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‘When they imagine a country for themselves, it is always a country … where one can never know from one place what another will be like, or know from the one day’s adventure what may meet one with tomorrow’s sun.’


— WB YEATS
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INTRODUCTION


The Lore of the Lever


JACK FENNELL


IT HAS BEEN SAID (originally by the philologist Kuno Meyer) that Irish writers are a cohort to whom ‘the half-said thing is dearest’. That’s a lovely sentiment with a lot of truth in it, to be sure, but by the same token, magic and monsters and other not-so-subtle things are fairly close to those writers’ hearts as well. Given Ireland’s mythology, folklore, and bardic heritage, it comes as no surprise that original fantasy fiction is a long-lived Irish tradition.


There are a number of ‘classical’ fantasy works by Irish writers, obviously: Gulliver’s Travels, Cúirt An Mheán Oíche, The Picture of Dorian Gray and Séadna, for example; and if one isn’t too much of a genre-purist, there’s also Maturin’s Melmoth the Wanderer, Stoker’s Dracula, and the short fiction of Rosa Mulholland, BM Croker, and scores of others well known to aficionados of nineteenth-century gothic fiction. Alongside these, there are a great many writers who are not as well known today as they would have been to their contemporaries, such as Edmund Downey, Frank Frankfort Moore and Louisa Greene, to name but a handful. Therefore, it is possible to trace an unbroken line of Irish fantasy fiction, in the broadest sense, from at least the eighteenth century to the present day – something that can’t be as easily done with science fiction.


That’s not to say, however, that Ireland has always been faithful to the fantastic. To many, there’s something uncomfortably whimsical and stage-Irishy about stories where the supernatural is taken seriously, and this cultural cringe is largely to blame for the waves of ghost-less ghost stories and pro forma ‘dream’ endings that sweep through Irish literary history at semi-regular intervals. This is where the reader may notice the most obvious sign that the editorial hand lies heavy on this anthology. In the nineteenth century, when transcribing folklore or composing original stories set in rural Ireland, the standard practice was to represent ‘peasant dialect’ through phonetic spelling and malapropisms. While this may have been done innocently, what becomes clear after wading through page after page of it is that the aimed-for ‘authenticity’ is often just fidelity to a comfortable stereotype: the rural poor were supposed to be backward, superstitious, and endearingly thick (in other words, non-threatening and apolitical). Because that stuff brings me out in hives, I’ve changed the spelling, and substituted Irish words for the phonetic approximations (e.g. a mhuirnín instead of ‘avourneen’), while leaving distinctive turns of phrase intact.


‘Fantasy’ is one of those nouns that is simultaneously ‘sheer’ and ‘mere’, positioned like Schrödinger’s Cat in the overlap between two contradictory states: wild and vaguely threatening, and yet at the same time, ridiculous and inconsequential. ‘Sheer fantasy’ abounds during election years – for example, when it becomes a shorthand for political programmes that might make a positive difference to citizens’ lives – when there’s no danger of losing one’s seat, while on the other hand, proposed reforms and changes can be safely dismissed as ‘mere fantasy’. Similar attitudes pertain to fantasy literature – admittedly less often in the present day than in previous years – expressed by critics who perceive genre fiction in general to be equivalent to junk food at best, and an undefinable moral threat at worst. The venerable Benedict Kiely, in his review of Tolkien’s The Fellowship of the Ring for the Irish Press in 1954, described it as an ‘interesting freak’, remarking that it was ‘wonderful’ that an Oxford professor would write such a thing, but lamenting its dullness and cautioning against ‘reckless’ comparisons to classical romances; by the early 1960s, more strident detractors worldwide were declaring Tolkien’s fandom a ‘cult’. If anything, detractors of genre fiction have only gotten more acerbic as its market share has increased. A 2004 Toronto Globe and Mail review of Guy Gavriel Kay’s The Last Light of the Sun sneered, ‘Most fantasy is aimed at airheads with little, if any, knowledge of the past,’ and in 2019, The Spectator ran an alarmist feature titled ‘How Nerds Smothered American Culture’, in which the contributor warned that the popularity of fantasy and related genres ‘is a morbid sign for a democracy’. If it doesn’t dull your appetite for ‘proper’ literature, the implication goes, it’ll leave you intellectually and politically stunted. Frustratingly, from the 1960s onwards the latter extreme was sometimes given academic legitimacy by science fiction scholars, who argued for the importance of their field by distancing it from its closest sister genres: SF was liberating and radical, whereas ‘horror-fantasy’ (note the hyphenation) was reactionary and authoritarian. Fantasy is the wrong kind of escapism, despite (or because of, depending on your point of view) its popularity with the reading public – The Lord of the Rings is estimated to have sold over 150 million copies worldwide, and Publishers Weekly reported that fantasy book sales in general increased by 48 per cent in the first quarter of 2021.


Through the twentieth century, Irish fantasy was mostly confined to children’s literature, and implicitly positioned as something that readers were expected to grow out of, even as adults sought out fantasy novels by British and American authors. It was also sort-of tolerated in collections of folklore, myths, and fairy-tales, which were, it seems, given token recognition for preserving traditional material in times of self-conscious modernisation. In selecting pieces for this collection, I purposely avoided such retellings or transcriptions of fairy-tales for the most part, tempting though it was to raid the collections of Seumas Mac Manus, Ella Young or Letitia McClintock. Instead, I gravitated towards original works that borrowed from fairy-tales without straightforwardly retelling them: William Carleton’s ‘The Three Tasks’, ‘The Pooka’ by EW, Katharine Tynan’s ‘The Sea’s Dead’, and ‘The Magic Spear’ by Violet Russell all incorporate fairy-tale elements without necessarily ploughing familiar furrows. At the same time, though, I felt it would have been remiss of me not to include some pure action-adventure material, and in an older Irish context, that essentially means an adaptation of heroic myth – hence the inclusion of Tomás Ó Máille’s modernisation of ‘The Tale of Mac Dathó’s Pig’, translated here as ‘Mac Dathó’s Pig, and What Came After’.


Despite the waxing and waning tolerance for its existence, though, fantasy fiction has always been a fairly healthy genre, and it has enjoyed something of a boom in recent years, perhaps due to big-budget TV and film adaptations that briefly elevated it to office water-cooler respectability; it seems as though there are more Irish creators working with the genre at the present moment than there have been at any other given moment in history (such as Deirdre O’Sullivan, Ruth Frances Long, Dave Rudden, Sarah Maria Griffin, Peadar Ó Guilín, Michael Carroll and scores of others). Clearly, there’s something about fantasy that people respond to on a deep, personal level.


Here comes the part where I hazard a rambling guess at what that ‘something’ is. Please bear with me.


Fantasy differs from science fiction in that while SF pretends to be history, by going to various lengths to rationalise its weirdness according to the rules of our world, fantasy doesn’t care much for history at all. ‘High Fantasy’ might borrow the trappings of historical Earth (particularly mediaeval Europe, though the parameters are expanding, thanks to the efforts of writers outside the white, Western demographic), but the closest it comes to accepted history is a version of our world – alternative histories of Earth plus magic, with all the knock-on effects that would entail. The majority of High Fantasy epics, however, are not set here at all, but in different worlds with their own geographies, cultures and so on. Given the degree to which a lot of fantasy foregrounds the separateness of its setting, it made sense to include pieces that do likewise, such as ‘A Voyage to O’Brazeel’ by the pseudonymous ‘Manus O’Donnel’, which reinvents a long-standing utopian myth.


By contrast, Low Fantasy ups the historical verisimilitude (and often the violence and nihilism too) by having very few supernatural elements, but the depicted world is still not our own (‘Low’ not meaning the same thing as ‘Zero’). In Dora Sigerson Shorter’s ‘Transmigration’, miracles are not amenable to human control and virtue is not always rewarded; similarly, the lurking malevolence in Charlotte McManus’s ‘The Inhabitant in the Metal’ remains hidden throughout, even though it exerts a terrible influence on the main character, and TG Keller’s ‘The Wizard’ treats magic as inherently threatening – far from being aspirational, a desire for occult knowledge is a red flag.


Urban Fantasy might make a good stab at pretending to be consonant with recorded history, but if it’s set in our world, where the non-existence of magic is taken for granted, the writer has to explain why nobody has ever noticed it; some fantasies in this vein bake an explanation into the magic itself, with the uninitiated masses failing to register anything that contradicts standard ‘common sense’ – as in ‘A Voyage to O’Brazeel’, they ‘fail to see that which does not accord with their understanding of things’. More often, one finds a ‘magical realist’ setting where the fantastic elements are accepted as part of the fabric of the everyday world and treated accordingly. This collection boasts a number of pieces that might qualify as forerunners to Urban Fantasy in this vein, such as ‘What Is a Ghoul?’, a bizarre newspaper clipping from a different Ireland where ghouls are a rare, but not unheard-of menace; George Egerton’s ‘The Mandrake Venus’, which, for all its dreamlike imagery, takes place in a country supposedly situated somewhere on Earth; and PJ O’Connor Duffy’s ‘Lanterns in the Twilight’, wherein aggrieved deities manifest in order to avenge themselves in a small Irish village.


There are many other subgenres, but the point is that each variety of fantasy sidesteps, ignores or impugns history in its own way, and this is the key to its appeal: people read fantasy to temporarily break away from history altogether. This is an impulse common to all humanity – even the most resolute cynic has taken a few minutes out of a boring class, meeting, or traffic jam to daydream about what they would be doing at that moment if things had turned out differently. And it must be noted that some people are in more urgent need than others of this kind of ‘escapism’ – not from boredom or vague dissatisfaction, but from persecution and prejudice. Those who pour scorn on escapism as a concept tend to focus on the perceived indulgence and self-gratification of it all (e.g., ‘What if I had magical powers and could do whatever I want?’) and not on its capacity to provide a refuge for thought, unhindered by historical determinism (‘What if it was taken for granted that the lives of people like me do matter?’).


This is not to assign a universal political character to the genre – goodness knows there are practitioners and fans of every persuasion – but to argue that escapism is more nuanced than a simple denial of reality. What’s at issue is the contrast, or distance, between our world and the world of the story: the greater that distance, the greater the potential force that can be exerted on a world that seems intractable and seized-up. Whatever else it may be, fantasy is a lever.


The title of this anthology comes from a line in Sigerson Shorter’s ‘Transmigration’:




[I played] in the world until the dust of it rose up and clouded my eyes.





The line describes a kind of sinful worldliness from which the narrator must be freed by an unidentified transcendental power. I would argue that fantasy does something similar (to much less gruesome effect) for readers locked into a world that insists upon a narrow and biased concept of what is, as rigid as a slaver’s statue in need of an unceremonious tumble off a short pier. In the absence of literal, actual magic, the world can be ‘re-enchanted’ by learning to look at it in a different way, similar to how Hugh A MacCartan’s narrator tunes into an alternative Stephen’s Green full of nymphs and dryads in ‘The Park-Keeper’. Another reason why this title appealed to me is the implication of an irresistible urge: these stories (all stories, in fact) exist because something rose up within their creators and demanded to be expressed. The past tense suggests the promise of a future recurrence: whatever ‘it’ is, it rose up before, and it will rise up again.




A Voyage to O’Brazeel


MANUS O’DONNEL (1752)





 


 


This story was originally published in
The Ulster Miscellany, and Manus O’Donnel
[sic] is the first of our smattering of
unidentified and pseudonymous authors.
Presented as a translation of an Old
Irish manuscript, the story is set around
the time of the Reformation, and makes
use of the myth of Hy Brasil, one of the
many ‘phantom isles’ that crop up in Irish
storytelling. The version presented here
is much abridged from the original –
in the interest of conserving space, a great
deal of the religious sermons and the
detailed descriptions of O’Brazeelian
economics have been omitted – but the
bizarre physics of the underwater island,
and the prescient ecocritical undertones
of the story, have been preserved.





 


MY FATHER LIVED in that part of the county of Donegal which is called Clogheneely; he held a considerable farm on which he lived comfortably, and he might have aimed at genteel living, both by right of family and fortune, but he slighted such things. He rather chose to be at the head of the yeomanry, than the tail of the gentry. He could not endure the noise, hurry, and confusion that always take place in the hollow visits of pretending friends, who are handsomely treated for no other reason but because they are known to be able and willing to return the like favour again, as the scabbed horse is ready to nab and scratch the itch out of another, because he knows the other will return him the same compliment.


One morning he walked out pretty early, according to a custom which he daily practised when the weather permitted. When he did not return at the usual time, we sent out a servant to enquire which way he was gone, and to find him out; the servant returned without getting any intelligence of him. We began to be more uneasy when night came on without bringing him home. Next morning we sent messengers among all our friends and acquaintances to enquire for him, but he was not to be found. We then began to conclude that he had accidentally fallen into the sea, which was not far from the house, but the country people positively asserted that he was carried away by the fairies.


It was near a month after this disappearing of my father that I walked out by the seaside, and was surprised to see him coming towards me with a cheerful countenance, more fresh and fair than ever I had seen it. He ran and embraced me, and enquired cordially after all the family at home. We walked together till we came to that part of the seashore where our boat lay at anchor. ‘Come,’ says he, ‘let you and I go out to sea a little way; I have something to show you.’


‘Sir,’ replied I, ‘let me go first and call a hand or two to row us.’


‘No,’ says he, ‘you need not; we will row ourselves as far as we will go, but go fetch some fire into the boat, for we shall want it.’


I ran to a cabin hard by, and got a burnt turf or two which I put into the boat. He brought into the boat an auger and a piece of an oak stick. We launched our oars, and stood out to sea. When we had rowed for some time, he said, ‘Son, we have gone far enough; take in the oars.’ When I had shipped the oars according to his direction, he took the auger and began to bore a hole in the bottom of the boat.


I was astonished, and cried out, ‘Sir, do you intend to drown us?’


He told me that he designed to sink the boat, and that nothing but death should hinder him.


I was in confusion, and did not know how to behave; however, I began to reflect that I had not lived a bad life, and that it was better to venture on death in my father’s company, and trust in God’s mercy, than to kill him and so by taking his life preserve my own.


As soon as he had bored the hole in the bottom of the boat, the water came rushing in upon us; he then kindled the oak stick I mentioned before, which burned like a candle. The water by this time was risen pretty high in the boat, so that it began to sink; you will easily allow that this sudden prospect of death shocked me very much. I begged that he would yet let me stop the leak, but he was resolute.


When the boat began to sink quite under the water, I was surprised when I saw no water came in over the sides of it, but stood like a wall on each hand, and at last formed an arch over our heads like a vault, as we went deeper in the water. When the boat sank too fast my father would lower his hand in which he held the fiery stick, upon which the water that was in the boat would fly out at the hole that was in the bottom; at the same time, the arch above our heads crowded downwards and became lower; then, by raising his hand again, the water would rise in the boat, the arch above us retired back, and we went faster down. By this means we went faster or slower as he thought proper, till we came to a convenient depth.


‘Now son,’ says he, ‘we are deep enough; we must now steer straight forward.’


Saying this, he held the fiery stick to the head of the boat; the water fled from it, receded towards the stern, and so pushed the boat forward into the vacancy which was ahead of us. After sailing some time this way, we came to an open sea. I then began to look about me, and saw that we were still under water, which arched over our heads like a canopy as it did in the boat, but at large and extensive distance.


I looked forward and saw land not far from me, which afforded a most beautiful prospect. The light of this place was wonderful; it was brighter and more enlivening than the sun, yet not so hot and dazzling.


‘Now son,’ says the old man, ‘launch your oars again, and let us make to land.’


We did so, and soon reached the happy coast. The beauties of that place were beyond description. Here we saw delicious fountains, purling rills, shady groves, ripening grain, flowery meadows, flourishing fruit trees; in other places we saw fruit and grain in full perfection with cattle grazing on fair enamelled fields and pastures. At a distance from us we saw a beautiful mount or taper hill, that ran up to a great height – we could not tell how far, for its top was hidden in the upper waters; around its sides were the finest groves of green spreading oaks that I ever saw. Further up were large fires blazing on the sides of the hill.


‘Sir,’ says I to my father, ‘may I suppose that you are dead, that what I see is only your soul or spirit, and that this your Heaven?’


‘I am,’ replied my father, ‘as you are, a living mortal. These delightful scenes you see are fitted only for the body; the joys reserved for spiritual beings are as far superior to these as one nature exceeds the other.’


‘I think,’ says I, ‘that I could be content with immortality in this delicious place, and seek no other Heaven.’


‘Ah son,’ he said, ‘you do not deserve a place even here. Shortsighted man! Ambition is sometimes a virtue, and contentment a vice.’


‘Bless me,’ says I, ‘you never taught me this lesson before. You often told me that ambition was the most pernicious habit of the soul – that it occasioned frauds, cheats, falsehoods, murders, war and devastation.’


‘Aye,’ said he, ‘when it is directed towards the wrong ends, it produces ill consequences. But come – let us go to the next house and get some refreshment.’


I asked him if he knew the people who lived there: he said he did not, but he knew they were Christians, and that was all he wanted. ‘Dear sir,’ said I, ‘we have never seen such hospitality among our own Christian neighbours.’


‘Son,’ says he, ‘if there were a thorn in your foot, would not your hand be ready to pull it out, and would not your heart be glad when it was out?’


I told him that the question did not admit of a negative answer.


‘Then,’ says he, ‘since we are we are all members of Christ’s body, and of one another, ought we not therefore to be ready and glad to help one another?’


This sermonising strain may seem odd and disagreeable to some of my readers, but I was well used to them, having always received excellent lessons from that good man. By this time, we had come near the farmer’s house; the owner of it saw us coming and came running out to meet us.


‘My dear friends,’ says he, ‘come into my cabin and refresh yourselves; you cannot give me greater pleasure than an opportunity to put you at ease.’ We went with him, and were entertained in a very friendly manner. After we had eaten our share of a genteel dinner, we drank two glasses of a most excellent liquor – nectar, I might call it, for our earth affords no liquor like it. Our host asked us which way we designed to go; my father answered that he was the stranger who had been at the governor’s house nearly a month past, and that I was his son, whom the governor allowed to be brought to the island. We then took leave of that family, the farmer himself accompanying us until we came to the governor’s house, where he bade us Godspeed. Upon our approach to that house, one of the governor’s servants came to meet us, and after bowing very respectfully, he ushered us into a neat, elegantly furnished room. I could not help but think I was in Fairy Land, with nothing but enchantments around me. A little while later, the governor himself entered and saluted us.


‘Sir,’ says he to my father, ‘I see you have brought your son to see us and our way of living.’ He turned to me and continued, ‘Young man, I hope you will have no reason to be displeased with your journey.’


‘Sir,’ replied I, ‘I am quite charmed, and ravished with the admiration of all I see around me; everything is wondeful!’


‘It is but seldom that virtue is so visibly rewarded in this life,’ said the governor, ‘but you will cease to wonder when you hear the history of our island. A few years after our saviour’s crucifixion, a companion of the Apostle Matthew named Justus came to Ireland and thence to this island of O’Brazeel, which at that time lay about seven or eight leagues off the western coast of Donegal – as may yet be seen in older maps of Ireland. Our island at that time was poor and unfruitful, and though comprising three hundred thousand acres of land, it was of little value. At that time it belonged to a petty prince, who governed all that part of the country west of Lough Foyle and the river Finn, and he made a present of it to the clergy – it is by virtue of this grant that the present Bishops of Raphoe have this island inserted in their patents, and will be good fish for them if and when they can catch it.


‘The land not affording the islanders the necessaries of life, they were little better than workmen to the Irish, buying their corn and provisions with money earned through hard labour. In time the bishops became remiss in their duty to the island, and instead frequented the prince’s court, and other public meetings where they could expect to find mirth, jollity, and entertainment. The rancour and ill-will of the people towards the clergy grew, and both parties were punished by outrages committed among them by the Danes, Norwegians, and other neighbouring countries, who came for plunder. The heads of the island families gathered together to consider how they might remedy their situation, but they could think of no sufficiently effectual course of action. Then it was that they took the strange resolution of praying to the Almighty in public, three times per week, to sink their island into the ocean, rather than suffer this iniquity any longer.


‘One day, as they left the church where they had been praying, they saw a man on horseback, having a large wallet or bag with him; though his dress and habit was mean, there was something extraordinary in his countenance.


‘“I am informed that you have been soliciting Heaven for a very strange thing,” he said. “Do you know what you ask?”


‘They told him that they would rather perish in the sea in God’s favour, than continue to live as they had been.


‘“Then ye may have your desire,” the stranger said. Then taking his wallet and opening it, he took out a large quantity of acorns, large and fine, and counted out a hundred acorns for each family. “If you would accomplish your wish, you must first divide the island equally between all your families – everything but the mountain in the middle, which must be common to all. Let these acorns be planted carefully around the lower part of the mountain, and let a proclamation be made, that all who are afraid be given leave to depart the island. Do this immediately, and meet me here eight days hence.”


‘They did as the stranger commanded, and several inhabitants left the island, not wanting to witness what was coming. On the eighth day the stranger came again, but by this time the acorns had grown into stately oaks; the people were astonished, and wondered among themselves about the stranger’s power. They all met at the place appointed, and he asked them if they continued in the same mind still; they said they did.


‘“Then,” he said, “all that remains to be done is for you to cut down as many of your oaks as will kindle four large fires, at equal distance from each other on the slopes above the forest. Kindle fires in your houses of the same timber.”


‘This was done likewise, after which it was revealed to them that their island was not fixed to solid earth, but floated in the water like a heavy log; the islanders knew nothing of this loose situation, because the waters beneath their home were always quiet and still, and I do not doubt that there are many other islands around the world situated in the same way.


‘Near the centre of the island there is a large glen, or hollow ground of a considerable length, in the bottom of which ran a large stream of fresh water, which gathered off the neighbouring ground in time of rain, for they had no springs on the island. Its great depth sheltered it pretty well from the sun beams, which the inhabitants had assisted by making high ditches on each side, planted with shady trees, so that they seldom wanted cool and sweet waters, except in the time of a very dry season. The stranger ordered a strong bank to be raised across this glen, by this means making a large pond or basin of a great capacity. He then ordered men to dig a deep hole of a considerable breadth in the bottom of this pond; they did so, still digging on till they pierced quite through so the sea underneath. The waters came rushing upon the workmen through the hole, but they were immediately hoisted up to the top, by ropes fixed for that purpose. As this great basin filled with water, the island began to sink down into the sea, like a ship which springs a leak. The inhabitants remained cheerful. They did not fear death; they even entertained some hopes of a happy issue, from the extraordinary stranger who was with them, though they could not tell what to hope for.


‘The island was sinking fast; however, the waters, instead of running in upon the land, fled off at a distance, and at last formed the glorious vault or arch over our heads, which you now see. The island was sunk to its present depth when the pond was full, and then running over into the sea. As the island could be no heavier, it sank no deeper, but rested in this situation.


‘Then, turning to the people, the stranger raid, “You may see that the fate of your island depends on this pond and these celestial oaks; it is the fire of these oaks that repels and keeps off the waters, therefore it is in your interest to keep these fires perpetually burning, especially those on the mountain. You must build watch-houses on the sides of the hill, and let people be appointed to watch there continually, and keep them supplied with sufficient timber. Preserve your acorns and plant them again – they will always be in their full growth in eight days’ time, so that you will never want a sufficient quantity of firing for all the uses of the island. But as the soil is not sufficient for your comfortable maintenance; you will soon see it put into a better order, so that as a good earth was once cursed for the sake of bad men, your island, which has a very bad soil, shall be blessed for your sakes, and acquire all the beauty of the primitive innocent world.”


‘Saying this, he dissolved into a diffusive light, such a light as what you now see adorning our happy island. Then we saw the face of the land turned into the beautiful figure it still bears. The people were convinced that the stranger was come divine person, whom God had employed and authorised to do all these great things for us, which are still continued to us, and for which we are constantly thankful.’


When the governor had finished the history of the island, he called for a bottle of cider, and each of us drank two glasses. I found it was the same kind of liquor which we drank at the farmer’s house, but more strong, rich, and delicious. After this refreshment, the governor took us into his garden. We found it surprisingly delightful, and, after walking some time and looking at a profuse variety or fruits and flowers, we sat down on a charming bank, shaded all around with aromatic shrubs. When we were all rested, the governor told us that he was ready to give us any further account of the state of the island that we should desire.


‘Sir,’ says I, ‘I am curious on two or three points. The first is: as your fires have such a power of repelling water, how do you cook your food?’


‘You must know by now,’ answered the governor, ‘that our fires do not repel fresh waters, but salt; therefore, the fugitive faculty lies not in the water, but in the salt that is mixed with it. But that is not all, for we often put considerable quantities of salt water in our cauldrons, which we boil over our fires in order to extract salt; yet we do not find that the fire has any repelling force on it, which we attribute to the metal in cauldron, which destroys the effect of the fire.’


I then told him that I wanted to know how they were supplied with fresh water, seeing they were surrounded with salt water, and had no rain or clouds.


‘You may observe’, replied the governor, ‘that the top of mount Horeb runs a considerable way into the sea above us; the salt water soaks and penetrates into the hill by its natural weight. The earth of the hill has that excellent quality of nitrating or separating the water from the salts that are lodged in it, as we have proved by several experiments; whence it follows that the sea-water which soaks into the bill, being purged of its salts, and meeting with a hard bed of clay near the bottom of the hill which it cannot penetrate, bursts out into fountains of charming fresh water over the whole island. These waters are raised to proper heights by the inhabitants, by means of engines, drains, banks, dams, and so on, so that they are capable of watering the land, and supplying all the necessary purposes of life.


‘Indeed, we sometimes labour under one inconvenience, and that is, when your air above is heavier that usual, the sea is pressed down lower; this increases our springs to such a degree that they overflow the country and endanger our meadows. In this case we set five or six or ten men with fiery sticks over the great pond, which makes the water retreat through the great hole at the bottom, by which means we can raise the island to any height we please; sometimes we raise it till Mount Horeb shows her top above your horizon, and may be seen over the surface of your seas. By doing this, we drain the mountain, and the floods dwindle to nothing.’


‘But then, are you not afraid of being discovered?’


‘Not a bit of it. The majority of surface-dwellers fail to see that which does not accord with their understanding of things: very often, the light of our fires is seen shining beneath the sea by your mariners, but it is always explained away and then ignored. We freely visit your world, to keep track of how things progress in other nations with regard to politics and science. We are often among you, and mix with you at your fairs, markets, and other public gatherings.’


The governor went on to explain, at length, the intricacies of the economy and legislature of O’Brazeel. Married couples were obliged by law to save money for their old age, and to yield their property to their children when those children turned thirty; only one of the couple’s offspring could inherit the family’s land, and thus officially become a ‘proprietor of land’, while another could become a ‘proprietor of money’ through the marriage of a landowning brother, with the bride’s dowry passing to one of the unwed siblings; a ‘proprietor of land’ was obliged by law to marry a ‘proprietor of money’, and vice versa, while those who fell into neither category were forbidden from marrying at all, instead being trained as scholars, theologians, lawyers or spies. I was much perturbed by the disbarment of so many people from marriage, but the governor assured me that it was not as terrible as I thought: due to the religiosity of their culture, and the absence of general idleness and the heat of the sun, the inhabitants of O’Brazeel did not feel as strong an urge to copulate as those who dwelled on the surface.


The island was divided into twelve shares, or wards, each administered by a warden, who acted as notary and a justice of the peace, and a director, who was part of an island-wide council with the power to pass and repeal laws. Though the value of land was strictly controlled, it was acknowledged that these civil servants spent the majority of their time in service to the public, and they were accordingly allowed a more comfortable subsistence. Wardens and directors were elected by the citizens of each ward every three years, but no man had the vote until he was over thirty years of age. A singular feature of their electoral system was the absence of candidates: instead, with letter-blocks of the kind used with printing presses, each elector typed the name of one of his fellow-citizens whom he believed most suited to the position; when the votes were tallied, those whose names were found most often were deemed elected. By an almost identical process, the directors elected new governors, who held that post for life – the only difference being that these elections were held in advance, to choose a reigning governor’s successor, with the result revealed only after the death of the incumbent. Their systems of taxation and private prosecution were, likewise, exceedingly complex and quite unlike anything I had ever heard.


‘Sir,’ says I, ‘we have seen and heard wonders beyond expectation, and certainly quite beyond expression. We have heard stories of this island, but far, far short of the truth; we are told that it is an enchanted island, that if anyone could kindle a fire on it, the enchantment would be dissolved, and by that means the place could be reclaimed from the spirits, djinn or fairies who now possess it.’


‘There is some glimmering of truth in that fabulous account,’ the governor said. ‘If any of our oaks or acorns could be got among you, invasion might soon follow; your people might raise the island to the surface again, quench our fires, and light fires of their own. Though we trust in God to keep us safe from such wickedness, we take steps to prevent it from happening: we limit visitations from the surface, and we search every ship coming in or going out, to ensure they carry no more oak than is necessary for their journeys. Thankfully, all this caution has been hitherto unnecessary, no one ever presuming to transgress our orders in that particular. And now,’ continued he, ‘I must quit you, and you must return home.’ Then, taking my father by the hand, he said, ‘Bryan, you have always been a good man, and you know it was upon that account that you are favoured with our acquaintance. Your son is not so good, but you must take care to improve his growing virtue, and give solidity to his good resolutions; we gave you leave to bring him here, that he might see the rewards of virtue.’


My father thanked him for all his favours, and told him that he and the rest of the inhabitants of O’Brazeel should always claim his love and gratitude. ‘But,’ continued he, ‘why must I leave you? Why may I not spend my days among you? I have not long to live!’


The governor grew almost angry at the request. ‘Why,’ says he, ‘I did not think that you would have shown such weakness; a good man ought not to go where he will get most good, but where he can do most! You were designed to conquer the world, and not to flee from it like a monk or a hermit.’


We took our leaves, and set out to sea; we returned the same way we came, and soon reached the Irish shore. I thought our case like that of Adam and Eve when they were forced to leave their paradise. However, I took up this firm resolution: that I would always strive to come up to the same perfection and virtue that was so visible among those excellent people.




The Three Tasks


WILLIAM CARLETON (1830)





 


There is an unwritten rule that if you get
the opportunity to include a talking dog
in a short fiction anthology, you must do
so. In this variation on the archetypal tale
where a cunning hero defeats a cruel
master, the hero is a waster who lets the
unnamed princess do all the work for
him; the fugitives take a quick break from
running for a nourishing feed of roast
beef and porter, and we learn that dogs
smoke due to peer pressure. This story
was originally one of the Ned M’Keown
Stories, in which Carleton cast an
irascible older neighbour as a ridiculous
storyteller in retaliation for spoiling
Carleton’s childhood games. It should
also be borne in mind that traditional
Irish stories depict the Devil as a man
with black hair and nocturnal habits –
hence occasional references to a ‘dark
man’ or ‘black-favoured man’; no allusions
to people of colour are intended.





 


 


EVERY PERSON in the parish knows the pretty knoll that rises above the Routing Burn, some few miles from the renowned town of Knockimdowny, which, as all the world must allow, wants only houses and inhabitants to be as big a place as the great town of Dublin itself. At the foot of this little hill, just under the shelter of a decent pebble of a rock, something above the bulk of half a dozen churches, one would be apt to see – if they knew how to look sharp, otherwise they mightn’t be able to make it out from the grey rock above it, except by the smoke that rose from the chimney – Nancy Magennis’s little cabin, snug and cosy with its corrag* or old man-o’-branches, standing on the windy side of the door, to keep away the blast.


Upon my word, it was a decent little residence in its own way, and so was Nancy herself, for that matter; for, though a poor widow, she was very punctual in paying for Jack’s schooling, as I often heard old Terry M’Phaudeen say, who told me the story. Jack, indeed, grew up a fine slip; and for hurling and football, there was not the like of him in the four quarters of the parish. It was he that knew how to handle a spade and a reaping-hook, and what was better than all that, he was kind and tender to his poor old mother, and would let her want for nothing. Before he’d go to his day’s work in the morning, he’d be sure to bring home from the clear-spring well that ran out of the other side of the rock, a pitcher of water to serve her for the day; nor would he forget to bring in a good creel of turf from the snug little peat-sack that stood thatched with rushes before the door, and leave it in the corner, beside the fire; so that she had nothing to do but put over her hand, without rising off of her seat, and put down a sod when she wanted it.
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