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Benedict Kiely
1919–2007

Benedict Kiely was born near Dromore, County Tyrone, on 15 August 1919, the sixth child of Thomas and Sara Alice Kiely. His family moved to Omagh, County Tyrone, when he was only one, and here he spent his formative years.

As a schoolboy, he dutifully read the essays of Addison, Belloc, Chesterton, Hazlitt and Lamb; for pleasure, he read Zane Gray and Edgar Wallace. As a teenager, Benedict began to feel the urge to become a writer. He had a keen interest in the work of George Bernard Shaw, H. G. Wells and Jonathan Swift. In 1936, after completing his education in Omagh, Benedict went to work as a sorting clerk in Omagh Post Office. However, he soon realised that the post office would not provide him with the life of the scholar which he so desired. So, in the spring of 1937 he left Omagh and began a new life in Emo Park, Portarlington, County Laois, where he decided he would train as a Jesuit priest. It was after a lengthy convalescence from a spinal ailment that he decided that the religious life was not for him, later saying ‘My vocation evaporated within a week. Somebody with influence in the highest quarters was praying for the Jesuits, so I was removed. But a finer crowd of men I never met.’ He then enrolled for an arts degree at University College, Dublin (UCD), where he was involved in the production of a poetry broadsheet and was a member of the literature society.

By the time his first novel, Land Without Stars, was published in 1946, Benedict was a leaderwriter on the Irish Independent – his instructions were to ‘avoid coming to any conclusion about anything.’ In 1950 he resigned. The banning of his novel In a Harbour Green (1949) had not endeared him to the management, and later books, including Honey Seems Bitter and There Was an Ancient House, were also banned. A friend suggested he would be happier at the Irish Press, where he then spent almost fifteen years as literary editor. He retired from full-time journalism in the mid-1960s, became a visiting professor of creative writing at several American universities, and later lectured at UCD.

RTÉ Radio’s ‘Sunday Miscellany’ featured Benedict as a regular contributor to short talks, mostly on literature and other Irish topics, for over quarter of a century between the 1970s and 1990s. He was awarded honorary doctorates by the National University of Ireland and Queen’s University, Belfast. In 1996 he received the highest honour of Aosdána, the Irish artists’ body, when he was elected a Saoi in recognition of his contribution to literature.

On 9 February 2007 Benedict Kiely died in Dublin after a short illness. He was eighty-seven.


Praise for Benedict Kiely

‘Benedict Kiely is the Irish Balzac.’

—Heinrich Böll

‘What is uniquely Kiely’s, his thumbprint, is his easy mastery of the lyrical, and the feeling of felt life, felt experience, just beneath the surface of his prose.’

—Thomas Flanagan, author of The Year of the French

‘Nearly flawless as a piece of literature.’

—Anthony Burgess on Proxopera

‘Kiely is the supreme master of the short story.’

—Ulster Herald

‘There are so many Irish people who write short stories, and so few who are real storytellers. Ben Kiely is one, and he should be preserved in aspic or crowned high king or just bought in huge numbers.’

—Sunday Independent

‘The hallmark of Kiely’s stories is a copiousness of language, a variety of incident and an inclusive vision of humanity.’

—The Irish Times

‘His beautifully cobbled sentences read as well on the page as they sound “on the air”, and he is particularly irresistible when writing about the rivers, hills and valleys of his native north-west Ulster.’

—Belfast Telegraph

‘In the standard distinction Kiely is a Mozart … his narrative thrust is primarily celebratory. Playfully immersed in old ballads, anecdotes and lore, Kiely’s prose is determinedly mellifluous, and frequently achieves positively rhapsodic notes.’

—The Times Literary Supplement

‘Stylish, gabby, using language like a fallen angel, he mixes his feeling with a true storyteller’s verse that looks like superb skill but is in fact something better. Call it instinct.’

—The Guardian

‘The major Ulster short-story writer, dare one say, fiction writer of the mid-twentieth century.’

—Sunday Tribune

‘[Y]ou can not but be intoxicated by his gift for storytelling.’

—Books Ireland

‘Kiely is a great storyteller, a literary giant with a lyrical, purposefully digressive style, rich with imagery … warming, involving and packed full of unforgettable characters.’

—Choice Magazine
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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 whisky, 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 whisky 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 dogs 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. Due 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. Halfways 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.

‘From what I heard it should be over in that direction,’ he said.

Small rich fields were ripe in the sun. This was a glen of plenty, a gold-field in the middle of a desert, a happy laughing mockery of the arid surrounding moors and mountains. Five hundred yards away a dozen people were working at the hay. They didn’t look up or give any sign that they had seen two strangers cross the high threshold of their kingdom but, as we went down, stepping like grenadier guards, the black-and-white sheepdogs detached themselves from the haymaking and moved silently across to intercept our path. Five of them I counted. My step faltered.

‘This could be it,’ I suggested with hollow joviality. ‘I feel a little like an early Christian.’

The professor said nothing. We went on down, deserting the comfort of the grass and heather at the side of the track. It seemed to me that our feet on the loose pebbles made a tearing, crackling, grinding noise that shook echoes even out of the imperturbable mountain. The white cloud had not moved. The haymakers had not honoured us with a glance.

‘We could,’ I said, ‘make ourselves known to them in a civil fashion. We could ask the way to your grand-uncle’s house. We could have a formal introduction to those slinking beasts.’

‘No, let me,’ he said. ‘Give me my head. Let me try to remember what I was told.’

‘The hearts of these highland people, I’ve heard, are made of pure gold,’ I said. ‘But they’re inclined to be the tiniest bit suspicious of town-dressed strangers. As sure as God made smells and shotguns they think we’re inspectors from some government department: weeds, or warble-fly or horror of horrors, rates and taxes. With equanimity they’d see us eaten.’

He laughed. His stride had a new elasticity in it. He was another man. The melancholy of the monastic summer dusk at Mount Melleray was gone. He was somebody else coming home. The white cloud had not moved. The silent dogs came closer. The unheeding people went on with their work.

‘The office of rates collector is not sought after in these parts,’ I said. ‘Shotguns are still used to settle vexed questions of land title. Only a general threat of excommunication can settle a major feud.’

‘This was the way he’d come home from the gambling cabin,’ the professor said, ‘his pockets clinking with winnings. That night he fell he’d won the two bottles of whisky. He was only eighteen when he went away. But he was the tallest man in the glen. So he said. And lucky at cards.’

The dogs were twenty yards away, silent, fanning out like soldiers cautiously circling a point of attack.

‘He was an infant prodigy,’ I said. ‘He was a peerless grandfather for a man to have. He also had one great advantage over us – he knew the names of these taciturn dogs and they knew his smell.’

He took off his white hat and waved at the workers. One man at a haycock raised a pitchfork – in salute or in threat? Nobody else paid the least attention. The dogs were now at our heels, suiting their pace politely to ours. They didn’t even sniff. They had impeccable manners.

‘This sure is the right glen,’ he said. The old man was never done talking about the dogs. They were all black-and-white in his day, too.’

He stopped to look at them. They stopped. They didn’t look up at us. They didn’t snarl. They had broad shaggy backs. Even for their breed they were big dogs. Their long tails were rigid. Fixing my eyes on the white cloud I walked on.

‘Let’s establish contact,’ I said, ‘before we’re casually eaten. All I ever heard about the dogs in these mountains is that their family tree is as old as the Red Branch Knights. That they’re the best sheepdogs in Ireland and better than anything in the Highlands of Scotland. They also savage you first and bark afterwards.’

Noses down, they padded along behind us. Their quiet breath was hot on my calves. High up and far away the nesting white cloud had the security of heaven.

‘Only strangers who act suspiciously,’ the professor said.

‘What else are we? I’d say we smell bad to them.’

‘Not me,’ he said. ‘Not me. The old man told a story about a stranger who came to Kanareen when most of the people were away at the market. The house he came to visit was empty except for two dogs. So he sat all day at the door of the house and the dogs lay and watched him and said and did nothing. Only once, he felt thirsty and went into the kitchen of the house and lifted a bowl to go to the well for water. Then there was a low duet of a snarl that froze his blood. So he went thirsty and the dogs lay quiet.’

‘Hospitable people.’

‘The secret is touch nothing, lay no hand on property and you’re safe.’

‘So help me God,’ I said, ‘I wouldn’t deprive them of a bone or a blade of grass.’

Twice in my life I had been bitten by dogs. Once, walking to school along a sidestreet on a sunny morning and simultaneously reading in The Boy’s Magazine about a soccer centre forward, the flower of the flock, called Fiery Cross the Shooting Star – he was redheaded and his surname was Cross – I had stepped on a sleeping Irish terrier. In retaliation, the startled brute had bitten me. Nor could I find it in my heart to blame him, so that, in my subconscious, dogs took on the awful heaven-appointed dignity of avenging angels. The other time – and this was an even more disquieting experience – a mongrel dog had come up softly behind me while I was walking on the fairgreen in the town I was reared in and bitten the calf of my leg so as to draw spurts of blood. I kicked him but not resenting the kick, he had walked away as if it was the most natural, legitimate thing in heaven and earth for a dog to bite me and be kicked in return. Third time, I thought, it will be rabies. So as we walked and the silent watchers of the valley padded at our heels, I enlivened the way with brave and trivial chatter. I recited my story of the four wild brothers of Adrigole.

‘Once upon a time,’ I said, ‘there lived four brothers in a rocky corner of Adrigole in west Cork, under the mountain called Hungry Hill. Daphne du Maurier wrote a book called after the mountain, but divil a word in it about the four brothers of Adrigole. They lived, I heard tell, according to instinct and never laced their boots and came out only once a year to visit the nearest town which was Castletownberehaven on the side of Bantry Bay. They’d stand there, backs to the wall, smoking, saying nothing, contemplating the giddy market-day throng. One day they ran out of tobacco and went into the local branch of the Bank of Ireland to buy it and raised havoc because the teller refused to satisfy their needs. To pacify them the manager and the teller had to disgorge their own supplies. So they went back to Adrigole to live happily without lacing their boots, and ever after they thought that in towns and cities the bank was the place where you bought tobacco.

‘That,’ said I with a hollow laugh, ‘is my moral tale about the four brothers of Adrigole.’

On a level with the stream that came from the lake and went down to join the valley’s main river, we walked towards a group of four whitewashed, thatched farmhouses that were shining and scrupulously clean. The track looped to the left. Through a small triangular meadow a short-cut went straight towards the houses. In the heart of the meadow, by the side of the short-cut, there was a spring well of clear water, the stones that lined its sides and the roof cupped over it all white and cleansed with lime. He went down three stone steps and looked at the water. For good luck there was a tiny brown trout imprisoned in the well. He said quietly, ‘That was the way my grandfather described it. But it could hardly be the self-same fish.’

He stooped to the clear water. He filled his cupped hands and drank. He stooped again, and again filled his cupped hands and slowly, carefully, not spilling a drop, came up the moist, cool steps. Then, with the air of a priest, scattering hyssop, he sprinkled the five dogs with the spring-water. They backed away from him, thoughtfully. They didn’t snarl or show teeth. He had them puzzled. He laughed with warm good nature at their obvious perplexity. He was making his own of them. He licked his wet hands. Like good pupils attentively studying a teacher, the dogs watched him.

‘Elixir,’ he said. ‘He told my father that the sweetest drink he ever had was out of this well when he was on his way back from a drag hunt in the next glen. He was a great hunter.’

‘He was Nimrod,’ I said. ‘He was everything. He was the universal Kerryman.’

‘No kidding,’ he said. ‘Through a thorn hedge six feet thick and down a precipice and across a stream to make sure of a wounded bird. Or all night long waist deep in an icy swamp waiting for the wild geese. And the day of this drag hunt. What he most remembered about it was the way they sold the porter to the hunting crowd in the pub at the crossroads. To meet the huntsmen halfways they moved the bar out to the farmyard. With hounds and cows and geese and chickens, it was like having a drink in Noah’s Ark. The pint tumblers were set on doors lifted off their hinges and laid flat on hurdles. The beer was in wooden tubs and all the barmaids had to do was dip and there was the pint. They didn’t bother to rinse the tumblers. He said it was the quickest-served and the flattest pint of porter he ever saw or tasted. Bitter and black as bog water. Completely devoid of the creamy clerical collar that should grace a good pint. On the way home he spent an hour here rinsing his mouth and the well-water tasted as sweet, he said, as silver.’

The white cloud was gone from the mountain.

‘Where did it go,’ I said. ‘Where could it vanish to?’

In all the wide sky there wasn’t a speck of cloud. The mountain was changing colour, deepening to purple with the approaching evening.

He grasped me by the elbow, urging me forwards. He said, ‘Step on it. We’re almost home.’

We crossed a crude wooden stile and followed the short-cut through a walled garden of bright-green heads of cabbage and black and red currant bushes. Startled, fruit-thieving birds rustled away from us, and on a rowan tree a sated, impudent blackbird opened his throat and sang.

‘Don’t touch a currant,’ I said, ‘or a head of cabbage. Don’t ride your luck too hard.’

He laughed like a boy half-hysterical with happiness. He said, ‘Luck. Me and these dogs, we know each other. We’ve been formally introduced.

‘Glad to know you dogs,’ he said to them over his shoulder.

They trotted behind us. We crossed a second stile and followed the short-cut through a haggard, and underfoot the ground was velvety with chipped straw. We opened a five-barred iron gate, and to me it seemed that the noise of its creaking hinges must be audible from end to end of the glen. While I paused to rebolt it he and the dogs had gone on, the dogs trotting in the lead. I ran after them. I was the stranger who had once been the guide. We passed three houses as if they didn’t exist. They were empty. The people who lived in them were above at the hay.

Towards the fourth thatched house of the group we walked along a green boreen, lined with hazels and an occasional mountain ash. The guardian mountain was by now so purple that the sky behind it seemed, by contrast, as silvery as the scales of a fish. From unknown lands behind the lines of hazels two more black-and-white dogs ran, barking with excitement, to join our escort. Where the hazels ended there was a house fronted by a low stone wall and a profusion of fuchsia. An old man sat on the wall and around him clustered the children of the four houses. He was a tall, broad-shouldered old man with copious white hair and dark side whiskers and a clear prominent profile. He was dressed in good grey with long, old-fashioned skirts to his coat – formally dressed as if for some formal event – and his wide-brimmed black hat rested on the wall beside him, and his joined hands rested on the curved handle of a strong ash plant. He stood up as we approached. The stick fell to the ground. He stepped over it and came towards us. He was as tall or, without the slight stoop of age, taller than the professor. He put out his two hands and rested them on the professor’s shoulders. It wasn’t an embrace. It was an appraisal, a salute, a sign of recognition.

He said, ‘Kevin, well and truly we knew you’d come if you were in the neighbourhood at all. I watched you walking down. I knew you from the top of the Glen. You have the same gait my brother had, the heavens be his bed. My brother that was your grandfather.’

‘They say a grandson often walks like the grandfather,’ said the professor.

His voice was shaken and there were tears on his face. So, a stranger in the place myself, I walked away a bit and looked back up the Glen. The sunlight was slanting now and shadows were lengthening on mountain slopes and across the small fields. From where I stood the lake was invisible, but the ashwood on the slope above it was dark as ink. Through sunlight and shadow the happy haymakers came running down towards us; and barking, playing, frisking over each other, the seven black-and-white dogs, messengers of good news, ran to meet them. The great Glen, all happy echoes, was opening out and singing to welcome its true son.

Under the hazels, as I watched the running haymakers, the children came shyly around me to show me that I also was welcome. Beyond the high ridge, the hard mountain the card-players used to cross to the cabin of the gambling stood up gaunt and arrogant and leaned over towards us as if it were listening.

It was moonlight, I thought, not sunlight, over the great Glen. From house to house, the dogs were barking, not baying the moon, but to welcome home the young men from the card-playing over the mountain. The edges of rock glistened like quartz. The tall young gambler came laughing down the Glen, greatcoat swinging open, waving in his hand the one bottle of whisky that hadn’t been broken when he tumbled down the spink. The ghosts of his own dogs laughed and leaped and frolicked at his heels.


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 high-spined 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 heathermountain, 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.
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