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INTRODUCTION


The stories of Padraic Pearse have been described by one of the greatest Irish scholars of this century, Rev. Dr. Partrick Browne as an ‘itinerarium mentis ad Deum, a journey to the realisation of Ireland, past present and to come, a learning of all the love and enthusiasm and resolve which that realisation implies.’


And while some of the more cynical critics have faulted the stories for their simplicity, lies a dignity and loveliness unsurpassed and even unequalled by any other Irish writer.


This dignity and loveliness alone assures them of a leading place in Irish literature.


But the stories have more to recommend them than that, for in them, one can find penetrating glimpses of the minds and souls of the people of the Western sea-board.


It has been truly said that no other writer, even Synge, interpreted the inner lives of the Gaeltacht people as well as Pearse and in the following stories one can easily detect the hand of a different Pearse than the legendary hero who declared Ireland a republic from the steps of the G.P.O. over fifty years ago, the hand of a psychologist analysing the sorrows and joys of the people of Iar-Connacht, and the tragedies of life and death from which they could never escape.


I have drawn from his two collections of short stories ‘Íosagán Agus Sgéalta Eile’ (1907) and ‘An Mháthair’ (1915) for the present book, and my English adaptation is meant to be a help towards appreciating the original Irish stories rather than just a mere translation.


Des Maguire,


Droichead Nua,


CO. KILDARE.









ÍOSÁGAN









 


Old Matthias was sitting beside his door. Anyone passing by would think that he was a statue of stone or marble, or even a dead person, for it would be difficult to believe that any living man could remain so quiet and still.


His head was raised and his ears were strained attentively. There were many musical sounds to be heard by the person who really wanted to hear them.


Old Matthias heard the roar of the waves on the rocks and the murmuring of the stream sweeping over the stones.


He heard the cry of the heron from the shingly strand, the lowing of the cattle from the pastures and the happy laughter of the children coming from the green.


However, he wasn’t listening so attentively to any of these noises even though he thought that they were all very sweet, but to the clear sound of the Mass-bell which was being carried towards him by the wind in the morning stillness.


All the villagers were going to Mass. Old Matthias saw them filing past in ones and two’s or in little groups. The boys were running and jumping while the grills were chattering happily. The women were speaking to each other in low whispers. The men were silent.


That was how they travelled to Mass every Sunday and Old Matthias was always sitting in his chair gazing on them until they went out of sight.


They filed past him this morning as usual. The old man continued to watch them until the noise and bustle had ended, until the last group had gone over the top of the chapel hill, until all the that remained to be seen was a long bare road, and until the village was deserted but for an occasional old person in bed, the children playing on the green and himself sitting beside his window.


Old Matthias usen’t go to church. He hadn’t been at Mass for more than 60 years. The last time he blessed himself in public, he was a strong active youth, now he was a worn-out old man with greyish-white hair, a wrinkled forehead and bent shoulders.


During those sixty years he had never once gone on his knees before God, never once muttered a prayer to his Creator or never once returned thanks to his Redeemer. Old Matthias was a man apart.


Nobody really knew why he never went to Mass. Some people said that he didn’t believe in the existence of God. Others maintained that he committed some terrible sin, in his younger days, and when a priest refused to grant him absolution in the confessional, he swore in anger he’d have nothing to do with either priest or chapel again.


Others yet had it, but this was only whispered around the fire when the grown-ups were chatting among themselves after the children had gone asleep, that he sold his soul to a certain Big Man whom he met on the top of Cnoch an Daimh and that it was this man who wouldn’t allow him to go to Mass.


I’m not sure whether these stories are true or false, but I’m certain that Old Matthias wasn’t seen at Mass in the memory of the oldest person living in the village.


Cuimin O’Niadh, an old man that died a few years ago, in his 90th year claimed that he saw him at Mass when he was a small boy.


However nobody thought for a minute that Old Matthias was a bad person. In fact, he was as honest, as simple, as natural a man that one would expect to meet.


He never swore nor cursed, and had no great desire for drinking, company, wealth or property. He was poor but still he often shared what he had with people poorer than himself.


He had pity for the infirm, mercy for the wretched, and was well respected by other men.


The women, the children and the animals all loved him while he returned their love and liked every pure-hearted thing as well.


Old Matthias liked talking with women better than talking with men, but he liked talking with children even better.


He claimed that the women were wiser than the men but that the children were wiser than either of them.


Because of this, he used to spend the greater part of his spare time in the company of children. He used to sit with them in a corner of his house telling them his stories or listening to theirs.


And the children all marvelled at the wonderful stories that he had to tell them. He could thrill them with the ‘Adventures of The Grey Horse’ and he was the one old person in the village that could recite the story of the ‘Hen-Harrier and the Wren’ properly.


How he could frighten them with the story of ‘The Two-Headed Giant’ and how he could make them laugh when he told them what happened to the piper in the Snail’s Castle! And the songs he had!


He could coax a sick child to sleep with his:


‘Shoheen sho, and sleep my pet


For the fairies are out patrolling the glen.’


or he could put a house-full of children in a fit of laughter with his:


‘Hi diddle dum, the cat and his mother,


That went to Galway riding a drake.’


And hadn’t he the funny verses, the hard questions and the difficult riddles! As for games, where was the man, woman or child that could keep ‘Lúrabóg Lúrabóg’ or ‘The Dumb Band’ going with him?


When the weather was fine one could see Old Matthias on the hillside, or travelling the bog with his young companions, explaining to them the habits of the ants and the woodlice, or telling them stories of the hedgehog and squirrel.


Other times it was possible to see them boating, the old man holding an oar, some small boy holding a second one, and perhaps a young girl at the helm steering.


Very often, People working near the strand could hear the joyous shouts of the children coming to them from the mouth of the harbour, or it might be the voice of Old Matthias singing:


‘Oro! Mycurragheen O!


And oró my little boat.’


or something like it.


At times, some of the mothers would become afraid and whisper to one another that they weren’t right to let their children spend so much time with Old Matthias – ‘a man that neither went to Confession or Mass.’


Once, when one of the mothers told Father Sean of their fears he said:


‘Don’t interfere with the poor children, they couldn’t be in better company.’


‘But, Father, they tell me that he doesn’t believe in God.’


‘There are many saints in Heaven to-day who didn’t believe in God at some time during their lives. And if Old Matthias doesn’t love God – a thing that neither you nor I know – it’s wonderful the love he has for the most beautiful and purest thing that God created – the spotless soul of the child. Our Saviour Himself and the most glorious saints in Heaven had the same love for them. For all we know, it may be the children that will draw Old Matthias to the knee of God yet.’


So things were left at that.


This particular Sunday morning the old man remained listening until the bell for Mass ceased ringing.


When it stopped, he sighed like a tired, sorrowful person might do and he turned to the group of boys playing on the grass patch, or the ‘green’ as Old Matthias called it, at the crossroads.


He knew every curly-headed, barefooted boy amongst them! He liked nothing better, in his spare time, than to sit there watching them and listening to them.


He was counting them to see how many of his friends were among them and how many of them had gone to Mass with their parents when suddenly he noticed a child that he never laid eyes on before, among them.


He was a little brown-haired boy, wearing a white coat like every other boy, with no shoes on his feet nor hat on his head – as is the custom among the children of the West.


His face was as bright as the sun and it seemed to Old Matthias that there were rays of light projecting from his head. The sun shining on his hair, perhaps!


The old man was amazed at seeing the child, for he hadn’t heard that any strangers had arrived in the village.


He was just about to go over and question one of the children when he heard the noise and bustle of the people coming home from Mass.


He hadn’t felt the time slipping by while his attention was on the tricks of the children. Some of the people going past, saluted him and he replied to them. When he turned around and gazed on the group of boys again, the strange boy wasn’t among them.


The following Sunday, Old Matthias was sitting beside his door as usual. The people had already gone to Mass. The children were playing on the green; and jumping around and playing with them was the strange boy he had noticed the Sunday before.


Matthias gazed at him for a long time as he had taken to the youngster because of the beauty of his person and the brightness of his countenance.


Finally he called one of the children over to him:


‘Who’s that little boy I see playing with you for the past fortnight?’ – he asked – ‘the brown-headed one, or maybe he’s reddish-fair: I’m not sure whether he’s dark or fair because of the way the sun is shining on him. Do you see him now – the one that’s running towards us?’


‘That’s Iosagán,’ the boy replied.


‘Iosagán?’


‘That’s what he calls himself.’


‘Who are his parents?’


‘I don’t know, but he says that his father is a king.’


‘Where does he live?’


‘He never told us that, but he says that his house is not very far from us.’


‘Does he be often with you?’


‘Yes. When we play, like this. But he goes whenever grown people come around. Look! He’s gone already!’


The old man looked, and saw only the boys he knew. The child, the little lad called ‘Iosagán’ was missing. At the same moment, the noise and bustle of the people returning from Mass could be heard.


The following Sunday the same things happened as on the two previous Sundays. The people went to Mass as usual and the old man and the children were left to themselves in the village. Old Matthias’ heart gave a leap when he saw the Heavenly Child among them again.


Matthias arose and went over to stand near Him. After a while, standing without a move, he stretched out his two hands towards Him and said in a low voice.


‘Iosagán.’


The Child heard him and ran towards him.


‘Come here and sit on my knee for a while, Iosagán.’


The child placed His hand in the old man’s thin, lumpy one and they walked side by side across the road. Old Matthias sat on his chair and drew Iosagán towards his chest.


‘Where do you live Iosagán,’ he asked, still speaking in low tones.


‘My House is not far from here. Why don’t you come and visit me.’


‘I’d be afraid to enter a royal house. I’m told that your father is a king.


‘He is the High-King of the World. But there is no need for you to be afraid of Him for He is very merciful and loving.


‘I’m afraid I haven’t kept His law.’


‘Ask him to pardon you. My mother and I will intercede for you.’


‘It’s a great pity that I didn’t see you before this Iosagán. Where were you that I didn’t see you?’


‘I was always here. I travel the roads, walk over the hills and plough through the waves. I am among the people when they are gathered in my House and I am also among the children they leave behind playing on the streets.’


‘I was too afraid – or too proud to go into your House, Iosagán, but I found you among the children.’


‘Everytime and everywhere children play I am always among them. Sometimes they see me, othertimes they don’t.’


‘I had never seen you until recently.’


‘Grown people are blind.


‘And yet I have been allowed to see you, Iosagán?’


‘My Father allowed me to show myself to you because of the love you have for His little children.


At this moment they heard the voices of people returning from Mass.


‘I’ll have to leave you now.’


‘Let me kiss the hem of your coat, Iosagán.’


‘Do.’


‘Will I see you again.’


‘Yes.’


‘When?’


‘Tonight.’


With that word he disappeared.


‘I will see him tonight!’ said Old Matthias to himself going into the house.


The night was wet and stormy. One could hear the great waves breaking against the strand with a thunderous roar.


The trees around the chapel were swaying and bending against the strength of the wind. (The chapel is on a hill that slopes downwards towards the sea.) Father Sean was about to close his book and say the Rosary when he heard a noise like that of somebody knocking on the door. He listened for a while. He heard the noise again. He got up from the fire, went over to the door and opened it. A little boy was standing on the step – a boy whom the priest had never seen before as far as he could remember.


He wore a white coat, with no shoes on his feet nor no hat on his head. It seemed to the priest that there were rays of light shining from his face and about his head. Perhaps it was the moon shining on his brown comely hair!


‘Who have I here,’ asked Father Sean.


‘Dress yourself as quickly as you’re able, Father, and go to the house of Old Matthias. He is on the brink of death.’


The priest didn’t need another word.


‘Sit here until I am ready,’ he said. But when he returned he found that the young messenger had vanished.


Father Sean started to walk and it didn’t take him long to finish the journey even though the wind was against him and it was raining heavily. He noticed that there was a light in Old Matthias’ house so he lifted the latch of the door and went in.


‘Who’s there,’ asked a voice from the old man’s bed.


‘The priest.’


‘I’d like to speak to you, Father. Sit here beside me.’ The voice was very weak and the words came slowly.


The priest sat down and heard Old Matthias’ Confession from beginning to end.


Whatever secret the old man was harbouring, he told it there to the servant of God in the middle of the night.


When he was finished, Old Matthias received Holy Communion and was anointed.


‘Who told you that I needed you Father,’ he asked in a low weak voice. ‘I was praying to God that you would come, but I hadn’t any messenger to call on you.’


‘But you did send a messenger to me, surely?’ said the priest in amazement.


‘I didn’t.’


‘You didn’t? But a little boy came and knocked on my door and told me that you needed me.’


The old man sat up straight in his bed and asked with flashing eyes:


‘What sort of a boy was he, Father?’


‘A small comely boy wearing a white coat.’


‘Did you notice whether there was a halo of light about his head?’


‘I did, and I was very surprised at it.’


Old Matthias gazed up, his face broke into a smile and he stretched out both his arms –


‘Iosagán,’ he said.


With that word he fell back on his bed. The priest went slowly over to him and closed his eyes.









EOINEEN OF THE BIRDS









 


A conversation between Eoineen of the Birds and his mother one spring evening before sunset was overheard by the song-thrush and yellow-bunting who told it to my friends the swallows. The swallows told the story to me.


‘Come on in, pet. It’s getting cold.’


‘I can’t stir for a while yet, mother. I’m waiting for the swallows.’


‘For what, son?’


‘The swallows. I think they’ll be coming tonight.’


Eoineen was settled comfortably on top of the big rock that was close to the gable of the house, with the back of his head against the foot of the ash-tree that sheltered it. His head was raised and he was gazing southwards. His mother looked up at him. It seemed to her that his hair was yellow gold where the sun was shining on his head.


‘And from where are they coming, child?’


‘From the Southern World, where it is always summer. I have been excepting them for a week, now.’


‘And how do you know that they’ll be coming tonight?’


‘I don’t know, I’m only thinking. They should be here any day now. I remember that it was exactly around this time they came last year. I was coming up from the well when I heard their chiping – a sweet, happy chirping as if they were saying: ‘We’re here again Eoineen, with news from the Southern world, for you,’ and then, one of them flew past me, and brushed his wing against my cheek.’


Needless to say, this talk made the mother wonder. Eoineen never spoke to her like that before.


She knew that he was very interested in birds and that he would spend many hours in the wood or by the strand ‘talking to them’ as he used to say himself. But she could’t understand why he should be so anxious to see the swallows coming again.


She could tell by his face, as well as by his words that he was always pondering over something that was making him anxious. And she began to grow uneasy herself, on account of it.


‘That’s very strange talk to be coming from a child,’ she said to herself. She didn’t breathe a word out loud, however, but continued to listen to every word he spoke.


‘I have been very lonely since they left me in the Autumn,’ the little boy, continued again, like a person talking to himself. ‘They always have a lot to tell me.
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