of the son of the King of Antua, as well as the story of the giant of Reibhlean who had abducted from Ireland a married princess. Giants as a rule preferred unmarried princesses. Peadar told the story in Irish and English. His wife and daughters understood only English but together they rocked in unison on the settle and sang macaronic songs in a mixture of both languages. That simple world had its own confusions. At times in his smoky house he found it hard to separate the people in the tales from the people who told them.


Bed-ridden Owen Roe Ward, in a garret in a back-lane in the garrison town ten miles away, had told him the story of the King of Green Island and other stories that were all about journeys to the end of the earth in search of elixirs that could only be won by herculean labours. Hewing trees for hire in a tangled plantation whose wood had once paid for the travels and other activities of D’Orsay and Lady Blessington, Owen had brought down on his hapless spine a ton-weight of timber. Paralysed in his garret he travelled as he talked to find life-giving water in the well at the world’s end.


A woman of eighty by the name of Maire John (she still sang with the sweet voice she had at twenty and displayed the fondness for embracing men that, according to tradition, had then characterised her) had told him of the three princesses who sat in the wishing chair. One wished to marry a husband more beautiful than the sun. The second wished to marry a husband more beautiful than the moon. The third stated her honest but eccentric preference for the White Hound of the Mountain. It was a local heather-flavoured version of the marriage of Cupid and Psyche, and Maire John herself was a randy old lady who would, in the days of silver Latin, have delighted Apuleius.


The stories had come like genii, living, wreathing from holes in the wall behind smoky hearths, or from the dusty tops of dressers, or from farmhouse lofts where ancient, yellow manuscripts were stored. By Bloody Bridge on the Camowen River (called so because of no battle, but because of the number of fine trout killed there) he had heard from Pat Moses Gavigan a completely new version of the story of Fionn MacCumhail and the enchanted Salmon of Wisdom.


Plain and mountain and river-valley, the places he knew were sombre with the sense of family, and folk-tales grew as naturally there as grass. Heroes, princesses, enchanters good and bad, he had marshalled them all, called them to order in his own smoky room, numbered them off right to left, made his roll-call, described them in that highspined handwriting he had studied so laboriously in the old manuscripts. Properly thus caparisoned they would go out into the twentieth century. He made his own of them. He called them his children. He sent them out to the ends of the earth, to magazine editors and publishing houses. They came back rejected to him, as if being his children they could have no life when torn away from him. Then one day in the smoky room under the power of the squabbling enchanters of jackdaws he had the bitterness of discovering that his children had betrayed him. In a Dublin newspaper he read the review of the young scholar’s book:


‘The scholar who has compiled, translated and edited these folk-tales has a wise head on young shoulders. Careful research and a wide knowledge of comparative folklore have gone into his work. He has gleaned carefully in the mountainous area ten miles north of the town where he was born. He presents his findings with an erudite introduction and in an impeccable style…’


The smoke wreathed around him. The reviewer’s weary sentences went on like the repetition of a death-knell:


‘His name is worthy to rank with that of such folklorists as Jeremiah Curtin. Particularly notable is his handling of the remarkable quest tale of the King of Green Island …’


Mr Broderick couldn’t blame the three princesses for leaving the wishing chair and making off with a younger man. That scholar, wise head on young shoulders, could be Cupid, more beautiful than the sun and the moon: he might even be that enigmatic character, The White Hound of the Mountain. But Shawn of Kinsale could have been kinder to old age, and so could all those battling heroes or venturesome boys who crossed perilous seas, burning mountains and spiked strands.


He wrote to the young scholar at the publisher’s address: ‘While I am loath to trade on your time, I have, it would seem, been working or wandering about in the same field and in the same part of the country. We may share the acquaintanceship of some of the living sources of these old tales. We certainly have friends in common in the realms of mythology. Perhaps my own humble gatherings might supplement your store. So far I have failed to find a publisher for them. If you are ever visiting your home town you may care to add a few miles to the journey to call on me. My congratulations on your achievement. It gratifies me to see a young man from this part of the country doing so well.’


 


A week later he took up his stick one day and walked down the winding, grass-grown avenue. An ancestor was rector here long years ago, he thought, as in the case of William Yeats, the poet, who died in France on the eve of this war and who had an ancestor a rector long years ago in Drumcliffe by the faraway Sligo sea. Mr Broderick’s house had been the rectory. When the church authorities judged it a crumbling, decaying property they had given it to Mr Broderick for a token sum – a small gesture of regard for all that in an active manhood he had done for the village. Crumbling and decaying it was, but peace, undisturbed, remained around the boles of the trees, the tall gables and old tottering chimneys, the shadowy bird-rustling walks. Now, as he walked, yews gone wild and reckless made a tangled pattern above his head.


Weeks before, from the garrison town in the valley, war had spilled its gathering troops over into this little village. Three deep, burdened with guns and accoutrements, they slouched past Mr Broderick on the way down the hill to their courthouse billet. Dust rose around them. They sang. They were three to six thousand miles from home, facing an uncertain future, and in reasonably good humour. A dozen or so who knew Mr Broderick from the tottering house as the old guy who made souvenirs out of blackthorn and bog oak, waved casual, friendly hands. Beyond and behind them as they descended was the blue cone of Knocknashee Hill where the castle was commandeered and where a landlord had once stocked a lake with rainbow trout that like these troops had been carried across the wide Atlantic. The soldiers’ dust settling around him in wreaths and rings, Mr Broderick went down the road to collect his mail at the post-office. There had been no troops in this village since 1798 when the bellows had been mutilated and the soldiers then, according to the history books, had been anything but friendly.


The long red-tiled roofs and white walls of the co-operative creamery, the sheen of glasshouses from the slopes of the model farm were a reminder to Mr Broderick of the enthusiasms of an active past. People had, in his boyhood, been evicted for poverty in that village. Now every year the co-operative grain store handled one hundred and fifty thousand tons of grain. An energetic young man could take forty tons of tomatoes out of an acre and a quarter of glasshouses, and on a day of strong sunshine the gleam of the glasshouses would blind you. Crops burst over the hedges as nowhere else in that part of the country. It was good, high, dry land that took less harm than most places from wet seasons and flooding, and the cattle were as heavy and content as creamy oxen in French vineyards.


Over the hedge and railings by the parish church the statue of the old Canon, not of Mr Broderick’s persuasion, raised a strong Roman right arm. The pedestal described the Canon as a saintly priest and sterling patriot and to anybody, except Mr Broderick, that raised right arm might have been minatory. To Arthur Broderick it was a kind memory of hero and co-worker, it was an eternal greeting in stone.


‘Arthur,’ the statue said, ‘yourself and myself built this place. There was a time when you’d have clambered to the top of a telegraph pole if somebody’d told you there was a shilling there would help to make the village live. You did everything but say mass and I did that. You got little out of it yourself. But you saw they were happy and strong. Look around you. Be proud and glad. Enjoy your dreams of lost heroes in the mist. No young man can steal from you what you want to give away.’


High above the dead stone Canon the Angelus bell rang. Before him, down the cobbled foot walk, so steep that at times it eased itself out with a sigh into flat, flagged steps, went a tall soldier and a small young woman. Mr Broderick knew her. She was one of the eighteen Banty Mullans, nine male, nine female, all strawheaded and five feet high, the males all roughs, and the females, to put it politely, taking in washing for the Irish Fusiliers in the town below. She was ill-dressed, coarse-tongued and vicious. She carried in her left hand a shiny gallon buttermilk-can. Stooping low, the tall warrior eased the handle of the can from the stumpy, stubborn fingers and, surprised at a gentlemanly gesture that could never have come from a pre-war fusilier trained in the old Prussian school and compelled in public to walk like clockwork, she asked with awe, ‘Aren’t you feared the sergeant will see you?’


‘In this man’s army‚’ he said.


He could be a Texan. It was diverting to study their accents and guess at States.


‘In this man’s army, sister, we don’t keep sergeant.’


Suddenly happy, Arthur Broderick tripped along behind them, kicked at a stray pebble, sniffed at the good air until his way was blocked by the frail, discontented figure of Patrick who kept the public house beside the post-office and opposite the courthouse, and who sold the bog oak and blackthorn souvenirs to thirsty, sentimental soldiers.


‘Lord God, Mr Broderick‚’ said Patrick. ‘Do you see that for discipline? Carrying a tin can like an errand boy.’


‘But Patrick, child, it’s idyllic. Deirdre in the hero tale couldn’t have been more nobly treated by the three Ulster brothers, the sons of Uisneach. Hitler and Hirohito had to bring the doughboys over here before one of the Banty Mullans was handled like a lady.’


‘Mr Bee‚’ said Patrick, ‘we all know you have odd ideas on what’s what. But Mr Bee, there must be a line of demarcation. Would you look across the street at that for soldiering?’


In sunshine that struggled hard, but failed, to brighten the old granite walls and Ionic columns of the courthouse the huge, coloured sentry had happily accepted the idea that for that day and in that village he did not have to deal with the Wehrmacht. Unlike the courthouse he looked as if he had been specially made by the sun. He sat relaxed on a chair, legs crossed, sharing a parcel of sandwiches with a trio of village children. Behind him on a stone ledge, his weapon of war was a votive offering at the feet of a bronze statue of a famous hanging judge who, irritated by the eczema of the droppings of lawless, irreverent birds, scowled like the Monster from Thirty Thousand Fathoms. Then clattering down the courthouse steps came fifty young men, very much at ease. Falling into loose formation they went jauntily down the hilly street to the cookhouse at the bottom of the village. To the rhythm of their feet they played tunes with trays and table utensils.


‘Their morale is high‚’ said Mr Broderick.


Dark, hollow-cheeked, always complaining, persecuted by a corpulent wife, Patrick resented the young warriors with every bone in his small body. Some local wit had once said that he was a man constitutionally incapable of filling a glass to the brim.


‘Those fellows, Mr Bee, are better fed than yourself or myself.’


‘They’re young and growing, Patrick. They need it more. Besides, doesn’t the best authority tell us an army marches on its belly?’


‘They’re pampered. Starve the Irish, Lord Kitchener said, and you’ll have an army.’


‘Ah, but Patrick the times have changed. I had the pleasure of serving under Lord Kitchener. But he never impressed me as a dietician.’


‘Soft soles on their boots,’ said Patrick, ‘and their teeth glued together with chewing gum and all the girls in the country running wild since they came.’


‘Life,’ said Mr Broderick, ‘we can’t suppress. Every woman worth breathing loves a warrior who’s facing death.’


‘Once upon a time,’ Patrick said, ‘your old friend, the Canon, made a rake of a fellow kneel at the church gate with a horse collar round his neck to do public penance for his rascalities with the girls.’


‘Lothario in a leather frame, Patrick.’


Mr Broderick laughed until his eyes were moist, at the memory and at the unquenchable misery in the diminutive, unloved, unloving heart of hen-pecked Patrick.


‘Today, Patrick, there wouldn’t be enough horse collars to go round. The horse isn’t as plentiful as it was. The Canon had his foibles. He objected also to tam o’shanters and women riding bicycles. That was so long ago, Patrick. We’ll drink to his memory.’


 


Everything, he thought as he left the public house and stepped on to the post-office, was so long ago. Patrick could hardly be described as part of the present. His lament was for days when heroes went hungry, when the fusiliers in the town below were forbidden by rule to stand chatting on the public street, were compelled to step rigidly, gloves like this, cane like that under the oxter – like a stick trussing a plucked chicken in a poulterer’s shop. Patrick in his cave of a pub was a comic, melancholy, legendary dwarf. His one daring relaxation was to brighten the walls of his cave with coloured calendars of pretty girls caught with arms full of parcels and, by the snapping of some elastic or the betrayal of some hook or button, in mildly embarrassing situations. With startled but nevertheless smiling eyes they appealed to Patrick’s customers.


‘Your souvenirs sell well, Mr Bee‚’ Patrick said. ‘The pipes especially. But the sloe-stone rosary beads too. Although it puzzles me to make out what these wild fellows want with rosary beads.’


‘They may have mothers at home, Patrick, who like keep-sakes. They’re far from home. They’re even headed the other way.’


At the post-office the girl behind the brass grille said, ‘Two letters, Mr Broderick.’


He read the first one. The young scholar said that he had read with great interest of Mr Broderick’s interest in and his collection of folktales. He realised that folk-tales were often, curiously enough, not popular fare but he still considered that the publishers lacked vision and enterprise. He had only had his own book published because of the fortunate chance of his meeting a publisher who thought that he, the young scholar, might some day write a book that would be a moneymaker. The young scholar would also in the near future be visiting his native place. He thanked Mr Broderick for his kind invitation and would take the liberty of calling on him.


The second letter came from an old colleague in the city of Belfast. It said: ‘Arthur, old friend, yesterday I met a Major Michael F. X. Devaney – it would seem he has Irish ancestry – who has something or other to do with cultural relations between the U.S. troops and ourselves. He’s hunting for folk-tales, local lore, to publish in book-form for the army. I thought of you. I took the liberty of arranging an appointment and of loaning him a copy of some of the stories you once loaned me.’


 


Mr Broderick went to Belfast a few days later to keep the appointment. From the window of the major’s office the vast, smoky bulk of the domed City Hall was visible. He turned from its impressive Victorian gloom to study the major, splendidly caparisoned as any hero who had ever lived in coloured tales told by country hearths.


‘Mr Broderick‚’ said the major, ‘this is real contemporary.’


‘Old tales, major, like old soldiers.’


‘This spiked strand and burning mountain. I was in the Pacific, Mr Broderick. This seven miles of treacherous sea. A few pages of glossary, Mr Broderick. A few explanatory footnotes. How long would that take you?’


‘A month, major. Say a month.’


‘We’ll settle for a month. Then we’ll clinch the deal. These tales are exactly what we want, Mr Broderick. Tell the boys something about the traditions of the place.’


He took the train home from the tense, overcrowded city to the garrison town in the valley. The market-day bus brought him up over the ridge to his own village. All that warm night the lorries on the steep street robbed him of his sparse, aged sleep as the troops moved; and they were gone in the morning, lock, stock and barrel, and on the far French coast the sons of the Kings of Antua and Soracha grappled until they made rocks of water and water of rocks, and the waves of the great metal birds of the air screamed over them.


High in the sky beyond Knocknashee one lone plane droned like a bee some cruel boy had imprisoned in a bottle to prevent it from joining the swarm. At his hushed doorway sad Patrick the publican looked aghast at the newspaper headlines and more aghast at the cold, empty courthouse that once had housed such thirsty young men.


‘You’d swear to God‚’ he said, ‘they were never here at all.’


Arthur Broderick left him to his confusion. He walked home under twisted yews, up the grass-grown avenue to his own smoky house. The heroes had gone, but the heroes would stay with him for ever. His children would stay with him for ever, but, in a way, it was a pity that he could never give his stories to all those fine young men.


 


‘Come in,’ Mr Broderick said to the young scholar, ‘you’re welcome. There’s nothing I’m prouder of than to see a young man from these parts doing well. And we know the same people. We have many friends in common.’


‘Shawn of Kinsale,’ the young scholar said, ‘and the son of the King of Antua.’


‘The three princesses,’ said Mr Broderick, ‘and the White Hound of the Mountain.’


He reached out the hand of welcome to the young scholar. ‘Publishing is slow,’ the young man stammered. ‘They have little vision …’


‘Vision reminds me,’ Mr Broderick said. ‘Do you mind smoke?’ He opened the drawing-room door. Smoke billowed out to the musty hallway.


‘My poor stories,’ he said. ‘My poor heroes. They went away to the well at the world’s end but they always came back. Once they came very close to enlisting in the U.S. army. That’s a story I must tell you sometime.’


The manuscript of his tales lay between them on the table that had once been part of the rebel’s bellows. Around them in the smoke were the grey shadows of heroic eighteenth-century men who, to fight tyranny, had forged steel pikes. And eastwards the heroes had swept that earth-shaking summer, over the treacherous mined sea, over the seven miles of spiked strand, over the seven and seventy miles of burning mountain.

















Soldier, Red Soldier


For Padraic Colum


whose poem provided the title





Nobody could ever have imagined that awkward John, the milkman, was the sort to come between a husband and his wife. There was no badness in him and he was anything but handsome. To think of John was to think of easy, slow-moving, red-faced good nature, of the jingle of harness bells and the clip clop of hooves in the morning, of the warm breath of milk fresh from the udder in the byres of Joe Sutton’s place out in Coolnagarde. John was one of Sutton’s several hired men.


He would enter singing with his morning delivery into our informal town. He was the harbinger of day, as punctual as an alarm clock but by no means as minatory. He was closer to the birds than to any time-machine because he came, simple and melodious, from fresh, awakening fields and warm byres to arouse and refresh the leaden mechanical streets. This was long before bottling and pasteurisation took the flavour of life, and the cream, out of the milk; and the vehicle that John drove, and the well-combed, long-tailed, grey pony pulled, was as splendid as a chariot; and no dull array of shelves stacked with squat bottles. Heavy on his heels, leaning slightly backwards, managing the pony with the gentlest touches of finger-tips on the strap-reins, the huge, crimson, flaxen-haired, innocent youth stood up as high as a statue. There were two large silvery milk-cans to his right and two to his left. The pint and half-pint measures dangled and rattled on hooks in front of him. The taps of the cans were gleaming brass. You turned a lever and the milk flowed out. If you were up early enough in the morning, and if you were young and a favourite of his, you could fill your own measure. It was nearly as good as milking a cow.


And he was fond of the young and the young fond of him, so that in school-holiday time it was a common sight to see two or three boys travelling with him as volunteer assistants, and a hilarious flight of six or seven racing behind the cart to snatch a quick mouthful of milk from the brass taps. John, laughing loudly and not bothering to look back, would scatter them by flicking his whip over their heads, harmlessly, but with a crack that could be heard all over the town. He was a star performer with that whip.


As I said, it was an informal town. In High Street and Market Street where the rich shopkeepers lived, and in Campsie Avenue where the doctors and professional people lived, a white-aproned maid might, in some of the more staid houses, meet John at the side-door and present a jug for the milk. More often, he whistled his way affably into the kitchen, found the jug himself, filled it, made a harmless glawm at the maid, and went on his way contentedly.


But every door was open to him in the working-class kitchen houses that stood in parallel rows on Gallows Hill. The kitchen houses indeed, were brown brick ramparts against any sort of formality. The architectural pattern came over to us from the industrial areas of Scotland and Northern England: an entrance hall, about five feet square, opening into a kitchen-cum-living-room; a steep twisted stairway ascending from the kitchen; two doors opening from the far end of the kitchen, one via a pantry and scullery to the backyard, the other into a diminutive parlour or drawing-room or what you will – it was never described as anything grander than The Wee Room. They were small intimate, cosy nests of houses and, if the next-door neighbour had a row you could, if you were curious, learn all about it and, in exceptional circumstances even offer your services as arbitrator.


It was an honest town and nobody bothered much to bolt doors so that in the mornings Awkward John was king of the kitchen houses. He might waken the family with a healthy shout up the crooked stairs. Or he might quietly put a match to the ready-laid fire in the range and proceed to the cooking of breakfast for the family and himself. The sleepers would be aroused not by sound but by the wispy, drifting odour of rashers and eggs on the pan and, dressing and descending the stairs, would find the fire blazing, the food cooking, and John at his ease in a chair, reading the paper – which he did with difficulty, big, blunt forefinger following the line of print – or chanting a fragment of a song he had picked up from Joe Sutton who was a great traditional man. (His favourite fragment went something like this: ‘I wonder how you could love a sailor. I wonder how you could love a slave. He might be dead or he might be married or the ocean wave might be his grave.’) It was reckoned that, on an average, John ate three full English breakfasts a morning, discounting casual collations and cups of tea or, in the more select houses, coffee, to show that he had nothing against continental customs. But he was a big, healthy, amiable youth, slightly stooped in the shoulders because he was too tall and heavy to carry himself straight, and nobody grudged him his excessive provender.


He also seemed as happy in his way of life as the lark in the clear air. That was why my mother was so startled when he told her one morning over his rashers, ‘Missus, I’m thinking of ’listing in the British Army.’


‘God look to your wit,’ she said. ‘Are you an Irishman at all?’


‘The barracks is full of Irishmen,’ he said. ‘Some of them from as far away as Wexford. The two full-backs on the depot team are from Sligo.’


‘More shame for them,’ she said. ‘They worked to earn it. The army’s a place for disobedient boys. They wouldn’t obey their mother at home so God punished them by delivering them into the hands of the sergeant major.’


‘Wasn’t your own husband, missus, a soldier?’


‘He was,’ she said. ‘And he rued the day he ’listed. And he’d be the last man to encourage you to follow in his foolish footsteps. You’re not cut out for the army.’


‘Amn’t I as strong as any sergeant in the barracks?’


‘Tisn’t strength, but rascality, counts in the army, boy. You’re too soft, John, too used to easy ways. The good life you had of it with Joe Sutton.


‘My own girlhood,’ she said, ‘was spent in Coolnagarde.’


‘That I know. Mr Sutton often mentions your name.’


‘I had the greatest regard for his lately deceased mother. A lady if ever there was one. In that great place of Sutton’s the servant-boys led the lives of princes. I’m sure her son treats them no differently.’


‘He’s easy on us, true enough.’


‘The long warm evenings at the hay‚’ she said. ‘The taste of strong tea in the bog at the saving of the turf. Tea anywhere else never tasted like that. And the boys on their hunkers in the heather or stretched chewing among the bilberry bushes. And always a bit of music and a song. The heavenly taste of the bilberries and the lovely wine you could make from them. And the wicked bites of the grey midges as the evening came on.’


‘True enough, missus, the little cannibals would stand on their heads to get a better bite at you.’


‘You’ve thick, healthy skin, John, that they’d never puncture. ’Twas different for soft young girls. And at Ballydun Foresters’ Hall the dances.’


‘Mostly poker or pitch-and-toss nowadays, missus. Times must be changed. There’s no life in the country for the young people. And little money or adventure.’


‘You’ll have adventure in the army. Up at dawn to scrub out the latrines.’


But there was another, different prospect before John’s big, blank, blue eyes: He saw a vision that altered, dissolved, reshaped itself, was now an eastern palace with towers like twisted, beckoning fingers, now a half-circle of laughing girls, and now a field of sport or of battle where Awkward John was transformed into the lithe, powerful hero. The warnings of an old woman, or her rhapsodies about the simple joys of her girlhood when, it seemed, every day had been summer, had no power against that compelling dream.


The tall talk of Yellow Willy Mullan who was a storyteller, or a liar, of the first order had brought the vision to John all the way from the garrisons of India. Twelve to fifteen years previously Yellow Willy, a pale-faced Irish boy, brown scapular and a chain of holy medals round his neck, had marched away with the Inniskilling Fusiliers. Six months previously he had marched home again: a gaunt, sallow-faced, sinful-looking  man who had been but once to confession all the time he was in the East, and only then because he was ambushed, as he put it, by an aggressive Irish padre in Bombay. Seeing him in the home-coming parade, his aged mother burst into tears: weeping, perhaps, for the boy who had marched away for ever or, as the gossip of the kitchen houses cynically said, judging from the lean, lined face and wolfish eyes of him, how much it would take to feed him. At Kane’s public house corner he was king of the Indian Army reservists, the toughest old sweats the Empire had, and his tales, lies or truth, of brothels in Bombay or bullets on the Khyber Pass made the story of the lives of the Bengal Lancer read like a white paper on social welfare. For John, the whirling words of Yellow Willy gave life and truth and all the needed corroborative detail to the coloured recruiting posters outside the courthouse and the post office, and all along the grey stone wall in Barrack Lane where he drove to deliver milk to the married quarters. On some of the posters a fine, brown-faced fellow in white knickers and red jersey leaped up to head a flying football, or came running in first at the end of a race, or went diving and swimming – ringed with the faces of admiring girls. Another poster showed a smiling soldier pointing to the Taj Mahal as if he had just bought it at a sacrifice price from an estate agent who was retiring from the business.


John could never grow weary of listening to Yellow Willy telling how he had actually seen the Taj Mahal.


‘It was big, John, and shining. Six rimes as big as the courthouse and the town hall together. As big nearly as the mental hospital. Palaces, John. India’s full of them. But you’d soon be fed up looking at palaces. Give me the brown girls and the wiggles of them, and the perfume – I can smell it still.’


To captivate John’s ears, by bringing girls and palaces into the same tale, Yellow Willy told how he had spent a holiday with a prince who was a friend of his and how the prince, squatting, like Paddy MacBride the tailor, on a pile of silken cushions, waved his beringed, bejewelled hand at the glittering dancing-girls and said, ‘Fusilier Mullan, pick the six you fancy and keep them for a week.’


Later, a tender affection developed between Yellow Willy and the prince’s daughter who wanted to elope with him, but Willy, treating her as he’d wish another man to treat his own young sister, dissuaded her. ‘She wasn’t a Catholic, John, you see. And what life would it be in a kitchen house on Gallows Hill for a girl was used to palaces and plenty.’


After all that romancing, it was little use to talk to John about the good life at Coolnagarde, or about the kind heart and sweet songs of Joe Sutton; or for my mother to point out that Yellow Willy was just the biggest boaster in an unemployable group of misfits who never stirred their arses from Kane’s Corner except to go to bed at night, or to go into Tom Kane’s to get drunk on stout and cheap red wine – Red Biddy – when the army reserve money came up once a month.


My mother said, ‘John, what did Joe Sutton say when you told him you’d ’list?’


‘He said nothing, missus. He said a verse of poetry: “And soldiers, red soldiers! You’ve seen many lands. But you walk two and two and by captain’s commands”.’


‘Very true‚’ said my mother. ‘He has a verse to meet every need.’ But no verse had Joe Sutton to halt John in his career. The day he headed up Barrack Lane, not to deliver milk but to offer his services to the King of England, Yellow Willy made the nasty joke, ‘They’ll never take him, not with the crouch he has in his shoulders. Men for India they want, not camels for Egypt.’


Yellow Willy was wrong, and all through the houses on the hill mornings were not real mornings any more. No other milkman could be found to equal Awkward John.


 


Sergeant Cooper, at that time, was the brutal, blackavised, tyrannical ruler of the barracks gymnasium. We knew that, to our cost, because our own school had no gymnasium and, by arrangement between the commanding officer and the superior of the school, the boys who played football went twice a week to the barracks to be put through their paces. That could have been fun if it hadn’t been for Sergeant Cooper.


He was a man, not heavily or largely built but perfectly proportioned, with chest muscles that extended to the limits of endurance the fabric of the red-and-black barred football jersey he wore in the gymnasium. In tight serge trousers and slippers he was as light on his feet, on the polished wooden floor of his athletic torture-chamber, as the most sylph-like of ballet dancers. He had dark hair cropped to stubble, a Roman nose, a full mouth, a mole to the left of his chin, and grey, quite motionless eyes. To anyone except ourselves, the schoolboys, and the raw recruits, the rookies, in the barracks he would have been a mighty handsome man particularly when, in dress uniform, he stepped out with his olive-skinned, opulent, brunette wife. She was taller and heavier than her husband and a sight, fore and aft, to observe when she walked the town.


‘By Mahomet‚’ said Yellow Willy, ‘she’s something to think about. There’s Indian blood in her. Such a woman to be wasted on the like of that man.’


Yellow Willy, to do his line of talk justice, had a lot more remarks, highly technical and speculative, to make about the scandalous squandering of such material.


But to the schoolboys and still more to the rookies – those shapeless youths from barns and back-streets who had to be licked into the semblance of soldiers– the sergeant was a monster. At least he couldn’t assault us with the sweat-hardened flat palm of a boxing glove as he could and did assault, or discipline, the rookies. We weren’t in the army – not yet. We hadn’t, according to my mother’s fatalistic morality, advanced far enough in disobedience to our parents to be doomed by avenging heaven to the mercy of Sergeant Cooper. What morbid cul-de-sac in North London had reared him? From what sulphurous Rillington Place, with the corpses of unfortunate women decaying in every alcove, had he paced forth to work off his venom on things green and fresh, things young and happy? Everything and everybody who looked rustic – that word was his favourite abusive adjective, and his sharp London voice could make it sound viler than sin – were anathema to him: grass, blue skies, birds on the bushes, clean water flowing otherwise than through pipes, unsurfaced, dusty side-roads, and unspoiled children of nature like Awkward John.


Twice a week, then, forty or fifty of us would troop apprehensively up Barrack Lane, under the long grey wall and the radiance of the same recruiting posters that had enticed and deluded John, to keep our assignment with the satanic sergeant. Some boys take better than others to the challenge of the horse, the wall-bars and the parallel-bars. Some men like war and climbing Everest. But even those of us who might have loved the gymnasium machines and rituals were put off by the sergeant’s manners. For he had a way of making horse and bars and punch-balls, mats, skipping ropes, clubs and boxing gloves, his allies against the crowd of us. They were all civilised Londoners together and we were the benighted children of brambles and hayseed.


‘Up, up, up boys‚’ he would snap – prancing east to west and west to east like something made out of steel springs.


‘Up, up, up. You’re not just going to market and you haven’t all day.’


Like a flight of demented bats we would go at the wall, clamber up the bars with varying degrees of speed, skill and grace, swing face outwards at the crack of command and at the grave risk of losing both arms at the shoulders, and descend, like birds to a mesmerising bird-catcher, in obedience to that prancing man, ‘Down, down, down boys. Back to good old Mother Earth. Back to the friendly soil of Mother Erin.’


To welcome us back to the friendly soil of Mother Erin there stood the sergeant’s most obedient servant: the monstrous, headless, legless, tailless horse, an insult and a blasphemy against the beauty and goodness of living horses. One look at it, with the sergeant by its side, and you could think of nothing but of strong men being held face down, legs and arms straddle across its smelly leather padding, and flogged to the drumbeat until they broke down and yelled. We suffered so much from our compulsory assaults on its slothlike obscenity, and Cooper obviously enjoyed himself so much as he impelled us on, that we suspected some unholy compact between them; and one sour wit went so far as to say that in the dead of night the master of the gymnasium came out, bucket in hand, to talk to the brute, stroke it down, and feed it oats. For over and above all things, he believed in the horse, and his greatest joy in life – if the name of joy could for anything be applied to him – was to see its ravenous appetite fed by a flying file of boys.


‘On the toes. Off we go. Hit the board. On your toes. Up. Touch. Splits over. Hit the mat. Fast out of the way, boy. This isn’t the place to say your prayers. Up and Out. Keep the line revolving. On the toes. Hit the board. Splits over.’


Fear of the mockery of that voice, in the case of clumsiness or failure, made antelopes out of boys who, under normal circumstances, wouldn’t have moved so fast or jumped so high to save their lives. Through desperation we all became masters of the horse. There are scientific experiments in which caged rats are set running up tiny circular flights of steps which descend as the rats attempt to ascend. The creatures just keep turning wheels until they drop from exhaustion. Cooper’s stage-army of half-terrified boys had its cheerful resemblance to that rat race, and perhaps, in moments of a special cold frenzy, he may really have been trying to discover the secret of perpetual motion. Round and round we went and over and over, and the process more closely resembled an eternity of punishment because there was no clock visible in the gymnasium. It was only when he pulled one dried-up boxing glove onto his left hand that we knew for us the respite had come and a deeper, hotter hell was about to commence for the rookies. By the barrack timetable the sad souls who wouldn’t do what their mothers told them were doomed, immediately after the sergeant had disposed of us, to an hour’s instruction in some elementary methods of defence and offence. For most of that hour they were very much on the defensive. He was a boxer and wrestler of some note, that sergeant.


From the dressing-room as we steamed with perspiration and sighed with relief we could study in awe what was liable to happen to us if we showed an habitual disregard for the fourth commandment. High in his pride, that arrogant son of Greater London was master of thirty or so pairs of simultaneously performing game-cocks and, down there on the sand of the bloody pit, it must have grieved him to think that he couldn’t fit them out with flesh-rending spurs. He set them hammering each other, or throwing each other, and egged them on until he brought out the bestial or the demoniacal, or both, in every one of them.


‘Put your heart in it, hayseed. Hit him. Think it’s a bloody Boche you’ve got, if you can think.’


The blows, the grunts, the sound of falling bodies resounded, punctuated by the steel-like crack of the dry, open glove on the head of some recalcitrant performer. It was hammer your opponent or be lacerated by the glove.


Cooper was the emperor, and reserved the gladiatorial contests all for his own cruel delight. He rested his dulcet voice more with the rookies than with us, and let his viper of a left hand, fanged by the glove, supply the word of command: bull-whips were frowned on in the British Army.


‘Give me any day the galleys in Ben Hur,’ said the voice of that sour wit.


And so pitifully unprotected the rookies were – in black shorts, sleeveless green singlets, slippers and short socks. Chain mail would not have been excessive for what they were called upon to encounter.


To demonstrate the more delicate points of throwing or buffeting he’d pick on one guinea pig; and, in some black book in the lowest caverns of Gehenna, it was written in pitch that five times out of ten Awkward John should be his choice. The size and shape, or lack of shape, of John would have aggravated any well-formed soldier. The width of John’s stooping shoulders stretched the green singlet to the transparency of sheer nylon. The seeming nakedness of his torso was made more provokingly pitiful by the real nakedness of his white-blond head, as good as scalped by the barracks barber. His slow-moving body was the focal point of all confusion, and in three minutes he could have transformed a dress-parade of the Irish Guards into Keystone Comedy: turning left when the rest went right, by-the-left-quick-marching a half minute too late and halting a half minute too early, affronting even those military virtues which the sergeant undeniably possessed, making to his vices the perverted appeal helpless innocence makes to the heart of corruption. A perfect sawdust-stuffed dummy was John for the expert application of the subtleties of wrestling: Chancery back heel, cross buttock and waist hold, the half Nelson, quarter Nelson, full Nelson; and not Milo of Croton, supreme among the Greeks, nor the deified Sukune of Japan, nor the Great Danno Mahony of Ballydehob in the County Cork, was more adept than Sergeant Cooper. Patiently, John accepted every shattering fall. Ox-like he waited, for the next experiment, resigned, it would seem, to the misery and humiliation, if others could by his tumbles learn how to keep their feet.


‘There’s styles and styles of wrestling,’ the sergeant would say. ‘Cumberland and West Country, and catch-as-catch-can as is practised in Lancashire and many foreign parts. But take it from me, if you go on a man, disregarding styles, and squeeze his kidneys down he has to go.’


Panting, and clearly in some pain, down John went. When he was bent enough and low enough, the sergeant rested his right leg over the bowed neck and shoulders – a gallant captain and his heathen slave – and, for one fatal moment, relaxed as he explained the technicalities of his triumph to the gaping, breathless throng. At the same moment, possibly without any malice in the world, John decided to straighten up, and the loudest noise heard that day was the clump of the sergeant’s head on the gymnasium floor. There was no laughter. One does not laugh when the lightning strikes and the earth opens. He didn’t curse or shout or call names as a normal man might have done. He sat on the floor and shook his head once, twice, thrice – methodically. It almost seemed as if we could hear his brain tick, not like a clock but a time bomb. Spluttering apologies, John stepped forward and stooped to pick him up, when with the force and exactitude of a skilled dirty fighter, Cooper shattered the big fellow’s mouth with a foul blow of the right elbow.


As he staggered back, spitting out and swallowing blood and teeth, John, I’d say, abandoned without regret his dream of ever seeing the Taj Mahal.


For myself and the other observers in the dressing-room that blow was the end of boyhood, of mornings chiming with harness bells and flowing with creamy milk. John was lost for ever to us in a heartless world where, with the regularity of monastic bells and the viciousness of dropping guillotine blades, strident bugles dismembered the day. What happened about a month after that was, to begin with, a slightly altered version of the hoary story of the sergeant who asked for four volunteers who knew something about music and, when four innocents had stepped out, roared at them to carry a grand piano four hundred yards from the O.C.’s residence to the officers’ mess.


Cooper never roared. His voice was sharp, level, penetrating and exact as a chisel, and his face was never flushed. He surveyed twenty or thirty possible victims. He said, ‘You’re all experts on hay. Reared on grass by the look of you. Your fathers kept the sons at home and sent the donkeys to the army.’


A little, fearful laughter acknowledged his traditional army witticism.


‘But which of you is the best hand with the scythe, the bleeding scythe – you know, favourite weapon of Old Father Time. One pace forward. Four men or what passes for men in this ’ere barracks.’


Awkward John was out in front before Cooper had finished speaking.


Every man has his moments of power and poetry, and it was common knowledge out in Coolnagarde that with a scythe in his hand and his feet well-spread to balance his great body on Antaean earth, and the razor-sharp blade shearing the roots of good meadow-grass and, in delicate curves, shaving the ground, Awkward John was no longer awkward.


Reluctantly, and fearing the worst, three other martyrs stepped out beside him.


‘By the left quick march‚’ the sergeant said. ‘Shoulder scythes. Step forward the merry farmers’ boys. To the swamp. Left. Right. Left.’


The laughter of the fortunate ones who had escaped that fatigue followed the four victims as he herded them across the interminable barrack square. It was a hot sultry day in late summer and the black flies and horse flies in the swamp were a bloody torment. The barracks stood on a high hill with the town to the south and a river running northwards from the town below the eastern wall of the barracks, then faltering in its course and looping, first west, then south, before turning again to the north. The wide acres that the looping river enclosed were known as The Soldiers’ Holm, and held playing-fields, firing ranges and jumps for exercising horses. Lovely green land that Holm was, except for one scabrous spot of sour marsh where the river made its final northward turn. There, rushes and brambles grew in unholy profusion and, at intervals, an attack had to be made on the swamp to preserve a pathway leading to an iron foot-bridge. Half-eaten alive by the pestering flies and attempting to swing jagged-edged scythes that no stone could sharpen or no skill balance, John and the other hapless three suffered under the sergeant’s flinty, unrelaxing eye. He wore his tight serge trousers, his black-and-red jersey and a pair of running shoes. He left the four labourers at intervals and coursed like a thoroughbred over the velvet levels of the Holm and thus evaded the torment of the flies.


The sweat blinding him, soaking his yellow canvas fatigue suit, making puddles in his army boots, the black flies crawling all over him, the horse flies drawing blood, John swung the wobbly scythe at rasping brambles and leathery rushes that lay down and then stood up again to mock the blunt, hacked blade. He saw the sweet, scented meadow-grass of Coolnagarde. He heard the singing of good well-sharpened blades. He saw the servant girls carrying food and strong tea across the mown land. Then with one last swing he sent the hopeless scythe spinning to the deep middle of the river. The sergeant, raising his knees high like a runner in track-training, was half a mile away across the Holm. But he turned, when he heard the clang of nailed boots on the metal bridge, to see the big youth cross the river and head north for open country, freedom and the haven of Coolnagarde. Like the wind he crossed the Holm and started in pursuit. Happy at any excuse to escape from the flies the three mowers downed tools and followed them – a good ways behind and steadily losing distance, for John was a good runner even if he was ungraceful and the sergeant had style and could travel like a springbok.


John was a better jumper than he was a runner. It was a wonder to the world at jumping contests at rural sports how high he could ascend before gravity claimed him and he began to come down again.


‘Well I knew‚’ he said long afterwards, ‘the hoor would be too fast for me on the flat. But I could beat him at the jumps. So I steeple-chased him over bog-holes and ditches until there wasn’t a puff of wind left in his body.’


He echoed an old racing-song from Joe Sutton’s repertoire, ‘Over hedges and ditches and bogs I was bound.’


‘I drew the map of Ireland for him‚’ he said, ‘around three swampy, low-lying townlands.’


It was the season of the year when the flax-crop had been pulled by hand and lay retting in the water of the dams, the softening fibres stinking to the sky above.


A week previously a doctor’s wife out riding in all her grandeur had been thrown and badly injured when her horse shied at the stench of a flax-dam near a crossroads a mile outside the town; and, to anyone who has ever given the matter thought, it is quite miraculous that decaying vegetable matter, breathing out from filthy water an almost visible smell, should ever have been part of a process leading to beautiful table-cloths or to gentlemen in Cuba dressing themselves in gleaming suits of Irish linen.


Panting heavily, and with the inexorable pursuit closing in on him, Awkward John, running like a gingered mule, came to a wide flax-dam and crossed it with a tremendous leap, then on the far side of the scummy vaporous water he stood at bay.


Afterwards, as he told the tale, he said, ‘I waited for him with my fist in a ball.’


He struck a pose like Cúchullain at the ford. An enormous ball of a fist it was.


‘I could never face him in the ring, but thon slippy mucky bank was no ring. And I swung when he jumped, and struck when he touched the ground and he went down like a duck. The gas and the dirty water came up like steam.’


Then with an élan, and a brutality, that he had never before displayed and with the massive hitting power of his heavy boots, John jumped on the fallen man’s stomach, recrossed the dam, and headed off at a canter across country to Coolnargarde. Doubled in agony, waterlogged and stinking, the sergeant, after several efforts, crawled out of the mire and made, back to the barracks, the broken-backed movement of a man disgraced for ever.


 


No more than a month later the long yellow Rolls-Royce took to calling to the sergeant’s house, in a quiet road on the fringe of the town, at times when even the nuns in the convent knew that the sergeant, by duty, was confined to the barracks. That splendid woman would emerge dressed in the best, and while a uniformed chauffeur held the door of the car would survey the small street and the mean houses with their twitching window-blinds half-concealing curious eyes. Then she would wave the daintiest of white handkerchiefs to the watchers, and step in and be driven away. The owner of the Rolls – the watchers at the windows soon found out – was the son of a family who lived in a town ten miles away and out of sawmills in World War One had made a fortune which the son was scattering as a gentleman should. In later years he was to be seen through a hole in the hedge, in the park before his house, being supported by two male nurses while he restudied the art of walking. Brandy had made him bowlegged and reduced him to a curious staccato movement.


Yellow Willy, who always defended her, implied that she had fallen on reckless ways because she could not stand the odour of ridicule and retting flax.


In the evening when the Rolls-Royce had delivered her back to her door she would stand on the sidewalk until it had driven away, then wave that tiny handkerchief to the eyes behind the twitching curtains and say with great gaiety, ‘You can go to bed now. He’s gone away. Sleep tight.’


She seemed to know that she was talking to people who had nothing to do but peep out from their own lives: they possessed no big rooms that could engage their attention.


There were other whisperings about her. There were tales of muffled tappings and visits by night and, as Kipling said, knocks and whistles round the house, footsteps after dark, and a legend of one grey-headed, dignified solicitor whose sprained ankle, which kept him from taking his usual place in the Corpus Christi procession, was the result of the nocturnal necessity of making a hasty departure over the back-garden wall.


So in the end off she went one day in the Rolls and didn’t come back, and the watchers behind the window-curtains waited in vain, and the sergeant took to living a lonely life in the barracks until he got the transfer he applied for – back to the part of England to which the false one had flown.


‘What else could you expect,’ said Yellow Willy, ‘if you let the like of Awkward John into the army.’


In an abandoned chest of drawers in the house she left behind her the new inhabitants found bundles of letters, each bundle tied in differently coloured ribbon, addressed to her by her many admirers. A fine, poetic anthology, it was circulated for many a day among the town’s careful readers: and wry humour was added to the glowing sentiments by the fact that one of the contributing authors was a highly respectable and wealthy member of the urban district council. It could at least be said of her as Yellow Willy, who to the end admired her from afar, said, that she didn’t go in for blackmail. But since one graphologist said that some of the letters were in her own handwriting her purpose may even have been more humorous and subtle.


In the Second World War, we heard, the sergeant distinguished himself by many wounds and much promotion and his wife rejoined him, turning the blades of her shapely shoulders on the liquefying sawmills.


The day that John, like the hare whom hounds and horn pursue, panted home to Coolnagarde, Joe Sutton, a man of persuasion and influence, went to the barracks and saw the commanding officer, a man of humanity and understanding. For thirty pounds Joe bought the runaway soldier back from the King of England who probably never missed him anyway. The Commanding Officer may also have considered that in those halcyon days of peace the Army was better off without Awkward John. And when John had his false teeth – paid for by Joe Sutton – he was able to sing as well as ever and recount his army experiences like a veteran of the field. The milk trade and the early mornings were the better of it all, and the Taj Mahal remained as far away as India.

















The Dogs in the Great Glen





The professor had come over from America to search out his origins and I met him in Dublin on the way to Kerry where his grandfather had come from and where he had relations, including a grand-uncle still living.


‘But the trouble is,’ he said, ‘that I’ve lost the address my mother gave me. She wrote to tell them I was coming to Europe. That’s all they know. All I remember is a name out of my dead father’s memories: the great Glen of Kanareen.’


‘You could write to your mother.’


‘That would take time. She’d be slow to answer. And I feel impelled right away to find the place my grandfather told my father about.


‘You wouldn’t understand‚’ he said. ‘Your origins are all around you.’


‘You can say that again, professor. My origins crop up like the bones of rock in thin sour soil. They come unwanted like the mushroom of merulius lacrimans on the walls of a decaying house.’


‘It’s no laughing matter‚’ he said.


‘It isn’t for me. This island’s too small to afford a place in which to hide from one’s origins. Or from anything else. During the war a young fellow in Dublin said to me: “Mister, even if I ran away to sea I wouldn’t get beyond the three-mile limit”.’


He said, ‘But it’s large enough to lose a valley in. I couldn’t find the valley of Kanareen marked on any map or mentioned in any directory.’


‘I have a middling knowledge of the Kerry mountains’ I said. ‘I could join you in the search.’


‘It’s not marked on the half-inch Ordnance Survey map.’


‘There are more things in Kerry than were ever dreamt of by the Ordnance Survey. The place could have another official name. At the back of my head I feel that once in the town of Kenmare in Kerry I heard a man mention the name of Kanareen.’


We set off two days later in a battered, rattly Ford Prefect. Haste, he said, would be dangerous because Kanareen might not be there at all but if we idled from place to place in the lackadaisical Irish summer we might, when the sentries were sleeping and the glen unguarded, slip secretly as thieves into the land whose legends were part of his rearing.


‘Until I met you,’ the professor said, ‘I was afraid the valley might have been a dream world my grandfather imagined to dull the edge of the first nights in a new land. I could see how he might have come to believe in it himself and told my father – and then, of course, my father told me.’


One of his grandfather’s relatives had been a Cistercian monk in Mount Melleray, and we went there hoping to see the evidence of a name in a book and to kneel, perhaps, under the high arched roof of the chapel close to where that monk had knelt. But when we had traversed the corkscrew road over the purple Knockmealdowns and gone up to the mountain monastery through the forest the monks had made in the wilderness, it was late evening and the doors were closed. The birds sang vespers. The great silence affected us with something between awe and a painful, intolerable shyness. We hadn’t the heart to ring a doorbell or to promise ourselves to return in the morning. Not speaking to each other we retreated, the rattle of the Ford Prefect as irreverent as dicing on the altar-steps. Half a mile down the road the mute, single-file procession of a group of women exercitants walking back to the female guest-house underlined the holy, unreal, unanswering stillness that had closed us out. It could easily have been that his grandfather never had a relative a monk in Mount Melleray.


A cousin of his mother’s mother had, he had been told, been a cooper in Lady Gregory’s Gort in the County Galway. But when we crossed the country westwards to Gort, it produced nothing except the information that, apart from the big breweries, where they survived like birds or bison in a sanctuary, the coopers had gone, leaving behind them not a hoop or a stave. So we visited the woods of Coole, close to Gort, where Lady Gregory’s house had once stood, and on the brimming lake-water among the stones, we saw by a happy poetic accident the number of swans the poet had seen.


Afterwards in Galway City there was, as there always is in Galway City, a night’s hard drinking that was like a fit of jovial hysteria, and a giggling ninny of a woman in the bar who kept saying, ‘You’re the nicest American I ever met. You don’t look like an American. You don’t even carry a camera. You look like a Kerryman.’


And in the end, we came to Kenmare in Kerry, and in another bar we met a talkative Kerryman who could tell us all about the prowess of the Kerry team, about the heroic feats of John Joe Sheehy or Paddy Bawn Brosnan. He knew so much, that man, yet he couldn’t tell us where in the wilderness of mountains we might find the Glen of Kanareen. Nor could anybody else in the bar be of the least help to us, not even the postman who could only say that wherever it was, that is if it was at all, it wasn’t in his district.


‘It could of course,’ he said, ‘be east over the mountain.’


Murmuring sympathetically, the entire bar assented. The rest of the world was east over the mountain.


With the resigned air of men washing their hands of a helpless, hopeless case, the postman and the football savant directed us to a roadside post office twelve miles away where, in a high-hedged garden before an old grey-stone house with latticed windows and an incongruous, green, official post office sign, there was a child, quite naked, playing with a coloured, musical spinning-top as big as itself, and an old half-deaf man sunning himself and swaying in a rocking-chair, a straw hat tilted forwards to shade his eyes. Like Oisin remembering the Fenians, he told us he had known once of a young woman who married a man from a place called Kanareen, but there had been contention about the match and her people had kept up no correspondence with her. But the day she left home with her husband that was the way she went. He pointed. The way went inland and up and up. We followed it.


‘That young woman could have been a relation of mine‚’ the professor said.


On a rock-strewn slope, and silhouetted on a saw-toothed ridge where you’d think only a chamois could get by without broken legs, small black cows, accurate and active as goats, rasped good milk from the grass between the stones. His grandfather had told his father about those athletic, legendary cows and about the proverb that said: Kerry cows know Sunday. For in famine times, a century since, mountain people bled the cows once a week to mix the blood into yellow maize meal and provide a meat dish, a special Sunday dinner.


The road twisted on across moorland that on our left sloped dizzily to the sea, as if the solid ground might easily slip and slide into the depths. Mountain shadows melted like purple dust into a green bay. Across a ravine set quite alone on a long, slanting, brown knife blade of a mountain, was a white house with a red door. The rattle of our pathetic little car affronted the vast stillness. We were free to moralise on the extent of all space in relation to the trivial area that limited our ordinary daily lives.


The two old druids of men resting from work on the leeward side of a turf-bank listened to our enquiry with the same attentive half-conscious patience they gave to bird-cries or the sound of wind in the heather. Then they waved us ahead towards a narrow cleft in the distant wall of mountains as if they doubted the ability of ourselves and our conveyance to negotiate the Gap and find the Glen. They offered us strong tea and a drop out of a bottle. They watched us with kind irony as we drove away. Until the Gap swallowed us and the hazardous, twisting track absorbed all our attention we could look back and still see them, motionless, waiting with indifference for the landslide that would end it all.


 


By a roadside pool where water-beetles lived their vicious secretive lives, we sat and rested, with the pass and the cliffs, overhung with heather, behind us and another ridge ahead. Brazenly the sheer rocks reflected the sun and semaphored at us. Below us, in the dry summer, the bed of a stream held only a trickle of water twisting painfully around piles of round black stones. Touch a beetle with a stalk of dry grass and the creature either dived like a shot or, angry at invasion, savagely grappled with the stalk.


‘That silly woman in Galway‚’ the professor said.


He dropped a stone into the pool and the beetles submerged to weather the storm.


‘That day by the lake at Lady Gregory’s Coole. The exact number of swans Yeats saw when the poem came to him. Upon the brimming water among the stones are nine and fifty swans. Since I don’t carry a camera nobody will ever believe me. But you saw them. You counted them.’


‘Now that I am so far‚’ he said, ‘I’m half-afraid to finish the journey. What will they be like? What will they think of me? Will I go over that ridge there to find my grandfather’s brother living in a cave?’


Poking at and tormenting the beetles on the black mirror of the pool, I told him, ‘Once I went from Dublin to near Shannon Pot, where the river rises, to help an American woman find the house where her dead woman friend had been reared. On her deathbed the friend had written it all out on a sheet of notepaper: “Cross the river at Battle Bridge. Go straight through the village with the ruined castle on the right. Go on a mile to the crossroads and the labourer’s cottage with the lovely snapdragons in the flower garden. Take the road to the right there, and then the second boreen on the left beyond the schoolhouse. Then stop at the third house on that boreen. You can see the river from the flagstone at the door.”’


‘Apart from the snapdragons it was exactly as she had written it down. The dead woman had walked that boreen as a barefooted schoolgirl. Not able to revisit it herself, she entrusted the mission as her dying wish to her dearest friend. We found the house. Her people were long gone from it but the new tenants remembered them. They welcomed us with melodeon and fiddle and all the neighbours came in and collated the long memories of the townland. They feasted us with cold ham and chicken, porter and whiskey, until I had cramps for a week.’


‘My only grip on identity‚’ he said, ‘is that a silly woman told me I looked like a Kerryman. My grandfather was a Kerryman. What do Kerrymen look like?’


‘Big,’ I said.


‘And this is the heart of Kerry. And what my grandfather said about the black cows was true. With a camera I could have taken a picture of those climbing cows. And up that hill trail and over that ridge is Kanareen.’


‘We hope‚’ I said.


 


The tired cooling engine coughed apologetically when we abandoned it and put city-shod feet to the last ascent.


‘If that was the mountain my grandfather walked over in the naked dawn coming home from an all-night card-playing, then, by God, he was a better man than me,’ said the professor.


He folded his arms and looked hard at the razor-cut edges of stone on the side of the mountain.


‘Short of too much drink and the danger of mugging,’ he said, ‘getting home at night in New York is a simpler operation than crawling over that hunk of miniature Mount Everest. Like walking up the side of a house.’


He was as proud as Punch of the climbing prowess of his grandfather.


‘My father told me,’ he said, ‘that one night coming home from the card-playing my grandfather slipped down fifteen feet of rock and the only damage done was the ruin of one of two bottles of whiskey he had in the tail-pockets of his greatcoat. The second bottle was unharmed.’


The men who surfaced the track we were walking on had been catering for horses and narrow iron-hooped wheels. After five minutes of agonised slipping and sliding, wisdom came to us and we took to the cushioned grass and heather. As we ascended, the professor told me what his grandfather had told his father about the market town he used to go to when he was a boy. It was a small town where even on market days the dog? would sit nowhere except exactly in the middle of the street. They were lazy town dogs, not active, loyal and intelligent like the dogs the grandfather had known in the great glen. The way the old man had described it, the town’s five streets grasped the ground of Ireland as the hand of a strong swimmer might grasp a ledge of rock to hoist himself out of the water. On one side was the sea. On the other side a shoulder of mountain rose so steeply that the Gaelic name of it meant the gable of the house.


When the old man went as a boy to the town on a market day it was his custom to climb that mountain, up through furze and following goat tracks, leaving his shiny boots that he only put on, anyway, when he entered the town, securely in hiding behind a furze bush. The way he remembered that mountain it would seem that twenty minutes active climbing brought him halfways to heaven. The little town was far below him, and the bay and the islands. The unkempt coastline tumbled and sprawled to left and right, and westwards the ocean went on for ever. The sounds of market-day, voices, carts, dogs barking, musicians on the streets, came up to him as faint, silvery whispers. On the tip of one island two tall aerials marked the place where, he was told, messages went down into the sea to travel all the way to America by cable. That was a great marvel for a boy from the mountains to hear about: the ghostly, shrill, undersea voices; the words of people in every tongue of Europe far down among monstrous fish and shapeless sea-serpents that never saw the light of the sun. He closed his eyes one day and it seemed to him that the sounds of the little town were the voices of Europe setting out on their submarine travels. That was the time he knew that when he was old enough he would leave the Glen of Kanareen and go with the voices westwards to America.


‘Or so he said. Or so he told my father‚’ said the professor.


Another fifty yards and we would be on top of the ridge. We kept our eyes on the ground, fearful of the moment of vision and, for good or ill, revelation. Beyond the ridge there might be nothing but a void to prove that his grandfather had been a dreamer or a liar. Rapidly, nervously, he tried to talk down his fears.


‘He would tell stories for ever, my father said, about ghosts and the good people. There was one case of an old woman whose people buried her – when she died, of course – against her will, across the water, which meant on the far side of the lake in the glen. Her dying wish was to be buried in another graveyard, nearer home. And there she was, sitting in her own chair in the chimney corner, waiting for them, when they came home from the funeral. To ease her spirit they replanted her.’


To ease the nervous moment I said, ‘There was a poltergeist once in a farmhouse in these mountains, and the police decided to investigate the queer happenings, and didn’t an ass’s collar come flying across the room to settle around the sergeant’s neck. Owing to subsequent ridicule the poor man had to be transferred to Dublin.’


Laughing, we looked at the brown infant runnel that went parallel to the path. It flowed with us: we were over the watershed. So we raised our heads slowly and saw the great Glen of Kanareen. It was what Cortez saw, and all the rest of it. It was a discovery. It was a new world. It gathered the sunshine into a gigantic coloured bowl. We accepted it detail by detail.


‘It was there all the time,’ he said. ‘It was no dream. It was no lie.’ The first thing we realised was the lake. The runnel leaped down to join the lake, and we looked down on it through ash trees regularly spaced on a steep, smooth, green slope. Grasping from tree to tree you could descend to the pebbled, lapping edge of the water.


‘That was the way,’ the professor said, ‘the boys in his time climbed down to fish or swim. Black, bull-headed mountain trout. Cannibal trout. There was one place where they could dive off sheer rock into seventy feet of water. Rolling like a gentle sea: that was how he described it. They gathered kindling, too, on the slopes under the ash trees.’


Then, after the lake, we realised the guardian mountain; not rigidly chiselled into ridges of rock like the mountain behind us but soft and gently curving, protective and, above all, noble, a monarch of mountains, an antlered stag holding a proud horned head up to the highest point of the blue sky. Green fields swathed its base. Sharp lines of stone walls, dividing wide areas of moorland sheep-grazing, marked man’s grip for a thousand feet or so above sea-level then gave up the struggle and left the mountain alone and untainted. Halfway up one snow-white cloud rested as if it had hooked itself on a snagged rock and there it stayed, motionless, as step by step we went down into the Glen. Below the cloud a long cataract made a thin, white, forked-lightning line, and, in the heart of the glen, the river that the cataract became, sprawled on a brown and green and golden patchwork bed.


‘It must be some one of those houses‚’ he said, pointing ahead and down to the white houses of Kanareen.


‘Take a blind pick‚’ I said. ‘I see at least fifty.’


They were scattered over the glen in five or six clusters.
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