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Introduction


At the turn of this century, one of my mystery novels was nominated for a literary prize at a festival in the south of Ireland. The nominees were requested to attend, awards ceremonies tending to be damp squibs if those involved aren’t immediately available to look pleased or disappointed, depending on the outcome, so I travelled from Dublin to be present. Prior to the formal announcement of the winner, I found myself seated at a dinner table next to one of the judges, a well-known Irish author and critic. He leaned towards me in a confidential manner, as of one with matters of considerable import to share.


‘You know,’ he said kindly, ‘you write very well. Have you ever considered applying yourself to something more appropriate to your talents?’


Which was when I realised that I probably need not have rushed down.


Exactly one hundred years earlier, in 1901, the popular Irish author L.T. Meade (1844–1914), one of the pioneers of young women’s fiction, as well as a noted writer of detective stories, was interviewed in her home in West Dulwich, England by the author Laura Stubbs for the New Zealand Illustrated Magazine. In the course of the conversation, Stubbs inquired of Meade:


‘I want to know why, with all your splendid gifts and abilities, you do not give yourself up to writing one good book instead of (forgive me for saying it) frittering away your energy in sensational stories for magazines – interesting, of course, well written, else they would never have secured so large a hearing, but I feel you might give the world a book that would remain, like George Eliot’s Middlemarch, a literary monument of your genius.’1


We’ll come to Meade’s reply shortly, but another later Irish writer, Eilís Dillon, might well have felt a twinge of empathy. In June 1954, the reviewer ‘J.W.’ in The Irish Times, commenting on Dillon’s crime novel Sent to His Account, remarked: ‘I cannot help feeling that, if Miss Dillon is so good a writer, perhaps she should be encouraged to launch in the wider seas of the real novelist.’2


So, if my own experience was anything to go by, it appeared that the critical consensus on the merits of genre fiction – whether detective fiction, romantic fiction, science fiction, fantasy, or otherwise – had not advanced very far by the turn of the twenty-first century, even at fifty-year intervals, or at least not in Ireland. In fact, I’d argue that the clock was effectively reset on genre writing in Ireland in the 1920s. From that point on, Irish genre writers began to be seen as an aberration, their work marginalised and underrated, with a deleterious effect on critical thinking about genre in Ireland that has only started to be undone during the last two decades. The nation that gave the world its first great fantasy novel in English, albeit satirical, in the form of Jonathan Swift’s Gulliver’s Travels (1726), and helped keep the Gothic novel alive between the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries – before contributing four of its finest examples in Charles Maturin’s Melmoth the Wanderer (1820), Joseph Sheridan Le Fanu’s Uncle Silas (1864), Oscar Wilde’s The Picture of Dorian Gray (1891), and Bram Stoker’s Dracula (1897) – had, during the twentieth century, largely ceased to produce any fantasy or supernatural literature of note, or not on any level comparable to the 1800s. The country whose writers had, in the nineteenth century, composed innovative work in the field of crime fiction – medical mysteries, female criminal masterminds, first-person police narratives – could probably have numbered its home-based crime writers on one hand by the middle of the twentieth.


Thankfully, Irish crime fiction – historical, psychological, legal, police procedural – is currently in rude health domestically, with a strong female representation, although only a handful of authors have so far made significant commercial inroads internationally. Academic study of the genre in Ireland, which began in 1991 with a trailblazing course at Trinity College Dublin led by Professor Ian Campbell Ross, has now extended to a significant body of literature originating both at home and, more frequently, abroad. Similarly, Gothic, fantasy, and horror fiction, particularly of the older variety, are well served in academic writing, even if the Gothic has always been something of an exception where Irish critics are concerned, albeit with a preference for practitioners who are safely dead and buried. Swan River Press, founded in Dublin in 2003 by the American critic and writer Brian J. Showers, has done extraordinary work in excavating the history of supernatural and weird fiction in Ireland, and bringing previously neglected authors to a modern readership. The Irish Journal of Gothic and Horror Studies, founded in 2006 by Elizabeth McCarthy and Berenice M. Murphy, of TCD, continues to publish annually, and modules on speculative fiction – which takes in a variety of genres and modes of writing, from the Gothic to the dystopian – are now common at third level in Ireland.


Still, I would argue that, beyond academia and the committed reader, genre fiction remains the problem child of Irish literature, too readily capable of being dismissed as secondary or incidental, and an avowed ignorance of, even distaste for it continues to be worn as a badge of pride in certain critical quarters. On one level, this is simply a manifestation of a more general tendency to make distinctions between literary and genre fiction, as though the two move on entirely separate tracks without any crossover. If so, its Irish incarnation remains notably recalcitrant.


From such a vantage point, a pronounced genre aspect to a story either renders it immediately suspect in artistic terms, or requires it to be redefined solely as literary fiction in order to accord with preconceptions about its author. Elizabeth Bowen (1899-1973), included in this collection, springs to mind: her engagement with supernatural fiction in particular is serious and thoughtful, and acknowledged by Bowen herself. In this sense, she represents a literary strand to Irish genre writing, as opposed to the more sensationalist Beatrice Grimshaw (1870–1953).


The challenge for genre naysayers is that it’s very difficult to find fiction that does not include, in some shape or form, genre components. To use a culinary analogy, I have a friend who claims to dislike onions with a passion, and will carefully and ostentatiously pluck them from any dish presented to him. I have long since ceased to point out to him all the food he eats containing onions, whether finely chopped, as an ingredient in gravy, or lurking in pasta sauces and the Asian cuisines he favours. If he really did try to exclude onions from his diet, he’d probably starve. Genre elements in literature are similar. One may claim not to like them, but if one reads fiction, one is consuming them, and if one writes fiction, one is applying them. They are embedded in the DNA of prose literature.


Genre is a tool in every writer’s armoury, and its use is only a question of degree. Take Bleak House (1853) by Charles Dickens, which I would contend is the greatest novel in the English language. In February 2021, one of the esteemed crime fiction critics in The Irish Times took issue with the incorporation of Bleak House into various lists of essential crime books, opining that, for mystery purists, this represented the thin end of the wedge. But Bleak House is many novels in one – like Walt Whitman, Dickens contains multitudes – and among them, incontestably, is a crime novel, to such a degree that the writer and critic Edmund Wilson could categorise it as ‘a detective story which is also a social fable.’3 Dickens was fascinated by the activities of Scotland Yard’s finest – the first detective unit had been formed in London in 18424 – and Bleak House marks the debut appearance in the English novel of a police detective, Inspector Bucket, who is conducting an identifiable criminal investigation. One can debate the centrality of Bucket as a character, but he can’t be ignored, and his efforts lead to the solution of the mystery at the heart of the book. Without Bucket, the plot of Bleak House collapses.


The flipside to the umbrage of the mystery purists involves the playing down of any mention of genre from discussions of works of classic literature, as though they can only be one thing or the other. But George Orwell’s 1984 (1949) is both a work of dystopian speculative fiction and a classic – meaning a work on which there is something approaching general agreement about its quality, longevity, and influence – and it’s fair to say that it was the former before the latter, because instant classics are rare, and often prematurely acclaimed. The same applies to Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World (1932) and Anthony Burgess’s A Clockwork Orange (1962), and one can find further examples of this dual classic/genre status in fantasy, crime, the Gothic, even humour, that most unsung of literatures. The determining factor here, perhaps, is the passage of the years. If Craft + Time = Art, then Genre + Time = Classic.


Rather than being a dismissive term, which is how it is sometimes used, ‘genre’ is just another word for an artistic category. It simply refers to the kind of fiction we read, which may be literary, historical, crime, or romance, depending on our taste or mood; it is fiction that abides by an agreed set of conventions. A detective novel will have a crime, an investigation, and a solution, either complete or partial. Science fiction, or speculative fiction as some prefer to call it, will involve alternative realities, usually futuristic. A love story will contain a romantic relationship, and supernatural fiction will feature forces inexplicable by science, and beyond natural laws. In that sense, all literature is generic, and the categories are basically a means of making libraries and bookstores easier to organise and negotiate; otherwise, we would be setting Shakespeare beside books on shuttlecocks, and Stephen King next to kitchen design. If we look at identifiers – or labels – such as ‘detective fiction’, ‘fantasy’, ‘horror’, ‘romance’, and ‘historical’, it’s often easy to distinguish one or more of these categories in any given novel or short story. They may not necessarily define it, but they’re present; and if they’re present, they have some importance to the text, or else the writer wouldn’t have decided to include them. For the purposes of Shadow Voices, I’ve concentrated principally on Irish short fiction in which the genre imprint is most pronounced, but that focus is not exclusive. Sometimes, the subtlest of genre touches makes a tale.


But even in a short story that may more easily be recognised as genre fiction, characterising it solely in those terms, as with novels, can be reductive. Dorothy Macardle’s (1889–1958) short story ‘The Prisoner’ (1924) is patently a work of supernatural fiction, but it simultaneously functions, and was written, as a piece of political propaganda, a consequence of the author’s own imprisonment for her activities and beliefs. ‘Madame Sara’ (1902), co-written by L.T. Meade and Robert Eustace, concerns an ingenious murder plot, but is also a work of feminist literature. The title character may be a villain, but she is a villain who could not have existed just a few decades earlier because she owns her own business, something that was not permitted to women in England by law until the early 1880s. Madame Sara is a ‘New Woman’, to use the description coined by the Irish feminist writer Sarah Grand in 1894 to refer to independent women seeking social reform, and Meade repeatedly draws attention to this fact. Meade’s is a fresh model of short fiction, one that would not and could not have been produced by a male author.5 The traditional detective novel, with its focus on male detectives and male villains, was never designed for this form of expression, so Meade was forced to reinvent it, all while keeping a careful eye on the market.


Even one of the pulpiest entries in this anthology, 1932’s ‘The Cave’ by Beatrice Grimshaw, is a product of the imagination of a single woman who had independently explored the jungles of Borneo, which would have been near inconceivable to women of a previous generation. Genre fiction may indeed be enjoyed on a superficial level, and with no small pleasure – as was once remarked of the writings of Virginia Woolf, sometimes when one is cutting bread, one is just cutting bread – but to judge it solely by that standard, or to refuse to acknowledge the possibility of depths beneath that surface, is to deny it the validity we accord other forms of writing.


Why, and when, did some genres of prose fiction come to be perceived as less artistically worthy than others? This kind of determination is a relatively recent phenomenon, and its modern persistence is based on a misapprehension about fiction itself. In the mid-eighteenth century, when novels as we regard them today were still a novelty, all prose fiction was regarded as lesser stuff, a ‘New Species’6 of writing that was the poor relation to poetry and drama. The two main sins of the novel were connected: it was a commercial product, and it was worryingly popular, accessible to those who were literate but not necessarily learned. As Dr John Moore, the earliest biographer of the novelist Tobias Smollett, wrote, ‘the very words Romance or Novel conveyed the idea of a frivolous or pernicious book’,7 although he went on to mount a sterling defence not only of fiction, but of what we would now term popular fiction, as long as it avoided immorality:


The truth is, that the best romances always have been, and always will be, read with delight by men of genius; and with the more delight, the more taste and genius the reader happens to have … But a romance in the highest degree entertaining, may be written with as moral an intention, and contain as many excellent rules for the conduct of life, as any book with a more solemn and scientific title.8


Fiction could, therefore, prove morally improving, but not culturally so, and some observers were reluctant even to concede that much: the anonymous writer of 1792’s Evils of Prostitution warned that ‘The increase of novels will help to account for the increase of prostitution and for the numerous adulteries and elopements that we hear of in the different parts of the kingdom.’9 This echoed the fears of Reverend Vicesimus Knox: ‘If it is true, that the present age is more corrupt than the preceding, the great multiplication of Novels probably contributes to its degeneracy.’10


Of course, books were initially costly items, which limited their potential to cause harm, though Cooke’s Select Novels (1793-95) and The Novelist’s Magazine (1779-88) made some novels, mostly works for which the copyright had expired, available at a much cheaper price – ‘two hundred per cent. less than the very same works are usually sold for, even without Copper-plates’, as James Harrison, editor of the latter, boasted in one of his advertisements. Harrison can claim credit for elevating the status of fiction by creating the concept of the ‘classic’ novel, and thus the literary canon, as he printed what he believed to be the best novels of the century. For example, Vol. II of The Novelist’s Magazine, from 1780, contained Voltaire’s Zadig (1747), Smollett’s Roderick Random (1748) and Oliver Goldsmith’s The Vicar of Wakefield (1766), alongside works less familiar to modern readers by John Langhorne (1735–1779) and the comedian and playwright Samuel Foote (1720?–1777).11


Nevertheless, until 1825 the majority of books listed by Bent’s Monthly Literary Advertiser were classed as ‘expensive’ – i.e., costing more than ten shillings, when the weekly wage of the average labourer in 1800 was eleven shillings – and most readers were obliged to borrow rather than buy them. Public libraries, which began proliferating in Britain and Ireland from around 1850, at first preferred to stock improving volumes of non-fiction.12 Private fee-based circulating libraries, by contrast, which had been in existence for much longer13, and were often owned by book publishers, had no such qualms. Their business model required them to have the latest romances and novels available for rent as soon as possible, and when they wore out, they were quickly replaced from the publishers’ own printing presses. In the early nineteenth century, the most ordered books from British circulating libraries were Sir Walter Scott’s Waverley novels, which resulted in first printings of 10,000 copies for some entries in the series, a huge number for the time, and more than most writers might hope to sell over their entire careers.


By the latter part of the nineteenth century, advances in the manufacture of books had made novels more affordable. In the early 1800s, most novels were published in upscale three-volume editions, enabling publishers to cover the production costs of the later volumes from sales of the first, as well as allowing them to gauge demand. Charles Dickens was among those who helped bring this publishing model to an end by issuing his novels in monthly instalments at a shilling a time, bulked out with news reports, articles, and reviews. In 1849, Routledge began publishing their Railway Library, shilling editions of novels suitable for reading on trains by the new commuter class. The final nail in the coffin of the old three-volume novel was the 1894 announcement by circulating libraries that they would in future pay no more than four shillings for a book. The effect of falling book prices on readership is clear from figures quoted by William St Clair in The Reading Nation in the Romantic Period (2004). In the early 1860s, when their price was a shilling, the total sales of Scott’s Waverley novels stood at a million copies, up from 250,000 copies in the 1850s, when they had been priced at two shillings. By 1866, with their price further reduced to sixpence, sales had reached two million. By then, the average weekly earnings of a labourer were about twenty-three shillings, so one can see just how much the price of books had fallen as a proportion of wages in less than seventy-five years.


Interestingly, reading societies, the precursors of modern book clubs, which came into being at the end of the eighteenth century, preferred to order volumes on religion, history, and politics, but these societies were dominated by men. The circulating libraries, on the other hand, catered largely to a female readership, and their main focus was novels. That gender separation between non-fiction and fiction continues to this day: recent surveys of the reading markets in Britain and North America have found that male readers account for as little as 20 per cent of the fiction market.


In the second half of the nineteenth century, the novel began to be accorded some limited serious critical attention, but again, not all of it favourable. In 1871, the Scottish poet and editor William Forsyth summarised most eighteenth-century fiction as ‘contemptible’ and ‘detestable’, adding that reading it was ‘like raking a dirt-heap to discover grains of gold’.14 Even Dickens was adjudged in his day to be the creator of ‘low’ literature, and he did not want for company. The Irish writer B.M. Croker alludes to this in her 1896 short story ‘The First Comer’:


She does not approve of fiction … any literary work in a gay paper wrapper (of course, I don’t mean tracts), such as novels or magazines, is an abomination in her eyes, and ‘reading such-like trash’ she considers sinful waste of time.15


It was only in 1903 that the first literary prize for prose fiction, the French Prix Goncourt, was awarded. Almost three decades later, in 1931 – more than 300 years after the publication of the first major eighteenth-century novel in English, if we take that to be Daniel Defoe’s Robinson Crusoe (1719)16 – C.S. Lewis and J.R.R. Tolkien, the leading English dons at Oxford, succeeded in ensuring that the study of pre-Victorian literature, including the novel, was effectively abandoned at the university, with Tolkien advocating that, where fiction was concerned, any serious consideration should stop at 1830. Drama and poetry were worthy of inquiry at third-level, but the novel most certainly was not.


Meanwhile in 1922, the annus mirabilis of modernism – the year of James Joyce’s Ulysses and T. S. Eliot’s The Waste Land, as well as W. B. Yeats’s Later Poems – a profound literary reset occurred, which included a rejection of mass culture. Art was transformed by modernism, and the perception of popular fiction, read by the masses, was changed along with it. Genre fiction found itself trapped between those who didn’t consider it ‘proper’ literature, and those who didn’t consider prose fiction to be literature at all.


Until the twentieth century, then, there was just fiction, and, to paraphrase Duke Ellington on music, there were only two kinds: good fiction, and the other kind. A novel or short story was not automatically inferior because it contained what we now think of as genre elements. Even the notion of genre fiction itself does not come into play until the second half of the nineteenth century: for example, the term ‘detective fiction’, denoting perhaps the most widely consumed of genres, is only used for the first time in 1886, and ‘horror’ does not really come into play until the twentieth century. The idea of downgrading a work of fiction because of genre components would have seemed absurd to the average nineteenth-century reader, like relegating Hamlet or Macbeth to second-division Shakespeare because they happen to contain ghosts.


As late as 1912, W. B. Yeats (1865–1939) – a man not immune to value judgements on other writers – was putting his energies into editing a selection of the work of the Irish author Lord Dunsany (1878–1957), arguably the progenitor of weird fantasy fiction. As Yeats noted in his introduction to the collection, he was setting Dunsany’s ‘tender, pathetic, haughty fancies among books by Lady Gregory, by Æ [George Russell], by Dr Douglas Hyde, by John Synge, and by myself’.17 Yeats was making a very deliberate critical point with this list of names. The great poet might have struggled to explain his fondness for Dunsany’s plays, poems, and stories, ‘so strange is the pleasure that they give, so hard to analyse and describe’, but he wasn’t about to ban Dunsany from the top table just because he demonstrated a fondness for tales of ‘magic lands’ and strange gods, or because he wrote with ‘careless abundance’, a polite way of saying that he sometimes favoured quantity over quality. For Yeats, it was enough that Dunsany was a kindred literary spirit – although when Yeats co-founded the Irish Academy of Letters with George Bernard Shaw in 1932, Dunsany was awarded only an associate membership on the grounds that he didn’t write about Ireland and the Irish.18


‘What is imagination?’ wrote Ada Lovelace (1815–52), writer, mathematician, mother of computer programming, and only legitimate child of the poet Lord Byron. ‘It is the Combining faculty. It brings together things, facts, ideas, conceptions in new, original, endless, ever-varying combinations … It is that which penetrates into the unseen worlds around us … It is that which feels & discovers what is, the real which is not …’19 Lovelace was, of course, discoursing on science, but her claims for the scientific imagination can equally be applied to the literary. In literature, the creative vision is applied to the questions of existence: Why are we here? What is the meaning of experience? It has always been this way, ever since human beings first began using myth to interpret the nature of the world around them, both visible and numinous. Yeats was more attuned to the importance of myths than most, hence his comfort with Dunsany’s wildly inventive fiction, and Irish mythology and folklore were co-opted by Yeats and his peers as part of the formation of a new national identity, the precursor to Irish independence that was the Irish Literary Revival.


But as the twentieth century progressed, this appreciation of visionary Irish genre writing began to fade, and an unpleasant note of proscription sounded. The value of a piece of Irish literature was to be determined by its adherence to a strict set of subjects and precepts, and this value was inversely proportional to how widely the writer had permitted his or her creative imagination to roam, in a manner reminiscent of the dogmatism of what Saul Bellow’s Herzog refers to as ‘reality instructors’. The production of fantasy, supernatural, and horror literature, staples of Irish writing in the previous century – and those literary forms closest to myth – declined, to the extent that I can name only two twentieth-century Irish fantasy novels worthy of classic status, and they were both written by the same man: Mervyn Wall (1908–97), creator of The Unfortunate Fursey (1946) and The Return of Fursey (1948), and even Wall took his inspiration from non-Irish mythologies.20 This drop-off was so precipitous that, in 1971, the compulsive anthologiser Peter Haining drew attention to it in his introduction to a collection of Irish fantasy and horror writing:


My only disappointment in assembling the material has been the sparseness of modern Irish writers contributing to this area of their nation’s literature from which one could draw material. I researched in vain for stories among the present generation … where have all the Irish storytellers gone that they remain unmoved by the romance around them?21


The situation was only marginally better for writers of crime fiction. Place is hugely important in crime writing, not only because, as the writer Eudora Welty suggested, place is ‘the crossroads of circumstance’,22 but also because the genre relies on the traversing of twin landscapes. The first is psychological and emotional, an examination of human motivations, but this exploration occurs within a second, physical setting, one that is often deliberately restricted by the author: a boat, a house, an island, or a village. This enables the location to function as both microcosm and hothouse. But Ireland, as we shall see, was unfavourable ground for crime fiction: it had been sown with salt. The choice for Irish crime writers was to attempt to cultivate what they could in largely fallow soil, or seek more fertile fields elsewhere. Some, like Shaun Herron (1912–1989) and Patricia Moyes (1923–2000), did manage to thrive by locating their work outside Ireland, just as their predecessors M. McDonnell Bodkin (1849–1933) and Freeman Wills Croft (1879–1957) had done. Those who used Irish settings struggled – sometimes critically, as exemplified by the experience of Eilís Dillon, but also commercially, as in the case of the Irish-language genre author Cathal Ó Sándair (1922–96), whose mammoth output was only facilitated by the security of a Civil Service position, and whose ambitions to write full-time were stymied by the unwillingness of the Irish government and its institutions financially to support his efforts to provide popular fiction in the native tongue.


The die had been cast for Irish genre fiction as early as 1892, when the academic and Irish language evangelist Douglas Hyde pronounced, in a lecture delivered to the Irish National Literary Society in Dublin, that ‘we … set our face sternly against penny dreadfuls, shilling shockers, and still more the garbage of vulgar English weeklies’. Hyde’s address was titled ‘The Necessity of De-Anglicising Ireland23’, which included ridding it of the pernicious influence of crime and horror writing because these were not Irish, but Other. Almost three decades before the foundation of the Irish Free State, war had already been declared on genre fiction by the man who would become its first president.


Subsequent Irish writers, most notably Daniel Corkery (1878–1964), would take up the cudgels with even greater ferocity against native fiction that did not deal with specifically Irish subjects, aided by the actions of the Censorship of Publications Board, established in 1929. The Board had grown out of the colourfully named Committee on Evil Literature, which proposed – optimistically, if nothing else – that ‘it ought not to be difficult for a group of citizens selected for their culture, good sense and respect for morality to recognise books written with a corrupt intent, or aiming at notoriety and circulation by reason of their appeal to sensual or corrupt instincts and passions …’ When these worthies were finally assembled, they went about their business with admirable protectionist zeal. Irish genre writers, Rearden Conner (1907–91) among them, occasionally found themselves in the Board’s sights, but the necessity of banning native genre practitioners rarely arose, so few were their number. Suppression had already effectively been achieved by emphasising the importance of Irish themes and traditions to the literature of the nascent state, so that the Irish novelist and playwright Brinsley McNamara, speaking to Raidió Éireann in 1954, again of Eilís Dillon’s Sent to His Account, could pay her the left-handed compliment of suggesting she not forget that ‘the Irish novel in a larger sense may be waiting for a fresh lease of life from her capable hands’.


The displacement of genre writing in Ireland, as elsewhere, can likewise be linked to a peculiar mistrust of craftsmanship. ‘There is no essential difference between the artist and the craftsman,’ declared the first proclamation of the Weimar Bauhaus in 1919. ‘The artist is an exalted craftsman. In rare moments of inspiration, moments beyond the control of his will, the grace of Heaven may cause his work to blossom into art. But proficiency to his craft is essential to every artist. Therein lies the source of the creative imagination.’24 For the Bauhaus, art emerged from craft, a progression that would seem both logical and necessary to most, but this relationship between the two has not always been so readily acknowledged in Ireland. John Banville, one of our finest novelists, but also among the more conflicted of authors in this regard, was, as late as 2019, continuing to make categorical distinctions between his literary endeavours as ‘John Banville’ and his genre work as ‘Benjamin Black’. As he explained to Notre Dame Magazine in that year, ‘Banville tries to be an artist, he tries to make works of art. Benjamin Black produces pieces of craftwork. And he does his best … but that’s as far as it goes.’25 Genre writing, by this measure, cannot be art because it is craft-dependent, and art and craft are entirely distinct. Genre, therefore, must always be regarded as secondary work.26


A similar charge levelled at genre fiction is that it is guilty of being ‘formulaic’ – i.e., essentially repetitious – which some of it undoubtedly is, and not always unintentionally: there is pleasure, even comfort, to be derived from the familiar, or from variations on a theme, and that is as true of literature as it is of music. But genre is also a framework, around which can be erected constructs of infinite range. To take the position that all its derivations are fundamentally similar is akin to looking at a human skeleton and inferring from it that every living soul is basically the same. Out of this misapprehension also emerges the peculiar and enduring notion of ‘transcending genre’, as though genre represents a series of limitations and obstacles to be overcome on the road to literature. To return to the previous anatomical metaphor, it confuses an endoskeleton, which develops on the inside of the body, and permits an organism to grow large and support considerable weight, with an exoskeleton, which limits the organism’s potential for development.


As if Irish genre writing did not have enough obstacles with which to contend in the twentieth century, there were also the Troubles, the political, sectarian, and class violence that engulfed Northern Ireland from the late 1960s until the signing of the Good Friday Agreement at the end of the 1990s. Terrorism fed into criminality – drugs, prostitution, protection rackets, and bank robberies were all used by terrorist organisations to raise funds – making it difficult for Irish novelists to write crime fiction with the same freedom as their counterparts in the United States or the mainland United Kingdom. If so much crime was linked to terrorism, then crime writing, by extension, had to be fiction about terrorism, and the latter is a difficult subject to tackle while it is ongoing. Even ignoring the Troubles didn’t solve the problem: not only was that in itself a political decision, but a creative, even moral, difficulty also existed in writing common-or-garden murder mysteries in the shadow of the slaughter occurring just across the border. While British mystery writing was entering a new phase in the late 1980s with the publication of first novels by Ian Rankin, Val McDermid and their contemporaries, and the US would soon see the emergence of Patricia Cornwell, Michael Connelly and others, Irish crime fiction remained in the doldrums, a situation from which it would not begin to emerge until the next decade.


So there are identifiable historic and artistic reasons why perceptions of genre fiction in Ireland may be less developed than those elsewhere, and the damage caused has been considerable, not least to the reputations of Irish women writers. When we exclude genre fiction from the canon of Irish literature, we also compound historical injustices, most notably sexism. The determination of what kinds of fiction are worthy to be elevated to canonical status, or even remembered at all, has traditionally been the prerogative of male writers and critics, just as in art, music, or any other cultural form one might care to examine.


This situation is particularly striking, even depressing, in the case of the novel, which was the first literary form predominantly produced by, and for, women. But women were not supposed to write professionally, which was why, in an infamous 1837 letter, the poet Robert Southey could inform Charlotte Brontë that ‘Literature cannot be the business of a woman’s life and ought not to be. The more she is engaged in her proper duties, the less leisure she will have for it, even as an accomplishment and a recreation.’27 Women writers were barely a step above actresses, who were themselves regarded as marginally better than prostitutes. Fortunately, the twenty-one-year-old Charlotte would ultimately ignore the poet laureate, even if, as her biographer records, ‘this “stringent” letter made her put aside, for a time, all idea of literary enterprise’.28 Still, the pain in Charlotte’s reply to Southey lingers nearly two centuries later, even if one can also detect a final subtle note of sarcasm: ‘sometimes when I’m teaching or sewing I would rather be reading or writing; but I try to deny myself.’29 (In her sister Anne’s 1848 novel The Tenant of Wildfell Hall, Helen Graham, in defiance of Victorian norms, makes a career for herself as an artist, which can be read as the literary equivalent of a brick through Robert Southey’s window.)


Almost forty years later, L.T. Meade would leave Cork for London in order to seek her fortune in the expanding marketplace of genre writing, but to do so she would have to defy her father, who cleaved to Southey’s view on women in literature. Meade would be forced thereafter to maintain and defend her success in producing new forms of literature for young women – including Atalanta, her monthly magazine for girls – in the face of vilification from male critics.


To neglect genre literature, or to disdain it as inconsequential, is often to denigrate women’s writing along with it. In a 2019 interview with the Guardian newspaper, the Irish novelist and critic Colm Tóibín (b.1955) remarked that ‘I can’t do any genre-fiction books, really, none of them. I just get bored with the prose … It’s blank, it’s nothing …’30. Tóibín’s comments can’t bear substantial critical weight, given that they are an expression, not of objective judgement, but of taste, and one so unsustainably broad in its aversion as to approach a form of literary disorder. A somewhat bemused backlash against his comments inevitably followed, particularly since, just a few years earlier, Tóibín had contributed a new introduction to Bram Stoker’s Dracula, possibly the most famous work of genre fiction ever written; and had previously lauded Henry James’s The Turn of the Screw (1898) – which James himself described as a ‘shameless little pot-boiler’ – for its ‘skill and care and trickery’.31 It wasn’t immediately clear, therefore, what Tóibín believed genre fiction to be, but whatever it was, he was reading more of it than he thought. (Among those who rallied to his defence – by advising Tóibín’s critics to ‘suppress their inferiority complex’ – was a pre-Snow John Banville, which was a little like having a petrol pump attendant arrive to help put out a fire.)


But more problematical than Tóibín’s self-contradictions is the fact that he manages to find space for just eleven women writers born before 1900 in his mammoth Penguin Book of Irish Fiction (1999), despite commencing his overview with Jonathan Swift, who came into the world in 1667, and female authors account for barely a quarter of the book’s entries. Tóibín is hardly alone in this regard: in 1964, Vivian Mercier, the second husband of Eilís Dillon, edited a collection entitled Great Irish Short Stories, dating from the ancient (A.D 700) to the modern, which included only three entries by women. Mercier stressed in his introduction that one of the purposes of the anthology was ‘to show that Irishmen [my italics] do have a special gift for the short story’.


Because Tóibín is self-admittedly blind to genre literature, he inadvertently perpetuates a prejudice dating back to before the foundation of the Irish state. As the critic John Wilson Foster notes, ‘the Irish “grand narrative” is essentially a male narrative that does not require female novelists in order for it to be told, especially middle-class and upper-middle-class novelists with a Victorian or Edwardian outlook and set of values’.32 These female writers were traditionally drawn to genre structures because they allowed for an exploration of contemporary women’s concerns, all in the guise of entertainment, for genre has always been a useful carrier.


To take just one example, romantic fiction – so frequently among the most easily disparaged of genres – provided a forum for dealing with themes of sexuality, desire, social position, and the nature of female independence within the structures of marriage. The Victorians actively promoted the ideology of ‘separate spheres’ for women and men, with the former properly belonging to the ‘domestic sphere’ and men to the ‘public sphere’, which included the production of literature. But writing was one of the few ways in which women could interrogate these societal restrictions and explore the reality of their own lives, often under pseudonyms, because fiction by (and, more importantly, for) women had been judged by men and generally found wanting. The Brontë sisters – Charlotte, Emily, and Anne – were forced to adopt the defeminised identities of Currer, Ellis, and Acton Bell in order to mount an incursion into the male-dominated world of literature, and Mary Ann Evans became George Eliot to publish her debut novel, Adam Bede (1859) and avoid being associated, as she put it, with ‘silly novels by lady novelists … a genus with many species, determined by the particular quality of silliness that predominates in them – the frothy, the prosy, the pious, or the pedantic. But it is a mixture of all these – a composite order of female fatuity, that produces the largest class of such novels, which we shall distinguish as the mind-and-millinery species.’33 This was hardly standing shoulder-to-shoulder with the literary sisterhood, but could be regarded as understandable under the circumstances: not only was the notion of the professional female author still regarded with scepticism at best, but that scepticism extended to the subjects to which she applied herself.


‘The trick,’ as Joanna Russ notes in How to Suppress Women’s Writing, ‘thus becomes to make the freedom [to engage in literature] as nominal a freedom as possible and then – since some of the so-and-so’s will do it anyway – develop various strategies for ignoring, condemning, or belittling the artistic works that result. If properly done, these strategies result in a social situation in which the “wrong” people are (supposedly) free to commit literature, art, or whatever, but very few do, and those who do (it seems) do it badly, so we can all go home to lunch.’34


The obstacles to be negotiated by female writers in Britain and Ireland were not limited to finding a way around the male gatekeepers of the publishing houses and review columns. Until late in the nineteenth century, women’s publishing contracts had to be agreed upon by male relatives, since women had no property rights, intellectual or otherwise. In addition, all money and properties that a woman took into marriage, or acquired subsequently, were legally absorbed by her husband, which meant that even the most popular mid-Victorian female novelists, if married, were forced to hand over their earnings to their spouses. This situation did not begin to change until the passage of the Married Women’s Property Act in 1870 gave women inheritance rights to property and control over their own money, although the fruits of their intellect remained unprotected until the extension of the law in 1882.


But in the nineteenth century wives themselves were regarded as property, and while it was not a legal requirement in Britain for women to take their husband’s surnames at marriage – unlike in certain US states, where a woman’s right to retain her maiden name was only confirmed in the 1970s – it was common practice.35 Pseudonyms therefore served another useful purpose by ensuring that the reputation built up by a female writer, artist, or musician need not be sacrificed at the altar of marriage. Gradually, the use of pen names by women writers fell away as the New Woman, now empowered legally – and, potentially, financially – became both a protagonist in fiction and a reality in Victorian life. Even then, fears were expressed by male authors that the rise of their female contemporaries would ‘rob men of their markets … and snatch away their young lady readers’.36


More practically, writing provided middle-class women with the means to earn an independent income, a difficult thing to do until close to the end of the nineteenth century, when greater opportunities for female employment began to open up. (There is something both touching and life-affirming about the Irish author Margaret Wolfe Hungerford (1855–97), by then an enormously successful writer of romantic fiction, recalling ‘the unadulterated delight’ of receiving her first publishing cheque.) Once the industry had overcome its discomfort at the indelicacy of females writing about crime and horror, a wider range of genre stories by women became eminently saleable, catering to the demand for fiction by an expanding readership of periodicals or ‘penny journals’, some of which sold in the hundreds of thousands every week. L.T. Meade’s response to that earlier question asked of her by Laura Stubbs is enlightening in this regard. ‘My dear,’ Meade replied, ‘I live by my pen – I support my invalid husband and my children by it … For all that, I take trouble over my work, infinite trouble, infinite pains.’37 In Australia, the Belfast-born Mary Helena Fortune (c.1833–c.1910?) provided for herself and her young children through her crime writing, as did the widowed Katharine Tynan (1859–1931) in England, while Charlotte Riddell (1832–1906), saddled with a sick bankrupt for a husband, sustained them both through her writing and editorial work. 


Women writers were also noticeably drawn to ghost stories, which explains the preponderance of the latter in this anthology, and successive generations of female authors have returned to them. Sara Maitland, in her introduction to Modern Ghost Stories by Eminent Women Writers (1991), offers one possible reason for this:


Women have always been the majority of both producers and consumers of fictional narratives, yet they are banished to a silenced, shady sub-world. Or, to put it a different way, women come to the ghostly task of writing as ghosts (even, for much of literary culture, as dangerous spectres). Our tradition is a tradition in the shadows; our past is lost and misty; our identity, as writers and as objects of men’s writings, is both owned and denied.38


In a similar vein, fantasy and science fiction have traditionally enabled those excluded from power to present alternative versions of existence and propose new modes of thinking and living.39 As Margalit Fox wrote in her 2011 New York Times obituary of Joanna Russ, who in addition to being a noted feminist critic was also an acclaimed writer of genre fiction, ‘The science fiction writer has the privilege of remaking the world.’40 Or, to quote Russ herself from How to Suppress Women’s Writing: ‘To read the visionary’s blazes of illumination as faulty structure, fantasy as if it were failed realism, to read subversion as if it were nothing but its surface, is automatically to condemn minority writing …’41 Not alone that, it also cuts us off from much that is glorious about the creative imagination, in Ireland as elsewhere.


*


This collection, then, is an attempt to present Irish writing in a different light by arguing for the centrality of genre fiction to the Irish literary tradition. To that end, it does not break down its entries according to specific genres. There are no shortages of collections devoted to Irish mystery writing or Irish supernatural stories, and more recently Irish fantasy and science fiction, but Shadow Voices places such entries side by side, along with folk tales, horror, romantic fiction, and more, much as they might once have been experienced by readers of periodicals. 


The contents also deliberately alternate famous names and stories with the less familiar to demonstrate just how prevalent genre writing is in Irish literature, and how many of our writers have elected to explore its possibilities. Some readers might take issue with the inclusion of, say, James Joyce’s ‘Two Gallants’ as a piece of crime writing, but that is just the point: How do we as readers decide what is or is not genre fiction? What criteria do we apply? If one feels that ‘Two Gallants’, or Liam O’Flaherty’s ‘Irish Pride’, is not a piece of genre fiction, the question to be asked is: Why? Is it to do with the perceived quantity of genre elements present, or how they are applied? Is it related to the passage of time? Or is it down to the literary reputations of Joyce and O’Flaherty? This last standard may colour our judgement more than most, and make us less inclined to associate genre writing with great authors except as some inexplicable deviation or act of subversion. Yet while some writers devote themselves wholeheartedly to the realms of genre, others may visit them only occasionally, or even for a solitary excursion, and report back on what they have discovered; the trip is no less valuable or deliberate for having been undertaken only once. Whatever their motivations, the results reinforce one of the central theses of this collection: there is no inherent flaw or weakness in genre, and the success or failure of a narrative is rather dependent on how the writer chooses to apply genre conventions to a work of fiction.


I dislike anthologies that offer no individual introductions to the authors, and some stories benefit immeasurably from being read with knowledge of the circumstances of their creation. Shadow Voices, therefore, offers a biography of each of the contributors, and attempts to explain how, and why, they fit into the larger traditions of genre fiction, as well as shining light on lives and careers that are sometimes as curious, even fantastic, as the narratives they created. In this sense, Shadow Voices is a dual history: the stories referred to in the subtitle are as much the histories of the writers as the tales themselves. They are also presented chronologically, because to do otherwise is to deny readers the opportunity to observe conversations taking place between writers, sometimes across generations.


Even with the best will, a collection such as this cannot be comprehensive, and I was anxious from the start that the exhaustive should not shade into the exhausting. Limiting its scope to short stories made the volume more manageable, but meant excluding writers who practised exclusively, or even largely, in the novel form – such as Eilís Dillon, or the Antrim-born thriller writer Shaun Herron – or whose short stories did not quite fit the remit. This was as much a matter of personal taste as editorial necessity, since I’ve never been fond of reading extracts from novels, and it seemed to me that short fiction was sufficient to demonstrate the range of Irish genre writing. Supernatural fiction might have been in danger of overwhelming the whole had I not decided otherwise, because it has long been a favourite of Irish writers, but nevertheless it was with regret that I could not find space for Bryan McMahon’s ‘The Revenants’, or one of the stories of Conall Cearnach, or George Bernard Shaw’s amusing tale of a moving cemetery, ‘The Miraculous Revenge’. They can be found elsewhere, and with ease in this electronic age, which is some small consolation.


I also restricted myself to writers born on the island of Ireland, with only a handful of exceptions, so there is no room for some famous genre authors of Irish parentage, including Arthur Conan Doyle, M.P. Shiel, Arthur Henry Ward (better known as Sax Rohmer, creator of Fu Manchu), Brian Cleeve, Jack Higgins (who spent part of his childhood on Belfast’s Shankill Road), and Peter Berresford Ellis. At least here I have added their names to the roster. Irish genre fiction for children would probably justify a volume of its own, and so Shadow Voices only briefly touches upon it; Irish-comic writing, too, would fill – and has filled – entire collections, but the reader will find touches of it here in the work of Oscar Wilde (1854–1900), Clotilde Graves (1863–1932), Mervyn Wall, and others. Finally, all anthologies betray the prejudices of their editors, and this one is no exception. Another editor might have assembled a slightly different selection of stories and writers, although I believe the core would remain consistent.


Not every story here is a masterpiece, but all are, at the very least, entertaining. This, too, is a facet of genre writing: it prioritises pleasure, and will settle for an emotional effect on the reader, tailoring itself to that end. Genre fiction embodies a truth expressed by the character of the circus master Sleary in Dickens’s Hard Times (1854). As Sleary tells the profiteering Gradgrind, it’s not enough just to work and learn, because that won’t sustain an emotional life. ‘People,’ says Sleary, ‘must be amused.’42 I hope that the voices here, both past and present, those remembered or half-forgotten, offer some such amusement, for it is the least we as readers can ask of a book.


John Connolly, 2021










A Modest Proposal


Jonathan Swift


1729


Jonathan Swift (1667–1745) can lay claim to being the first – and certainly the most famous – Irish genre writer, even if the concept of genre only really comes into being two centuries after his death. Until then there is just fiction, practised in the shadow of poetry and drama, and all fiction becomes, by extension, genre fiction: variously historical, romantic, fantastical and, in the case of Swift, deeply, sometimes shockingly, satirical, even if his targets did not always recognise it as such. As Swift noted in his preface to ‘The Battle of the Books’ (1704): ‘Satire is a sort of glass wherein beholders do generally discover everybody’s face but their own; which is the chief reason for that kind reception it meets within the world, and that so very few are offended with it.’43


Swift was born in Dublin to English parents, his Royalist father (also Jonathan) having left his homeland in the aftermath of the English Civil War. The elder Swift would die of syphilis before his son’s birth, and Jonathan was taken to England while still an infant before being returned to Ireland at the age of three, where he would remain until leaving the country again at the age of twenty-one to enter the service of the diplomat Sir William Temple. This set the pattern for Swift’s life to come: escape from Ireland was never permanent, and the physical movement back and forth between England and the land of his birth seems to mirror an internal struggle with his own national identity and loyalties. 


When the Tories, with whom he sided both ideologically and practically (via his writings), were dispatched to the political wilderness in 1713, Swift once more retreated reluctantly to Dublin. He was made Dean of St Patrick’s Cathedral, a position secured for him by his Tory friends before they fell from power, and one he would retain until his death. As for his personal life, it revolved principally around two much younger women, both named Esther: the Englishwoman Esther Johnson (1681–1728), known as ‘Stella’; and Esther Vanhomrigh (1688–1723), dubbed ‘Vanessa’, who was the daughter of the Dutch-born Lord Mayor of Dublin. Swift had met each of the women while he was living in England, and Stella would join him in Dublin, share a house with him, and may even, according to some biographers, have secretly married him in 1716. The younger Vanessa also later came to Ireland to be near Swift, although the relationship eventually foundered. Swift famously wrote poems to both, although more often to Stella than Vanessa, ranging from the loving to the scatological. Ultimately, Swift was destined to outlive each of them, but it was Stella whom he would mourn most deeply.


The return to the land of his birth would be the making of Swift as a writer and an Irishman, for situated in Dublin he became acutely aware of the injustices being inflicted on the native population, and this outrage informed his literary work. Travels into Several Remote Nations of the World (1726), better known as Gulliver’s Travels, used the conventions of travel writing to take aim at Newtonian philosophy, scientific rationalism, and Anglo-Irish relations, among other targets. Like much of Swift’s writing, it was originally published anonymously (Swift also wrote under pseudonyms), both to disguise its nature as a work of fiction and, quite sensibly, to protect its creator. The publication of his earlier pamphlet A Proposal for the Universal Use of Irish Manufacture (1720) had resulted in a reward being offered by the British authorities for information leading to the apprehension of its author, a reward which, commendably, was never claimed, despite Swift’s involvement being well known in Dublin. His printer, Edward Waters, was less fortunate, being tried for seditious libel over the document, the Lord Chief Justice repeatedly refusing to accept the jury’s verdict of not guilty until Swift personally intervened, thus preventing a retrial.


Swift’s caution becomes even more understandable when we arrive at A Modest Proposal (1729), in which, under the guise of a serious economic pamphlet, he suggests that the solution to hunger and poverty in Ireland is for the poor to sell their children as food. (‘A young healthy child well nursed, is, at a year old, a most delicious, nourishing and wholesome food …’) This is satirical fiction of the most savage stripe but also, in its seemingly casual adoption of cannibalism, a work of horror, one that would later find an echo in Gerald Griffin’s short story ‘The Brown Man’. But the proposition at its heart, the consumption of human flesh, would have been far from unthinkable in an Ireland familiar with famine.


In her biography of Swift, Victoria Glendinning writes:


It is horrible to say that Swift is hardly, in the Modest Proposal, being inventive. More than a hundred years before, there had been reports in Ireland of starving women lighting fires in the fields to lure children to them, and then killing and eating them. There was another early seventeenth-century report of small children living for three weeks on the roasted flesh of their dead mother, working from the feet up. The famine conditions which gave rise to such horrors were recurrent. The Modest Proposal, shocking in England and to us today for its outrageousness, reflected in Ireland folk-fears and folk-memories.44


The passage of time did nothing to diminish the appalling relevance of A Modest Proposal to the Irish situation. Incidents of ‘survivor cannibalism’ – feeding in desperation on corpses – were recorded in rural Ireland during the Great Hunger, as the later Irish famine of 1845–52 is often termed. The parish priest of Partry, Co. Mayo, Fr Peter Ward, wrote to his archbishop to describe the discovery of four corpses in a hut in the village of Drimcaggy. ‘The flesh was pulled off the daughter’s arm,’ Ward recounted, ‘and mangled in the mouth of her poor dead mother – her name was Mary Kennedy.’ Ward also told the archbishop of one ‘William Walsh, of Mount Partree, and his son … dead together, their flesh was torn off their dead bodies by rats, and by each other; flesh was found in their mouths.’45 In an address to The Fight against Hunger: the History and Future of the Irish Role in Humanitarian Assistance, a 2012 conference in New York on world food shortages, Professor Cormac Ó Gráda of University College Dublin, an expert on the Great Hunger, detailed two further documented cases of cannibalism from that period. The first, recorded in The Times of May 23, 1849, concerned a starving man who was alleged to have ‘extracted the heart and liver … [of] a shipwrecked human body … cast on shore.’ The second involved a prosecution for theft in the west of Ireland, in the course of which it was revealed that the starving wife of the accused had eaten flesh from the leg of their deceased son, a claim confirmed by exhumation. The accused was my namesake, John Connolly.


Yet despite its viciousness, and the real horrors on which it drew, A Modest Proposal did provoke an amused response from Swift’s friend Lord Bathurst who, having nine children of his own, and unable to pay a debt to the author, instead offered ‘four or five [children] that are very fit for the table …’46


Swift’s satirical writings, and the ribaldry, even obscenity, of some of his poetry, might lead him – mistakenly – to be judged as a misanthropist, and certainly his reputation suffered after his death. But, in the words of Ian Campbell Ross, Swift was


a lover not a hater of mankind. Convinced, like many of his contemporaries, of the essential corruption of human nature, he strives nonetheless to persuade men to adopt a Christian morality as the most reasonable as well as the best means of alleviating a condition that cannot be cured. It is not mankind Swift hates but mankind’s capacity for delusion.47


Swift lived to the age of seventy-eight, no small achievement for the time, but his final years were dogged by poor health, initially as a result of Ménière’s disease, a disorder of the inner ear that causes dizziness and hearing loss, and later due to senile dementia. The latter must have been a particular trauma for Swift, who had long feared madness. It says much for the man that in his will he left money for the building of a Dublin hospital to offer caring treatment for the mentally ill. That institution, St Patrick’s, still operates to this day. Swift’s last recorded words were ‘I am a fool.’


A Modest Proposal


For preventing the children of poor people, from being a burthen to their parents, or the country, and for making them beneficial to the publick.


It is a melancholy object to those, who walk through this great town, or travel in the country, when they see the streets, the roads, and cabbin-doors crowded with beggars of the female sex, followed by three, four, or six children, all in rags, and importuning every passenger for an alms. These mothers, instead of being able to work for their honest livelihood, are forced to employ all their time in stroling to beg sustenance for their helpless infants who, as they grow up, either turn thieves for want of work, or leave their dear native country, to fight for the Pretender in Spain, or sell themselves to the Barbadoes.


I think it is agreed by all parties, that this prodigious number of children in the arms, or on the backs, or at the heels of their mothers, and frequently of their fathers, is in the present deplorable state of the kingdom, a very great additional grievance; and therefore whoever could find out a fair, cheap and easy method of making these children sound and useful members of the commonwealth, would deserve so well of the publick, as to have his statue set up for a preserver of the nation.


But my intention is very far from being confined to provide only for the children of professed beggars: it is of a much greater extent, and shall take in the whole number of infants at a certain age, who are born of parents in effect as little able to support them, as those who demand our charity in the streets.


As to my own part, having turned my thoughts for many years upon this important subject, and maturely weighed the several schemes of our projectors, I have always found them grossly mistaken in their computation. It is true, a child just dropt from its dam, may be supported by her milk, for a solar year, with little other nourishment: at most not above the value of two shillings, which the mother may certainly get, or the value in scraps, by her lawful occupation of begging; and it is exactly at one year old that I propose to provide for them in such a manner, as, instead of being a charge upon their parents, or the parish, or wanting food and raiment for the rest of their lives, they shall, on the contrary, contribute to the feeding, and partly to the clothing of many thousands.


There is likewise another great advantage in my scheme, that it will prevent those voluntary abortions, and that horrid practice of women murdering their bastard children, alas! too frequent among us, sacrificing the poor innocent babes, I doubt, more to avoid the expence than the shame, which would move tears and pity in the most savage and inhuman breast.


The number of souls in this kingdom being usually reckoned one million and a half, of these I calculate there may be about two hundred thousand couple, whose wives are breeders; from which number I subtract thirty thousand couple, who are able to maintain their own children, (although I apprehend there cannot be so many under the present distresses of the kingdom) but this being granted, there will remain a hundred and seventy thousand breeders. I again subtract fifty thousand, for those women who miscarry, or whose children die by accident or disease within the year. There only remain a hundred and twenty thousand children of poor parents annually born. The question therefore is, How this number shall be reared and provided for? which, as I have already said, under the present situation of affairs, is utterly impossible by all the methods hitherto proposed. For we can neither employ them in handicraft or agriculture; they neither build houses, (I mean in the country) nor cultivate land: they can very seldom pick up a livelihood by stealing till they arrive at six years old; except where they are of towardly parts, although I confess they learn the rudiments much earlier; during which time they can however be properly looked upon only as probationers; as I have been informed by a principal gentleman in the county of Cavan, who protested to me, that he never knew above one or two instances under the age of six, even in a part of the kingdom so renowned for the quickest proficiency in that art.


I am assured by our merchants, that a boy or a girl, before twelve years old, is no saleable commodity, and even when they come to this age, they will not yield above three pounds, or three pounds and half a crown at most, on the exchange; which cannot turn to account either to the parents or kingdom, the charge of nutriments and rags having been at least four times that value.


I shall now therefore humbly propose my own thoughts, which I hope will not be liable to the least objection.


I have been assured by a very knowing American of my acquaintance in London, that a young healthy child well nursed, is, at a year old, a most delicious, nourishing and wholesome food, whether stewed, roasted, baked, or boiled; and I make no doubt that it will equally serve in a fricasee, or a ragoust.


I do therefore humbly offer it to publick consideration, that of the hundred and twenty thousand children, already computed, twenty thousand may be reserved for breed, whereof only one fourth part to be males; which is more than we allow to sheep, black cattle, or swine, and my reason is, that these children are seldom the fruits of marriage, a circumstance not much regarded by our savages, therefore, one male will be sufficient to serve four females. That the remaining hundred thousand may, at a year old, be offered in sale to the persons of quality and fortune, through the kingdom, always advising the mother to let them suck plentifully in the last month, so as to render them plump, and fat for a good table. A child will make two dishes at an entertainment for friends, and when the family dines alone, the fore or hind quarter will make a reasonable dish, and seasoned with a little pepper or salt, will be very good boiled on the fourth day, especially in winter.


I have reckoned upon a medium, that a child just born will weigh 12 pounds, and in a solar year, if tolerably nursed, encreaseth to 28 pounds.


I grant this food will be somewhat dear, and therefore very proper for landlords, who, as they have already devoured most of the parents, seem to have the best title to the children.


Infant’s flesh will be in season throughout the year, but more plentiful in March, and a little before and after; for we are told by a grave author, an eminent French physician, that fish being a prolifick dyet, there are more children born in Roman Catholick countries about nine months after Lent, than at any other season; therefore, reckoning a year after Lent, the markets will be more glutted than usual, because the number of Popish infants, is at least three to one in this kingdom, and therefore it will have one other collateral advantage, by lessening the number of Papists among us.


I have already computed the charge of nursing a beggar’s child (in which list I reckon all cottagers, labourers, and four-fifths of the farmers) to be about two shillings per annum, rags included; and I believe no gentleman would repine to give ten shillings for the carcass of a good fat child, which, as I have said, will make four dishes of excellent nutritive meat, when he hath only some particular friend, or his own family to dine with him. Thus the squire will learn to be a good landlord, and grow popular among his tenants, the mother will have eight shillings neat profit, and be fit for work till she produces another child.


Those who are more thrifty (as I must confess the times require) may flay the carcass; the skin of which, artificially dressed, will make admirable gloves for ladies, and summer boots for fine gentlemen.


As to our City of Dublin, shambles may be appointed for this purpose, in the most convenient parts of it, and butchers we may be assured will not be wanting; although I rather recommend buying the children alive, and dressing them hot from the knife, as we do roasting pigs.


A very worthy person, a true lover of his country, and whose virtues I highly esteem, was lately pleased in discoursing on this matter, to offer a refinement upon my scheme. He said, that many gentlemen of this kingdom, having of late destroyed their deer, he conceived that the want of venison might be well supplied by the bodies of young lads and maidens, not exceeding fourteen years of age, nor under twelve; so great a number of both sexes in every county being now ready to starve for want of work and service: and these to be disposed of by their parents if alive, or otherwise by their nearest relations. But with due deference to so excellent a friend, and so deserving a patriot, I cannot be altogether in his sentiments; for as to the males, my American acquaintance assured me from frequent experience, that their flesh was generally tough and lean, like that of our schoolboys, by continual exercise, and their taste disagreeable, and to fatten them would not answer the charge. Then as to the females, it would, I think, with humble submission, be a loss to the publick, because they soon would become breeders themselves: and besides, it is not improbable that some scrupulous people might be apt to censure such a practice, (although indeed very unjustly) as a little bordering upon cruelty, which, I confess, hath always been with me the strongest objection against any project, how well soever intended.


But in order to justify my friend, he confessed, that this expedient was put into his head by the famous Psalmanaazor, a native of the island Formosa, who came from thence to London, above twenty years ago, and in conversation told my friend, that in his country, when any young person happened to be put to death, the executioner sold the carcass to persons of quality, as a prime dainty; and that, in his time, the body of a plump girl of fifteen, who was crucified for an attempt to poison the Emperor, was sold to his imperial majesty’s prime minister of state, and other great mandarins of the court in joints from the gibbet, at four hundred crowns. Neither indeed can I deny, that if the same use were made of several plump young girls in this town, who without one single groat to their fortunes, cannot stir abroad without a chair, and appear at a playhouse and assemblies in foreign fineries which they never will pay for, the kingdom would not be the worse.


Some persons of a desponding spirit are in great concern about that vast number of poor people, who are aged, diseased, or maimed; and I have been desired to employ my thoughts what course may be taken, to ease the nation of so grievous an incumbrance. But I am not in the least pain upon that matter, because it is very well known, that they are every day dying, and rotting, by cold and famine, and filth, and vermin, as fast as can be reasonably expected. And as to the young labourers, they are now in almost as hopeful a condition. They cannot get work, and consequently pine away from want of nourishment, to a degree, that if at any time they are accidentally hired to common labour, they have not strength to perform it, and thus the country and themselves are happily delivered from the evils to come.


I have too long digressed, and therefore shall return to my subject. I think the advantages by the proposal which I have made are obvious and many, as well as of the highest importance.


For first, as I have already observed, it would greatly lessen the number of Papists, with whom we are yearly overrun, being the principal breeders of the nation, as well as our most dangerous enemies, and who stay at home on purpose with a design to deliver the kingdom to the Pretender, hoping to take their advantage by the absence of so many good Protestants, who have chosen rather to leave their country, than stay at home and pay tithes against their conscience to an episcopal curate.


Secondly, The poorer tenants will have something valuable of their own, which by law may be made liable to a distress, and help to pay their landlord’s rent, their corn and cattle being already seized, and money a thing unknown.


Thirdly, Whereas the maintainance of a hundred thousand children, from two years old, and upwards, cannot be computed at less than ten shillings a piece per annum, the nation’s stock will be thereby encreased fifty thousand pounds per annum, besides the profit of a new dish, introduced to the tables of all gentlemen of fortune in the kingdom, who have any refinement in taste. And the money will circulate among our selves, the goods being entirely of our own growth and manufacture.


Fourthly, The constant breeders, besides the gain of eight shillings sterling per annum by the sale of their children, will be rid of the charge of maintaining them after the first year.


Fifthly, This food would likewise bring great custom to taverns, where the vintners will certainly be so prudent as to procure the best receipts for dressing it to perfection; and consequently have their houses frequented by all the fine gentlemen, who justly value themselves upon their knowledge in good eating; and a skilful cook, who understands how to oblige his guests, will contrive to make it as expensive as they please.


Sixthly, This would be a great inducement to marriage, which all wise nations have either encouraged by rewards, or enforced by laws and penalties. It would encrease the care and tenderness of mothers towards their children, when they were sure of a settlement for life to the poor babes, provided in some sort by the publick, to their annual profit instead of expence. We should soon see an honest emulation among the married women, which of them could bring the fattest child to the market. Men would become as fond of their wives, during the time of their pregnancy, as they are now of their mares in foal, their cows in calf, or sows when they are ready to farrow; nor offer to beat or kick them (as is too frequent a practice) for fear of a miscarriage.


Many other advantages might be enumerated. For instance, the addition of some thousand carcasses in our exportation of barrel’d beef: the propagation of swine’s flesh, and improvement in the art of making good bacon, so much wanted among us by the great destruction of pigs, too frequent at our tables; which are no way comparable in taste or magnificence to a well grown, fat yearling child, which roasted whole will make a considerable figure at a Lord Mayor’s feast, or any other publick entertainment. But this, and many others, I omit, being studious of brevity.


Supposing that one thousand families in this city, would be constant customers for infants flesh, besides others who might have it at merry meetings, particularly at weddings and christenings, I compute that Dublin would take off annually about twenty thousand carcasses; and the rest of the kingdom (where probably they will be sold somewhat cheaper) the remaining eighty thousand.


I can think of no one objection, that will possibly be raised against this proposal, unless it should be urged, that the number of people will be thereby much lessened in the kingdom. This I freely own, and was indeed one principal design in offering it to the world. I desire the reader will observe, that I calculate my remedy for this one individual Kingdom of Ireland, and for no other that ever was, is, or, I think, ever can be upon Earth. Therefore let no man talk to me of other expedients: Of taxing our absentees at five shillings a pound: Of using neither clothes, nor houshold furniture, except what is of our own growth and manufacture: Of utterly rejecting the materials and instruments that promote foreign luxury: Of curing the expensiveness of pride, vanity, idleness, and gaming in our women: Of introducing a vein of parsimony, prudence and temperance: Of learning to love our country, wherein we differ even from Laplanders, and the inhabitants of Topinamboo: Of quitting our animosities and factions, nor acting any longer like the Jews, who were murdering one another at the very moment their city was taken: Of being a little cautious not to sell our country and consciences for nothing: Of teaching landlords to have at least one degree of mercy towards their tenants. Lastly, of putting a spirit of honesty, industry, and skill into our shopkeepers, who, if a resolution could now be taken to buy only our native goods, would immediately unite to cheat and exact upon us in the price, the measure, and the goodness, nor could ever yet be brought to make one fair proposal of just dealing, though often and earnestly invited to it.


Therefore I repeat, let no man talk to me of these and the like expedients, till he hath at least some glympse of hope, that there will ever be some hearty and sincere attempt to put them into practice.


But, as to myself, having been wearied out for many years with offering vain, idle, visionary thoughts, and at length utterly despairing of success, I fortunately fell upon this proposal, which, as it is wholly new, so it hath something solid and real, of no expence and little trouble, full in our own power, and whereby we can incur no danger in disobliging England. For this kind of commodity will not bear exportation, and flesh being of too tender a consistence, to admit a long continuance in salt, although perhaps I could name a country, which would be glad to eat up our whole nation without it.


After all, I am not so violently bent upon my own opinion, as to reject any offer, proposed by wise men, which shall be found equally innocent, cheap, easy, and effectual. But before something of that kind shall be advanced in contradiction to my scheme, and offering a better, I desire the author or authors will be pleased maturely to consider two points. First, As things now stand, how they will be able to find food and raiment for a hundred thousand useless mouths and backs. And secondly, There being a round million of creatures in humane figure throughout this kingdom, whose whole subsistence put into a common stock, would leave them in debt two million of pounds sterling, adding those who are beggars by profession, to the bulk of farmers, cottagers and labourers, with their wives and children, who are beggars in effect; I desire those politicians who dislike my overture, and may perhaps be so bold to attempt an answer, that they will first ask the parents of these mortals, whether they would not at this day think it a great happiness to have been sold for food at a year old, in the manner I prescribe, and thereby have avoided such a perpetual scene of misfortunes, as they have since gone through, by the oppression of landlords, the impossibility of paying rent without money or trade, the want of common sustenance, with neither house nor clothes to cover them from the inclemencies of the weather, and the most inevitable prospect of intailing the like, or greater miseries, upon their breed for ever.


I profess in the sincerity of my heart, that I have not the least personal interest in endeavouring to promote this necessary work, having no other motive than the publick good of my country, by advancing our trade, providing for infants, relieving the poor, and giving some pleasure to the rich. I have no children, by which I can propose to get a single penny; the youngest being nine years old, and my wife past child-bearing.










The Disabled Soldier


Oliver Goldsmith


1762


Oliver Goldsmith (1728?–74) was born either in Pallas, near Ballymahon, Co. Longford, or in Elphin, Co. Roscommon. (The Encyclopaedia Britannica opts for Kilkenny West, Co. Westmeath, but that strikes me as completely wrong.) Ballymahon has a monument to him, but Pallas appears the more likely, although the uncertainty surrounding the place of his birth, or even the year of it, is part and parcel of the man. Goldsmith is one of the more enigmatic figures in Irish literature, and what we know of him comes to us largely through his published works and the accounts of contemporaries, the man himself having bequeathed to posterity no journals or letters that might offer us revelations about his inner life. In his Life of Samuel Johnson (1791), James Boswell termed Goldsmith a ‘singular character’, and Johnson shared this opinion, but perhaps regarded the writing more highly than the man. In a diary entry from May 1784, Mary Hamilton (1756–1816) – courtier of King George III, intellectual, and socialite – records a dinner at which Johnson was in attendance, during which the great man offered his opinions on Goldsmith. Johnson, she wrote, claimed he


never knew a Head so unfurnished [as Goldsmith’s]; he gave him credit for being a Clerical Scholar so far as he had learnt at school, but that he knew very little of any subject he ever wrote upon … upon the most common subjects he was most ignorant, of which he gave many and daily proofs; he had the habit of lying to such a degree that the Club to which he belonged and the society he lived in never scrupled to tell him they wanted Faith for what he advanced. [He continued noting that he] was the most envious of Men; he could not bear to hear the praise of any one, nay! even the Beauty of a woman being praised he could not endure.48


Johnson then conceded that Goldsmith had ‘many good qualities’ before resuming his enumeration of Goldsmith’s many bad ones, which seemed to offer more fertile ground for discussion.


Goldsmith, his face pitted with scars from a near-fatal early encounter with smallpox, was a dissolute youth, but at least he was consistent, as he duly became a dissolute adult. ‘I was a lover of mirth, good-humor, and even sometimes of fun, from my childhood,’ he later admitted.49 Academically unimpressive (‘Never was so dull a boy,’ claimed a childhood tutor, Elizabeth Delap, ‘he seemed impenetrably stupid …’), Goldsmith somehow managed to salvage a B.A. from the wreckage of his time at Trinity College Dublin, graduating in 1749. A roving lifestyle followed for a time, taking in Scotland and mainland Europe, before he eventually arrived in London where, in order to indulge a fondness for fine clothes and unsuccessful gambling, he became a writer, or more particularly a Grub Street hack.


Grub Street, in Cripplegate, had long been associated with printing, publishing, bookselling, journalism, and – by extension – nonconformism, which, combined with a ready supply of cheap lodgings and coffee houses, made it attractive territory for writers. By the beginning of the eighteenth century it was home to a variety of periodicals and newspapers, all anxious for content: writers from Daniel Defoe to Samuel Johnson found employment there, and Goldsmith soon signed a contract with Ralph Griffiths at the Monthly Review, although their business relationship did not last and Goldsmith was soon once again scrabbling for money, debt being a constant companion throughout his life.


But a new form of writing was emerging out of Grub Street. Jonathan Swift’s A Modest Proposal (1729) may be fiction, but it is not a story. Goldsmith’s ‘The Disabled Soldier’ is both. The essay form, long a dominant mode of address, had, by the middle of the eighteenth century, begun to mutate into something with more creative licence, as political, moral, and social opinions were placed in the mouths of invented figures. Goldsmith devised a Chinese visitor, Lien Chi Altangi, as the narrator of Citizen of the World, or, Letters from a Chinese Philosopher, residing in London, a series of essays written originally for the Public Ledger between 1760 and 1761, which enabled him to critique England and its metropolis through the eyes of a fictional character. ‘Letter CXIX’ of Lien Chi Altangi’s correspondence, reproduced in full here, contains the story that is often referred to as ‘The Disabled Soldier’.


The publication of The Sketch Book of Geoffrey Crayon, Gent. (1819–20) by Washington Irving is widely considered to mark the birth of the short story as a genre, but the moment of conception occurred elsewhere with the essayists, Goldsmith not least among them. (Indeed, Irving would publish a biography of Goldsmith in 1849, concluding that ‘He was no one’s enemy but his own.’) What we have in ‘The Disabled Soldier’, then, is one of the first and most famous examples of the short story form itself. This is not just a genre coming into being – in this case, the story as moral, didactic, or social commentary, allied to a tale of adventure – but a whole new mode of writing.


Goldsmith would also produce longform fiction (The Vicar of Wakefield, 1766), poetry (The Deserted Village, 1770), and drama (She Stoops to Conquer, 1773), along with histories, biographies, and anthologies, lending credence to the epitaph on his monument at Westminster Abbey, composed by Johnson, that he ‘touched nothing that he did not adorn’. Goldsmith had just begun dictating his memoirs when he died of kidney disease, leaving behind £2,000 of debt, including £79 owed for a new suit. As he lay in his coffin, a lock of his hair was removed at the request of Mary Horneck, with whom he had fallen in love but never married.


Whatever his flaws – and he was a mass of contradictions – there can be no denying Goldsmith’s particular genius as a writer, and he was much loved by his friends. A century after his death, Chambers’s Encyclopaedia summarised him thus: ‘Blundering, impulsive, vain, and extravagant, clumsy in manner, and undignified in presence, he was laughed at and ridiculed by his contemporaries; but with pen in hand, and in the solitude of his chamber, he was a match for any of them …’50


Letter CXIX (containing ‘The Disabled Soldier’)
From Lien Chi Altangi to Fum Hoam, First President of the Ceremonial Academy at Pekin, in China.


The misfortunes of the great, my friend, are held up to engage our attention, are enlarged upon in tones of declamation, and the world is called upon to gaze at the noble sufferers; they have at once the comfort of admiration and pity.


Yet where is the magnanimity of bearing misfortunes, when the whole world is looking on? Men in such circumstances can act bravely even from motives of vanity. He only who, in the vale of obscurity, can brave adversity, who, without friends to encourage, acquaintances to pity, or even without hope to alleviate his distress, can behave with tranquillity and indifference, is truly great; whether peasant or courtier, he deserves admiration, and should be held up for our imitation and respect.


The miseries of the poor are, however, entirely disregarded, though some undergo more real hardships in one day, than the great in their whole lives. It is indeed inconceivable what difficulties the meanest English sailor or soldier endures without murmuring or regret. Every day to him is a day of misery, and yet he bears his hard fate without repining.


With what indignation do I hear the heroes of tragedy complain of misfortunes and hardships, whose greatest calamity is founded in arrogance and pride. Their severest distresses are pleasure, compared to what many of the adventuring poor every day sustain, without murmuring. These may eat, drink, and sleep; have slaves to attend them, and are sure of subsistence for life, while many of their fellow creatures are obliged to wander, without a friend to comfort or assist them, find enmity in every law, and are too poor to obtain even justice.


I have been led into these reflections, from accidentally meeting some days ago, a poor fellow begging at one of the outlets of the town, with a wooden leg. I was curious to learn what had reduced him to his present situation; and, after giving him what I thought proper, desired to know the history of his life and misfortunes, and the manner in which he was reduced to his present distress. The disabled soldier, for such he was, with an intrepidity truly British, leaning on his crutch, put himself into an attitude to comply with my request, and gave me his history as follows:


‘As for my misfortunes, Sir, I cannot pretend to have gone through any more than others. Except the loss of my limb, and my being obliged to beg, I don’t know any reason, thank heaven, that I have to complain; there are some who have lost both legs and an eye; but, thank heaven, it is not quite so bad with me.


‘My father was a labourer in the country, and died when I was five years old; so I was put upon the parish. As he had been a wandering sort of a man, the parishioners were not able to tell to what parish I belonged, or where I was born; so they sent me to another parish, and that parish sent me to a third, till at last it was thought I belonged to no parish at all. At length, however, they fixed me. I had some disposition to be a scholar, and had actually learned my letters; but the master of the work-house put me to business, as soon as I was able to handle a mallet.


‘Here I lived an easy kind of a life for five years. I only wrought ten hours in the day, and had my meat and drink provided for my labour. It is true, I was not suffered to stir far from the house, for fear I should run away: but what of that? I had the liberty of the whole house, and the yard before the door, and that was enough for me.


‘I was next bound out to a farmer, where I was up both early and late, but I eat and drank well, and liked my business well enough, till he died. Being then obliged to provide for myself, I was resolved to go and seek my fortune. Thus I lived, and went from town to town, working when I could get employment, and starving when I could get none, and might have lived so still. But happening one day to go through a field belonging to a magistrate, I spy’d a hare crossing the path just before me. I believe the devil put it into my head to fling my stick at it; well, what will you have on’t? I kill’d the hare, and was bringing it away in triumph, when the justice himself met me: he called me a villain, and collaring me, desired I would give an account of myself. I began immediately to give a full account of all that I knew of my breed, seed, and generation; but though I gave a very long account, the justice said, I could give no account of myself; so I was indicted, and found guilty of being poor, and sent to Newgate, in order to be transported to the plantations.


‘People may say this and that of being in jail; but for my part, I found Newgate as agreeable a place as ever I was, in all my life. I had my belly full to eat and drink, and did no work; but alas, this kind of life was too good to last for ever! I was taken out of prison, after five months, put on board of a ship, and sent off with two hundred more. Our passage was but indifferent, for we were all confined in the hold, and died very fast for want of sweet air and provisions; but for my part, I did not want meat, because I had a fever all the way; Providence was kind when provisions grew short, it took away my desire of eating. When we came on shore, we were sold to the planters. I was bound for seven years, and as I was no scholar, for I had forgotten my letters, I was obliged to work among the negroes; and served out my time, as in duty bound to do.


‘When my time was expired, I worked my passage home, and glad I was to see Old England again, because I loved my country. O liberty, liberty, liberty, that is the property of every Englishman, and I will die in its defence: I was afraid, however, that I should be indicted for a vagabond once more, so did not much care to go into the country, but kept about town, and did little jobs when I could get them. I was very happy in this manner for some time; till one evening, coming home from work, two men knocked me down, and then desired me to stand still. They belonged to a press gang: I was carried before the justice, and as I could give no account of myself (that was the thing that always hobbled me) I had my choice left, whether to go on board a man of war, or list for a soldier; I chose to be a soldier, and in this post of a gentleman I served two campaigns, was at the battles in Flanders, and received but one wound through the breast, which is troublesome to this day.


‘When the peace came on, I was discharged: and as I could not work, because my wound was sometimes painful, I listed for a landman in the East India company’s service. I here fought the French in six pitched battles; and verily believe, that if I could read or write, our captain would have given me promotion, and made me a corporal. But that was not my good fortune, I soon fell sick, and when I became good for nothing, got leave to return home again, with forty pounds in my pocket, which I saved in the service. This was at the beginning of the present war, so I hoped to be set on shore, and to have the pleasure of spending my money; but the government wanted men, and I was pressed again, before ever I could let foot on shore.


‘The boatswain found me, as he said, an obstinate fellow: he swore that I understood my business perfectly well, but that I pretended sickness merely to be idle: God knows, I knew nothing of sea-business. He beat me without considering what he was about. But still my forty pounds was some comfort to me under every beating; the money was my comfort, and the money I might have had to this day; but that our ship was taken by the French, and so I lost it all!


‘Our crew was carried into a French prison, and many of them died, because they were not used to live in a jail; but for my part it was nothing to me, for I was seasoned. One night however, as I was sleeping on the bed of boards, with a warm blanket about me, (for I always loved to lie well) I was awaked by the boatswain, who had a dark lantern by his hand. “Jack,” says he to me, “will you knock out the French sentry’s brain?” – “I don’t care, says I, striving to keep myself awake, if I lend a hand.” “Then follow me, says he, and I hope we shall do his business.” So up I got, and tied my blanket, which was all the clothes I had, about my middle, and went with him to fight the Frenchman: we had no arms; but one Englishman is able to beat five French at any time; so we went down to the door, where both the sentries were posted, and rushing upon them, seized their arms in a moment and knocked them down. From thence, nine of us ran together to the quay, and seizing the first boat we met, got out of the harbour, and put to sea: we had not been here three days, before we were taken up by an English privateer, who was glad of so many good hands; and we consented to run our chance. However, we had not so much luck as we expected. In three days we fell in with a French man of war of forty guns, while we had but twenty-three; so to it we went. The fight lasted for three hours, and I verily believe we should have taken the Frenchman, but unfortunately we lost all our men, just as we were going to get the victory. I was once more in the power of the French, and I believe it would have gone hard with me had I been brought back to my old jail in Brest: but by good fortune, we were retaken and carried to England once more.


‘I had almost forgot to tell you, that in this last engagement, I was wounded in two places; I lost four fingers of the left hand, and my leg was cut off. Had I had the good fortune to have lost my leg and use of my hand on board a king’s ship, and not a privateer, I should have been entitled to clothing and maintenance during the rest of my life, but that was not my chance; one man is born with a silver spoon in his mouth, and another with a wooden ladle. However, blessed be God, I enjoy good health, and have no enemy in this world that I know of, but the French, and the Justice of Peace.’


Thus saying, he limped off, leaving my friend and me in admiration of his intrepidity and content; nor could we avoid acknowledging, that an habitual acquaintance with misery is the truest school of fortitude and philosophy. Adieu.










The False Key


Maria Edgeworth


1796


Maria Edgeworth (1768–1849) was born in Oxfordshire, England, but the family estate, the 600 acres of Edgeworthstown, lay in Co. Longford, where she went to live with the rest of the household in 1773, following the death of her mother, Anna Maria Elers, and her father’s remarriage to his second wife, Honora Sneyd. Maria’s father, Richard Lovell Edgeworth, was a writer, inventor, and politician, as well as a seemingly compulsive breeder of children, ultimately producing twenty-two of them over four marriages, although not all of them survived into adulthood. In 1775, Maria – the second surviving child, and the first daughter – was sent back to England to be educated, returning to Ireland in 1782 where her education continued under her father’s guidance.


In matters of female education, as in much else, Richard Edgeworth, to his credit, appears to have been a remarkably farsighted individual. As well as designing a spoked ‘perambulator’ for measuring fields, a machine for cutting turnips, and a device for keeping haystacks dry, he was a member of the Lunar Society of Birmingham, a discussion group for learned gentlemen, so named because it held its meetings on the Sunday nearest the full moon in order to take advantage of the natural light. Among Edgeworth’s fellow ‘lunaticks’, as they called themselves, were the English potter and social reformer Josiah Wedgwood; James Watt, the inventor of the steam engine; the physician and philosopher Erasmus Darwin, grandfather of the naturalist Charles Darwin; and the poet and philosopher Thomas Day. Maria, too, would correspond with members of the Lunar Society throughout her life, and was heavily involved in the day-to-day management of her father’s estate.


Richard Edgeworth was peripherally, and seemingly unwittingly, implicated in a bizarre and disturbing social experiment initiated by Day. In 1769, the latter selected two pretty orphan girls aged eleven and twelve from a pair of hospitals, claiming that at least one of them was to be apprenticed as a maid to Edgeworth. Instead Day determined to raise both girls for a year, after which he would apprentice one of them to a trade and keep the other as his wife, although he promised not to ‘violate her innocence’. Day ultimately ended up rejecting both of them, but not before subjecting the more promising candidate, whom he named Sabrina, to mental and physical ordeals including dropping hot sealing wax on her bare skin, with orders not to cry out; forcing her into the cold waters of Stowe Pool, although she couldn’t swim; and firing off guns in her vicinity to accustom her to loud noises. In 1767, Margaret Edgeworth, Richard’s younger sister, had agreed to marry Day upon reaching her majority, but elected to end the engagement, which could only be regarded as a lucky escape. Honora Sneyd, Richard’s second wife, had also earlier rejected Day’s advances.


If we seem to be spending a lot of time on Richard, it’s because he was a significant influence on his daughter, encouraging her not only to write but also to outline her efforts carefully in advance, and much of the moralistic, didactic strain in Maria’s early work has been attributed to him. He could certainly be overbearing. The poet Lord Byron recalled meeting Maria and Richard in London in January 1813, and wrote of the encounter, ‘Her conversation was as quiet as herself. One would never have guessed she could write her name; whereas her father talked, not as if he could write nothing else, but as if nothing else was worth writing.’51


Father and daughter collaborated on The Parent’s Assistant; or, Stories for Children (1796), in addition to subsequent works such as Practical Education (1798) and Early Lessons (1801), the titles providing a clue to the Edgeworth clan’s enthusiasm for the gift of learning. This premium placed on female instruction is also reflected in the earlier Letters for Literary Ladies (1795), the first work credited to Maria, which took aim at men who believed that women should be neither writers nor thinkers, whose number included the sadistic Thomas Day. ‘I do not pretend,’ Maria wrote in Literary Ladies, adopting a male persona, ‘that even by cultivating my daughter’s understanding I can secure for her a husband suited to her taste; it will therefore be prudent to make her felicity in some degree independent of matrimony. Many parents have sufficient kindness and foresight to provide, in point of fortune, for their daughters; but few consider that if a single life should be their choice or their doom, something more is necessary to secure respect and happiness for them in the decline of life. The silent unreproved pleasures of literature are the sure resource of those who have cultivated minds; those who have not, must wear out their disconsolate unoccupied old age as chance directs.’52


In 1800, Maria, following exposure to the Gothic novels of Ann Radcliffe (1764–1823), published the short, satirical Gothic novel Castle Rackrent, the tale of four generations of the Rackrent family as seen through the eyes of their steward, Thady Quirk. This time, Richard kept his distance from his daughter’s efforts, and the result is a novel of firsts: the first ‘Big House’ novel, reflecting the reality of an Anglo-Irish landowner’s home surrounded by the dwellings of the peasantry, even if the focus is on the former rather than the latter, as befitted Maria’s station in life; the first historical novel in English; the first regional novel; and one of the earliest examples in fiction of the unreliable narrator. In the years immediately following its publication, Maria would tour England and France – she was fluent in French – to promote her work, and her literary reputation would continue to grow. In 1814, near the peak of her fame, she received £2,000 for her novel Patronage, a sum that alone would have placed her in the top two per cent of earners, and Sir Walter Scott, the leading novelist of the day, dubbed her ‘the great Maria’. The death of her father in 1817 hit her hard, and she retreated from public view until 1820, during which time she completed his Memoirs and prepared them for publication. She carried on writing and publishing, but Edgeworthstown increasingly became her entire world, and she died there in 1849.


‘The False Key’, taken from The Parent’s Assistant; or, Stories for Children, functions as both a foundational work of realist children’s short fiction and a crime story, even down to one of the original appearances in crime literature of what would become a staple: the key copied using a wax impression. ‘The False Key’, like all of Maria’s stories for children, would have been tested on her younger siblings, and adjusted according to their responses. It has a moral, didactic purpose, but as the critic Ernest A. Baker reminds us, ‘children are the most moralistic creatures alive, and sternly insist on poetic justice’, and to appreciate what he refers to as ‘these little masterpieces’ requires the older reader to recall the world as viewed through a child’s eyes. ‘Maria Edgeworth,’ writes Baker, ‘entered into the pangs and ecstasies of the child’s mind, and brought them out with a poignancy that touches even the most experienced heart.’53


The False Key


Mr Spencer, a very benevolent and sensible man, undertook the education of several poor children. Among the best was a boy of the name of Franklin, whom he had bred up from the time he was five years old. Franklin had the misfortune to be the son of a man of infamous character; and for many years this was a disgrace and reproach to his child. When any of the neighbours’ children quarrelled with him, they used to tell him that he would turn out like his father. But Mr Spencer always assured him that he might make himself whatever he pleased; that by behaving well he would certainly, sooner or later, secure the esteem and love of all who knew him, even of those who had the strongest prejudice against him on his father’s account.


This hope was very delightful to Franklin, and he showed the strongest desire to learn and to do everything that was right; so that Mr Spencer soon grew fond of him, and took great pains to instruct him, and to give him all the good habits and principles which might make him a useful, respectable, and happy man.


When he was about thirteen years of age, Mr Spencer one day sent for him into his closet; and as he was folding up a letter which he had been writing, said to him, with a very kind look, but in a graver tone than usual, ‘Franklin, you are going to leave me.’ ‘Sir!’ said Franklin. ‘You are now going to leave me, and to begin the world for yourself. You will carry this letter to my sister, Mrs Churchill, in Queen’s Square. You know Queen’s Square?’ Franklin bowed. ‘You must expect,’ continued Mr Spencer, ‘to meet with several disagreeable things, and a great deal of rough work, at your first setting out; but be faithful and obedient to your mistress, and obliging to your fellow-servants, and all will go well. Mrs Churchill will make you a very good mistress, if you behave properly; and I have no doubt but you will.’ ‘Thank you, sir.’ ‘And you will always – I mean, as long as you deserve it – find a friend in me.’ ‘Thank you, sir – I am sure you are—’ There Franklin stopped short, for the recollection of all Mr Spencer’s goodness rushed upon him at once, and he could not say another word. ‘Bring me a candle to seal this letter,’ said his master; and he was very glad to get out of the room. He came back with the candle, and, with a stout heart, stood by whilst the letter was sealing; and, when his master put it into his hand, said, in a cheerful voice, ‘I hope you will let me see you again, sir, sometimes.’ ‘Certainly; whenever your mistress can spare you, I shall be very glad to see you; and remember, if ever you get into any difficulty, don’t be afraid to come to me. I have sometimes spoken harshly to you; but you will not meet with a more indulgent friend.’ Franklin at this turned away with a full heart; and, after making two or three attempts to express his gratitude, left the room without being able to speak.


He got to Queen’s Square about three o’clock. The door was opened by a large, red-faced man, in a blue coat and scarlet waistcoat, to whom he felt afraid to give his message, lest he should not be a servant. ‘Well, what’s your business, sir?’ said the butler. ‘I have a letter for Mrs Churchill, sir,’ said Franklin, endeavouring to pronounce his sir in a tone as respectful as the butler’s was insolent.


The man, having examined the direction, seal, and edges of the letter, carried it upstairs, and in a few minutes returned, and ordered Franklin to rub his shoes well and follow him. He was then shown into a handsome room, where he found his mistress – an elderly lady. She asked him a few questions, examining him attentively as she spoke; and her severe eye at first and her gracious smile afterwards, made him feel that she was a person to be both loved and feared. ‘I shall give you in charge,’ said she, ringing a bell, ‘to my housekeeper, and I hope she will have no reason to be displeased with you.’


The housekeeper, when she first came in, appeared with a smiling countenance; but the moment she cast her eyes on Franklin, it changed to a look of surprise and suspicion. Her mistress recommended him to her protection, saying, ‘Pomfret, I hope you will keep this boy under your own eye.’ And she received him with a cold ‘Very well, ma’am,’ which plainly showed that she was not disposed to like him. In fact, Mrs Pomfret was a woman so fond of power, and so jealous of favour, that she would have quarrelled with an angel who had got so near her mistress without her introduction. She smothered her displeasure, however, till night; when, as she attended her mistress’s toilette, she could not refrain from expressing her sentiments. She began cautiously: ‘Ma’am, is not this the boy Mr Spencer was talking of one day – that has been brought up by the Villaintropic Society, I think they call it?’ – ‘Philanthropic Society; yes,’ said her mistress; ‘and my brother gives him a high character: I hope he will do very well.’ ‘I’m sure I hope so too,’ observed Mrs Pomfret; ‘but I can’t say; for my part, I’ve no great notion of those low people. They say all those children are taken from the very lowest drugs and refuges of the town, and surely they are like enough, ma’am, to take after their own fathers and mothers.’ ‘But they are not suffered to be with their parents,’ rejoined the lady; ‘and therefore cannot be hurt by their example. This little boy, to be sure, was unfortunate in his father, but he has had an excellent education.’ ‘Oh, edication! to be sure, ma’am, I know. I don’t say but what edication is a great thing. But then, ma’am, edication can’t change the natur that’s in one, they say; and one that’s born naturally bad and low, they say, all the edication in the world won’t do no good; and, for my part, ma’am, I know you knows best; but I should be afraid to let any of those Villaintropic folks get into my house; for nobody can tell the natur of them aforehand. I declare it frights me.’ ‘Pomfret, I thought you had better sense: how would this poor boy earn his bread? he would be forced to starve or steal, if everybody had such prejudices.’


Pomfret, who really was a good woman, was softened at this idea, and said, ‘God forbid he should starve or steal, and God forbid I should say anything prejudiciary of the boy; for there may be no harm in him’.


‘Well,’ said Mrs Churchill, changing her tone, ‘but, Pomfret, if we don’t like the boy at the end of the month, we have done with him; for I have only promised Mr Spencer to keep him a month upon trial: there is no harm done.’ ‘Dear, no, ma’am, to be sure; and cook must put up with her disappointment, that’s all.’ ‘What disappointment?’ ‘About her nephew, ma’am; the boy she and I was speaking to you for.’ ‘When?’ ‘The day you called her up about the almond pudding, ma’am. If you remember, you said you should have no objections to try the boy; and upon that cook bought him new shirts; but they are to the good, as I tell her.’ ‘But I did not promise to take her nephew.’ ‘Oh no, ma’am, not at all; she does not think to say that, else I should be very angry; but the poor woman never let fall a word, any more than frets that the boy should miss such a good place.’ ‘Well, but since I did say that I should have no objection to try him, I shall keep my word; let him come tomorrow. Let them both have a fair trial, and at the end of the month I can decide which I like best, and which we had better keep.’


Dismissed with these orders, Mrs Pomfret hastened to report all that had passed to the cook, like a favourite minister, proud to display the extent of her secret influence. In the morning Felix, the cook’s nephew, arrived; and, the moment he came into the kitchen, every eye, even the scullion’s, was fixed upon him with approbation, and afterwards glanced upon Franklin with contempt – contempt which Franklin could not endure without some confusion, though quite unconscious of having deserved it; nor, upon the most impartial and cool self-examination, could he comprehend the justice of his judges. He perceived indeed – for the comparisons were minutely made in audible and scornful whispers – that Felix was a much handsomer, or as the kitchen maid expressed it, a much more genteeler gentlemanly looking like sort of person than he was; and he was made to understand that he wanted a frill to his shirt, a cravat, a pair of thin shoes, and, above all, shoe-strings, besides other nameless advantages, which justly made his rival the admiration of the kitchen. However, upon calling to mind all that his friend Mr Spencer had ever said to him, he could not recollect his having warned him that shoe-strings were indispensable requisites to the character of a good servant; so that he could only comfort himself with resolving, if possible, to make amends for these deficiencies, and to dissipate the prejudices which he saw were formed against him, by the strictest adherence to all that his tutor had taught him to be his duty. He hoped to secure the approbation of his mistress by scrupulous obedience to all her commands, and faithful care of all that belonged to her. At the same time he flattered himself he should win the goodwill of his fellow-servants by showing a constant desire to oblige them. He pursued this plan of conduct steadily for nearly three weeks, and found that he succeeded beyond his expectations in pleasing his mistress; but unfortunately he found it more difficult to please his fellow-servants, and he sometimes offended when he least expected it. He had made great progress in the affections of Corkscrew, the butler, by working indeed very hard for him, and doing every day at least half his business. But one unfortunate night the butler was gone out; the bell rang: he went upstairs; and his mistress asking where Corkscrew was, he answered that he was gone out. ‘Where to?’ said his mistress. ‘I don’t know,’ answered Franklin. And, as he had told exactly the truth, and meant to do no harm, he was surprised, at the butler’s return, when he repeated to him what had passed, at receiving a sudden box on the ear, and the appellation of a mischievous, impertinent, mean-spirited brat.


‘Mischievous, impertinent, mean!’ repeated Franklin to himself; but, looking in the butler’s face, which was a deeper scarlet than usual, he judged that he was far from sober, and did not doubt but that the next morning, when he came to the use of his reason, he would be sensible of his injustice, and apologise for his box of the ear. But no apology coming all day, Franklin at last ventured to request an explanation, or rather, to ask what he had best do on the next occasion. ‘Why,’ said Corkscrew, ‘when mistress asked for me, how came you to say I was gone out?’ ‘Because, you know, I saw you go out.’ ‘And when she asked you where I was gone, how came you to say that you did not know?’ ‘Because, indeed, I did not.’ ‘You are a stupid blockhead! could you not say I was gone to the washerwoman’s?’ ‘But were you?’ said Franklin. ‘Was I?’ cried Corkscrew, and looked as if he would have struck him again: ‘how dare you give me the lie, Mr Hypocrite? You would be ready enough, I’ll be bound, to make excuses for yourself. Why are not mistress’s clogs cleaned? Go along and blacken ’em, this minute, and send Felix to me.’


From this time forward Felix alone was privileged to enter the butler’s pantry. Felix became the favourite of Corkscrew; and, though Franklin by no means sought to pry into the mysteries of their private conferences, nor ever entered without knocking at the door, yet it was his fate once to be sent of a message at an unlucky time; and, as the door was half-open, he could not avoid seeing Felix drinking a bumper of red liquor, which he could not help suspecting to be wine; and, as the decanter, which usually went upstairs after dinner, was at this time in the butler’s grasp, without any stopper in it, he was involuntarily forced to suspect they were drinking his mistress’s wine.


Nor were the bumpers of port the only unlawful rewards which Felix received: his aunt, the cook, had occasion for his assistance, and she had many delicious douceurs in her gift. Many a handful of currants, many a half-custard, many a triangular remnant of pie, besides the choice of his own meal at breakfast, dinner, and supper, fell to the share of the favourite Felix; whilst Franklin was neglected, though he took the utmost pains to please the cook in all honourable service, and, when she was hot, angry, or hurried, he was always at hand to help her; and in the hour of adversity, when the clock struck five, and no dinner was dished, and no kitchen-maid with twenty pair of hands was to be had, Franklin would answer to her call, with flowers to garnish her dishes, and presence of mind to know, in the midst of the commotion, where everything that was wanting was to be found; so that, quick as lightning, all difficulties vanished before him. Yet when the danger was over, and the hour of adversity had passed, the ungrateful cook would forget her benefactor, and, when it came to his supper time, would throw him, with a carelessness that touched him sensibly, anything which the other servants were too nice to eat. All this Franklin bore with fortitude; nor did he envy Felix the dainties which he ate, sometimes close beside him: ‘For,’ said he to himself, ‘I have a clear conscience, and that is more than Felix can have. I know how he wins cook’s favour too well, and I fancy I know how I have offended her; for since the day I saw the basket, she has done nothing but huff me.’


The history of the basket was this. Mrs Pomfret, the housekeeper, had several times, directly and indirectly, given the world below to understand that she and her mistress thought there was a prodigious quantity of meat eaten of late. Now, when she spoke, it was usually at dinner time; she always looked, or Franklin imagined that she looked, suspiciously at him. Other people looked more maliciously; but, as he felt himself perfectly innocent, he went on eating his dinner in silence.


But at length it was time to explain. One Sunday there appeared a handsome sirloin of beef, which before noon on Monday had shrunk almost to the bare bone, and presented such a deplorable spectacle to the opening eyes of Mrs Pomfret that her long-smothered indignation burst forth, and she boldly declared she was now certain there had been foul play, and she would have the beef found, or she would know why. She spoke, but no beef appeared, till Franklin, with a look of sudden recollection, cried, ‘Did not I see something like a piece of beef in a basket in the dairy? – I think—’


The cook, as if somebody had smote her a deadly blow, grew pale; but, suddenly recovering the use of her speech, turned upon Franklin, and, with a voice of thunder, gave him the lie direct; and forthwith, taking Mrs Pomfret by the ruffle, led the way to the dairy, declaring she could defy the world – ‘that so she could, and would.’ ‘There, ma’am,’ said she kicking an empty basket which lay on the floor – ‘there’s malice for you. Ask him why he don’t show you the beef in the basket.’ ‘I thought I saw—’ poor Franklin began. ‘You thought you saw!’ cried the cook, coming close up to him with kimboed arms, and looking like a dragon; ‘and pray, sir, what business has such a one as you to think you see? And pray, ma’am, will you be pleased to speak – perhaps, ma’am, he’ll condescend to obey you – ma’am, will you be pleased to forbid him my dairy? for here he comes prying and spying about; and how, ma’am, am I to answer for my butter and cream, or anything at all? I’m sure it’s what I can’t pretend to, unless you do me the justice to forbid him my places.’


Mrs Pomfret, whose eyes were blinded by her prejudices against the folks of the Villaintropic Society, and also by her secret jealousy of a boy whom she deemed to be a growing favourite of her mistress’s, took part with the cook, and ended, as she began, with a firm persuasion that Franklin was the guilty person. ‘Let him alone, let him alone!’ said she, ‘he has as many turns and windings as a hare; but we shall catch him yet, I’ll be bound, in some of his doublings. I knew the nature of him well enough, from the first time I ever set my eyes upon him; but mistress shall have her own way, and see the end of it.’


These words, and the bitter sense of injustice, drew tears at length fast down the proud cheek of Franklin, which might possibly have touched Mrs Pomfret, if Felix, with a sneer, had not called them crocodile tears. ‘Felix, too!’ thought he; ‘this is too much.’ In fact, Felix had till now professed himself his firm ally, and had on his part received from Franklin unequivocal proofs of friendship; for it must be told that every other morning, when it was Felix’s turn to get breakfast, Felix never was up in decent time, and must inevitably have come to public disgrace if Franklin had not got all the breakfast things ready for him, the bread and butter spread, and the toast toasted; and had not, moreover, regularly, when the clock struck eight, and Mrs Pomfret’s foot was heard overhead, run to call the sleeping Felix, and helped him constantly through the hurry of getting dressed one instant before the housekeeper came downstairs. All this could not but be present to his memory; but, scorning to reproach him, Franklin wiped away his crocodile tears, and preserved a magnanimous silence.


The hour of retribution was, however, not so far off as Felix imagined. Cunning people may go on cleverly in their devices for some time; but although they may escape once, twice, perhaps ninety-nine times, what does that signify? – for the hundredth time they come to shame, and lose all their character. Grown bold by frequent success, Felix became more careless in his operations; and it happened that one day he met his mistress full in the passage, as he was going on one of the cook’s secret errands. ‘Where are you going, Felix?’ said his mistress. ‘To the washerwoman’s, ma’am,’ answered he, with his usual effrontery. ‘Very well,’ said she. ‘Call at the bookseller’s in – stay, I must write down the direction. Pomfret,’ said she, opening the housekeeper’s room door, ‘have you a bit of paper?’ Pomfret came with the writing-paper, and looked very angry to see that Felix was going out without her knowledge; so, while Mrs Churchill was writing the direction, she stood talking to him about it; whilst he, in the greatest terror imaginable, looked up in her face as she spoke; but was all the time intent on parrying on the other side the attacks of a little French dog of his mistress’s, which, unluckily for him, had followed her into the passage. Manchon was extremely fond of Felix, who, by way of pleasing his mistress, had paid most assiduous court to her dog; yet now his caresses were rather troublesome. Manchon leaped up, and was not to be rebuffed. ‘Poor fellow – poor fellow – down! down! poor fellow!’ cried Felix, and put him away. But Manchon leaped up again, and began smelling near the fatal pocket in a most alarming manner. ‘You will see by this direction where you are to go,’ said his mistress. ‘Manchon, come here – and you will be so good as to bring me – down! down! Manchon, be quiet!’ But Manchon knew better – he had now got his head into Felix’s pocket, and would not be quiet till he had drawn from thence, rustling out of its brown paper, half a cold turkey, which had been missing since morning. ‘My cold turkey, as I’m alive!’ exclaimed the housekeeper, darting upon it with horror and amazement. ‘What is all this?’ said Mrs Churchill, in a composed voice. ‘I don’t know, ma’am,’ answered Felix, so confused that he knew not what to say; ‘but—’ ‘But what?’ cried Mrs Pomfret, indignation flashing from her eyes. ‘But what?’ repeated his mistress, waiting for his reply with a calm air of attention, which still more disconcerted Felix; for, though with an angry person he might have some chance of escape, he knew that he could not invent any excuse in such circumstances, which could stand the examination of a person in her sober senses. He was struck dumb. ‘Speak,’ said Mrs Churchill, in a still lower tone; ‘I am ready to hear all you have to say. In my house everybody shall have justice; speak – but what?’ ‘But,’ stammered Felix; and, after in vain attempting to equivocate, confessed that he was going to take the turkey to his cousin’s; but he threw all the blame upon his aunt, the cook, who, he said, had ordered him upon this expedition.


The cook was now summoned; but she totally denied all knowledge of the affair, with the same violence with which she had lately confounded Franklin about the beef in the basket; not entirely, however, with the same success; for Felix, perceiving by his mistress’s eye that she was on the point of desiring him to leave the house immediately; and not being very willing to leave a place in which he had lived so well with the butler, did not hesitate to confront his aunt with assurance equal to her own. He knew how to bring his charge home to her. He produced a note in her own handwriting, the purport of which was to request her cousin’s acceptance of ‘some delicate cold turkey,’ and to beg she would send her, by the return of the bearer, a little of her cherry-brandy.


Mrs Churchill coolly wrote upon the back of the note her cook’s discharge, and informed Felix she had no further occasion for his services, but, upon his pleading with many tears, which Franklin did not call crocodile tears, that he was so young, that he was under the dominion of his aunt, he touched Mrs Pomfret’s compassion, and she obtained for him permission to stay till the end of the month, to give him yet a chance of redeeming his character.


Mrs Pomfret, now seeing how far she had been imposed upon, resolved, for the future, to be more upon her guard with Felix, and felt that she had treated Franklin with great injustice, when she accused him of malpractices about the sirloin of beef.


Good people, when they are made sensible that they have treated any one with injustice, are impatient to have an opportunity to rectify their mistake; and Mrs Pomfret was now prepared to see everything which Franklin did in the most favourable point of view; especially as the next day she discovered that it was he who every morning boiled the water for her tea, and buttered her toast – services for which she had always thought she was indebted to Felix. Besides, she had rated Felix’s abilities very highly, because he made up her weekly accounts for her; but unluckily once, when Franklin was out of the way, and she brought a bill in a hurry to her favourite to cast up, she discovered that he did not know how to cast up pounds, shillings, and pence, and he was obliged to confess that she must wait till Franklin came home.


But, passing over a number of small incidents which gradually unfolded the character of the two boys, we must proceed to a more serious affair.


Corkscrew frequently, after he had finished taking away supper, and after the housekeeper was gone to bed, sallied forth to a neighbouring alehouse to drink with his friends. The alehouse was kept by that cousin of Felix’s who was so fond of ‘delicate cold turkey’, and who had such choice cherry-brandy. Corkscrew kept the key of the house door, so that he could return home whenever he thought proper; and, if he should by accident be called for by his mistress after supper, Felix knew where to find him, and did not scruple to make any of those excuses which poor Franklin had too much integrity to use.


All these precautions taken, the butler was at liberty to indulge his favourite passion, which so increased with indulgence that his wages were by no means sufficient to support him in this way of life. Every day he felt less resolution to break through his bad habits; for every day drinking became more necessary to him. His health was ruined. With a red, pimpled, bloated face, emaciated legs, and a swelled, diseased body, he appeared the victim of intoxication. In the morning, when he got up, his hands trembled, his spirits flagged, he could do nothing until he had taken a dram – an operation which he was obliged to repeat several times in the course of the day, as all those wretched people must who once acquire this habit.


He had run up a long bill at the alehouse which he frequented; and the landlord, who grew urgent for his money, refused to give further credit.


One night, when Corkscrew had drunk enough only to make him fretful, he leaned with his elbow surlily upon the table, began to quarrel with the landlord, and swore that he had not of late treated him like a gentleman. To which the landlord coolly replied, ‘That as long as he had paid like a gentleman, he had been treated like one, and that was as much as any one could expect, or, at any rate, as much as any one would meet with in this world.’ For the truth of this assertion he appealed, laughing, to a party of men who were drinking in the room. The men, however, took part with Corkscrew, and, drawing him over to their table, made him sit down with them. They were in high good-humour, and the butler soon grew so intimate with them that, in the openness of his heart, he soon communicated to them not only all his own affairs, but all that he knew, and more than all that he knew, of his mistress’s.


His new friends were by no means uninterested by his conversation, and encouraged him as much as possible to talk; for they had secret views, which the butler was by no means sufficiently sober to discover.


Mrs Churchill had some fine old family plate; and these men belonged to a gang of housebreakers. Before they parted with Corkscrew, they engaged him to meet them again the next night; their intimacy was still more closely cemented. One of the men actually offered to lend Corkscrew three guineas towards the payment of his debt, and hinted that, if he thought proper, he could easily get the whole cleared off. Upon this hint, Corkscrew became all attention, till, after some hesitation on their part, and repeated promises of secrecy on his, they at length disclosed their plans to him. They gave him to understand that, if he would assist in letting them into his mistress’s house, they would let him have an ample share in the booty. The butler, who had the reputation of being an honest man, and indeed whose integrity had hitherto been proof against everything but his mistress’s port, turned pale and trembled at this proposal, drank two or three bumpers to drown thought, and promised to give an answer the next day.


He went home more than half-intoxicated. His mind was so full of what had passed, that he could not help bragging to Felix, whom he found awake at his return, that he could have his bill paid off at the alehouse whenever he pleased; dropping, besides, some hints which were not lost upon Felix.


In the morning Felix reminded him of the things which he had said; and Corkscrew, alarmed, endeavoured to evade his questions by saying that he was not in his senses when he talked in that manner. Nothing, however, that he could urge made any impression upon Felix, whose recollection on the subject was perfectly distinct, and who had too much cunning himself, and too little confidence in his companion, to be the dupe of his dissimulation. The butler knew not what to do when he saw that Felix was absolutely determined either to betray their scheme or to become a sharer in the booty.


The next night came, and he was now to make a final decision; either to determine on breaking off entirely with his new acquaintances, or taking Felix with him to join in the plot.


His debt, his love of drinking, the impossibility of indulging it without a fresh supply of money, all came into his mind at once and conquered his remaining scruples. It is said by those whose fatal experience gives them a right to be believed, that a drunkard will sacrifice anything, everything, sooner than the pleasure of habitual intoxication.


How much easier is it never to begin a bad custom than to break through it when once formed!


The hour of rendezvous came, and Corkscrew went to the alehouse, where he found the housebreakers waiting for him, and a glass of brandy ready poured out. He sighed – drank – hesitated – drank again – heard the landlord talk of his bill, saw the money produced which would pay it in a moment – drank again – cursed himself, and, giving his hand to the villain who was whispering in his ear, swore that he could not help it, and must do as they would have him. They required of him to give up the key of the house door, that they might get another made by it. He had left it with Felix, and was now obliged to explain the new difficulty which had arisen. Felix knew enough to ruin them, and must therefore be won over. This was no very difficult task; he had a strong desire to have some worked cravats, and the butler knew enough of him to believe that this would be a sufficient bribe. The cravats were bought and shown to Felix. He thought them the only things wanting to make him a complete fine gentleman; and to go without them, especially when he had once seen himself in the glass with one tied on in a splendid bow, appeared impossible. Even this paltry temptation, working upon his vanity, at length prevailed with a boy whose integrity had long been corrupted by the habits of petty pilfering and daily falsehood. It was agreed that, the first time his mistress sent him out on a message, he should carry the key of the house door to his cousin’s, and deliver it into the hands of one of the gang, who were there in waiting for it. Such was the scheme.


Felix, the night after all this had been planned, went to bed and fell fast asleep; but the butler, who had not yet stifled the voice of conscience, felt, in the silence of the night, so insupportably miserable that, instead of going to rest, he stole softly into the pantry for a bottle of his mistress’s wine, and there drinking glass after glass, he stayed till he became so far intoxicated that, though he contrived to find his way back to bed, he could by no means undress himself. Without any power of recollection, he flung himself upon the bed, leaving his candle half hanging out of the candlestick beside him. Franklin slept in the next room to him, and presently awaking, thought he perceived a strong smell of something burning. He jumped up, and seeing a light under the butler’s door, gently opened it, and, to his astonishment, beheld one of the bed curtains in flames. He immediately ran to the butler, and pulled him with all his force to rouse him from his lethargy. He came to his senses at length, but was so terrified and so helpless that, if it had not been for Franklin, the whole house would soon inevitably have been on fire. Felix, trembling and cowardly, knew not what to do; and it was curious to see him obeying Franklin, whose turn it now was to command. Franklin ran upstairs to awaken Mrs Pomfret, whose terror of fire was so great that she came from her room almost out of her senses, whilst he, with the greatest presence of mind, recollected where he had seen two large tubs of water, which the maids had prepared the night before for their washing, and seizing the wet linen which had been left to soak, he threw them upon the flames. He exerted himself with so much good sense, that the fire was presently extinguished.


Everything was now once more safe and quiet. Mrs Pomfret, recovering from her fright, postponed all inquiries till the morning, and rejoiced that her mistress had not been awakened, whilst Corkscrew flattered himself that he should be able to conceal the true cause of the accident.


‘Don’t you tell Mrs Pomfret where you found the candle when you came into the room,’ said he to Franklin. ‘If she asks me, you know I must tell the truth,’ replied he. ‘Must!’ repeated Felix, sneeringly; ‘what, you must be a tell-tale!’ ‘No, I never told any tales of anybody, and I should be very sorry to get any one into a scrape; but for all that I shall not tell a lie, either for myself or anybody else, let you call me what names you will.’ ‘But if I were to give you something that you would like,’ said Corkscrew – ‘something that I know you would like?’ repeated Felix. ‘Nothing you can give me will do,’ answered Franklin, steadily; ‘so it is useless to say any more about it – I hope I shall not be questioned.’ In this hope he was mistaken; for the first thing Mrs Pomfret did in the morning was to come into the room to examine and deplore the burnt curtains, whilst Corkscrew stood by, endeavouring to exculpate himself by all the excuses he could invent.


Mrs Pomfret, however, though sometimes blinded by her prejudices, was no fool; and it was absolutely impossible to make her believe that a candle which had been left on the hearth, where Corkscrew protested he had left it, could have set curtains on fire which were at least six feet distant. Turning short round to Franklin, she desired that he would show her where he found the candle when he came into the room. He took up the candlestick; but the moment the housekeeper cast her eye upon it, she snatched it from his hands. ‘How did this candlestick come here? This was not the candlestick you found here last night,’ cried she. ‘Yes, indeed it was,’ answered Franklin. ‘That is impossible,’ retorted she, vehemently, ‘for I left this candlestick with my own hands, last night, in the hall, the last thing I did, after you,’ said she, turning to the butler, ‘was gone to bed – I’m sure of it. Nay, don’t you recollect my taking this japanned candlestick out of your hand, and making you to go up to bed with the brass one, and I bolted the door at the stair-head after you?’


This was all very true; but Corkscrew had afterwards gone down from his room by a back staircase, unbolted that door, and, upon his return from the alehouse, had taken the japanned candlestick by mistake upstairs, and had left the brass one in its stead upon the hall table.


‘Oh, ma’am,’ said Felix, ‘indeed you forget; for Mr Corkscrew came into my room to desire me to call him betimes in the morning, and I happened to take particular notice, and he had the japanned candlestick in his hand, and that was just as I heard you bolting the door. Indeed, ma’am, you forget.’ ‘Indeed, sir,’ retorted Mrs Pomfret, rising in anger, ‘I do not forget; I’m not come to be superannuated yet, I hope. How do you dare to tell me I forget?’ ‘Oh, ma’am,’ cried Felix, ‘I beg your pardon, I did not – I did not mean to say you forgot, but only I thought, perhaps, you might not particularly remember; for if you please to recollect –’ ‘I won’t please to recollect just whatever you please, sir! Hold your tongue; why should you poke yourself into this scrape; what have you to do with it, I should be glad to know?’ ‘Nothing in the world, oh nothing in the world; I’m sure I beg your pardon, ma’am,’ answered Felix, in a soft tone; and, sneaking off, left his friend Corkscrew to fight his own battle, secretly resolving to desert in good time, if he saw any danger of the alehouse transactions coming to light.


Corkscrew could make but very blundering excuses for himself; and, conscious of guilt, he turned pale, and appeared so much more terrified than butlers usually appear when detected in a lie, that Mrs Pomfret resolved, as she said, to sift the matter to the bottom. Impatiently did she wait till the clock struck nine, and her mistress’s bell rang, the signal for her attendance at her levee. ‘How do you find yourself this morning, ma’am?’ said she, undrawing the curtains. ‘Very sleepy, indeed,’ answered her mistress in a drowsy voice; ‘I think I must sleep half an hour longer – shut the curtains.’ ‘As you please, ma’am; but I suppose I had better open a little of the window shutter, for it’s past nine.’ ‘But just struck.’ ‘Oh dear, ma’am, it struck before I came upstairs, and you know we are twenty minutes slow – Lord bless us!’ exclaimed Mrs Pomfret, as she let fall the bar of the window, which roused her mistress. ‘I’m sure I beg your pardon a thousand times – it’s only the bar – because I had this great key in my hand.’ ‘Put down the key, then, or you’ll knock something else down; and you may open the shutters now, for I’m quite awake.’ ‘Dear me! I’m so sorry to think of disturbing you,’ cried Mrs Pomfret, at the same time throwing the shutters wide open; ‘but, to be sure, ma’am, I have something to tell you which won’t let you sleep again in a hurry. I brought up this here key of the house door for reasons of my own, which I’m sure you’ll approve of; but I’m not come to that part of my story yet. I hope you were not disturbed by the noise in the house last night, ma’am.’ ‘I heard no noise.’ ‘I am surprised at that, though,’ continued Mrs Pomfret, and proceeded to give a most ample account of the fire, of her fears and her suspicions. ‘To be sure, ma’am, what I say is, that without the spirit of prophecy one can nowadays account for what has passed. I’m quite clear in my own judgement that Mr Corkscrew must have been out last night after I went to bed; for, besides the japanned candlestick, which of itself I’m sure is strong enough to hang a man, there’s another circumstance, ma’am, that certifies it to me – though I have not mentioned it, ma’am, to no one yet,’ lowering her voice – ‘Franklin, when I questioned him, told me that he left the lantern in the outside porch in the court last night, and this morning it was on the kitchen table. Now, ma’am, that lantern could not come without hands; and I could not forget about that, you know; for Franklin says he’s sure he left the lantern out.’ ‘And do you believe him?’ inquired her mistress. ‘To be sure, ma’am – how can I help believing him? I never found him out in the least symptom of a lie since ever he came into the house; so one can’t help believing in him, like him or not.’ ‘Without meaning to tell a falsehood, however,’ said the lady, ‘he might make a mistake.’ ‘No, ma’am, he never makes mistakes; it is not his way to go gossiping and tattling; he never tells anything till he’s asked, and then it’s fit he should. About the sirloin of beef, and all, he was right in the end, I found, to do him justice; and I’m sure he’s right now about the lantern – he’s always right.’


Mrs Churchill could not help smiling.


‘If you had seen him, ma’am, last night in the midst of the fire – I’m sure we may thank him that we were not burned alive in our beds – and I shall never forget his coming to call me. Poor fellow! he that I was always scolding and scolding, enough to make him hate me. But he’s too good to hate anybody; and I’ll be bound I’ll make it up to him now.’ ‘Take care that you don’t go from one extreme into another, Pomfret; don’t spoil the boy.’ ‘No, ma’am, there’s no danger of that; but I’m sure if you had seen him last night yourself, you would think he deserved to be rewarded.’ ‘And so he shall be rewarded,’ said Mrs Churchill; ‘but I will try him more fully yet.’ ‘There’s no occasion, I think, for trying him any more, ma’am,’ said Mrs Pomfret, who was as violent in her likings as in her dislikes. ‘Pray desire,’ continued her mistress, ‘that he will bring up breakfast this morning; and leave the key of the house door, Pomfret, with me.’


When Franklin brought the urn into the breakfast-parlour, his mistress was standing by the fire with the key in her hand. She spoke to him of his last night’s exertions in terms of much approbation. ‘How long have you lived with me?’ said she, pausing; ‘three weeks, I think?’ ‘Three weeks and four days, madam.’ ‘That is but a short time; yet you have conducted yourself so as to make me think I may depend upon you. You know this key?’ ‘I believe, madam, it is the key of the house door.’ ‘It is; I shall trust it in your care. It is a great trust for so young a person as you are.’ Franklin stood silent, with a firm but modest look. ‘If you take the charge of this key,’ continued his mistress, ‘remember it is upon condition that you never give it out of your own hands. In the daytime it must not be left in the door. You must not tell anybody where you keep it at night; and the house door must not be unlocked after eleven o’clock at night, unless by my orders. Will you take charge of the key upon these conditions?’ ‘I will, madam, do anything you order me,’ said Franklin, and received the key from her hands.


When Mrs Churchill’s orders were made known, they caused many secret marvellings and murmurings. Corkscrew and Felix were disconcerted, and dared not openly avow their discontent; and they treated Franklin with the greatest seeming kindness and cordiality.


Everything went on smoothly for three days. The butler never attempted his usual midnight visits to the alehouse, but went to bed in proper time, and paid particular court to Mrs Pomfret, in order to dispel her suspicions. She had never had any idea of the real fact, that he and Felix were joined in a plot with housebreakers to rob the house, but thought he only went out at irregular hours to indulge himself in his passion for drinking.


Thus stood affairs the night before Mrs Churchill’s birthday. Corkscrew, by the housekeeper’s means, ventured to present a petition that he might go to the play the next day, and his request was granted. Franklin came into the kitchen just when all the servants had gathered round the butler, who, with great importance, was reading aloud the play-bill. Everybody present soon began to speak at once, and with great enthusiasm talked of the playhouse, the actors and actresses; and then Felix, in the first pause, turned to Franklin and said, ‘Lord, you know nothing of all this! you never went to a play, did you?’ ‘Never,’ said Franklin, and felt, he did not know why, a little ashamed; and he longed extremely to go to one. ‘How should you like to go to the play with me tomorrow?’ said Corkscrew. ‘Oh,’ exclaimed Franklin, ‘I should like it exceedingly.’ ‘And do you think mistress would let you if I asked?’ ‘I think – maybe she would, if Mrs Pomfret asked her.’ ‘But then you have no money, have you?’ ‘No,’ said Franklin, sighing. ‘But stay,’ said Corkscrew, ‘what I’m thinking of is, that if mistress will let you go, I’ll treat you myself, rather than that you should be disappointed.’


Delight, surprise, and gratitude appeared in Franklin’s face at these words. Corkscrew rejoiced to see that now, at least, he had found a most powerful temptation. ‘Well, then, I’ll go just now and ask her. In the meantime, lend me the key of the house door for a minute or two.’ ‘The key!’ answered Franklin, starting; ‘I’m sorry, but I can’t do that, for I’ve promised my mistress never to let it out of my own hands.’ ‘But how will she know anything of the matter? Run, run, and get it for us.’ ‘No, I cannot,’ replied Franklin, resisting the push which the butler gave his shoulder. ‘You can’t?’ cried Corkscrew, changing his tone; ‘then, sir, I can’t take you to the play.’ ‘Very well, sir,’ said Franklin, sorrowfully, but with steadiness. ‘Very well, sir,’ said Felix, mimicking him, ‘you need not look so important, nor fancy yourself such a great man, because you’re master of a key.’


‘Say no more to him,’ interrupted Corkscrew; ‘let him alone to take his own way. Felix, you would have no objection, I suppose, to going to the play with me?’ ‘Oh, I should like it of all things, if I did not come between anybody else. But come, come!’ added the hypocrite, assuming a tone of friendly persuasion, ‘you won’t be such a blockhead, Franklin, as to lose going to the play for nothing; it’s only just obstinacy. What harm can it do to lend Mr Corkscrew the key for five minutes? he’ll give it you back again safe and sound.’ ‘I don’t doubt that,’ answered Franklin. ‘Then it must be all because you don’t wish to oblige Mr Corkscrew.’ ‘No, but I can’t oblige him in this; for, as I told you before, my mistress trusted me. I promised never to let the key out of my own hands, and you would not have me break my trust. Mr Spencer told me that was worse than robbing.’


At the word robbing both Corkscrew and Felix involuntarily cast down their eyes, and turned the conversation immediately, saying that he did very right, that they did not really want the key, and had only asked for it just to try if he would keep his word. ‘Shake hands,’ said Corkscrew, ‘I am glad to find you out to be an honest fellow!’ ‘I am sorry you did not think me an honest fellow before, Mr Corkscrew,’ said Franklin giving his hand rather proudly, and he walked away.


‘We shall make no hand of this prig,’ said Corkscrew. ‘But we’ll have the key from him in spite of all his obstinacy,’ said Felix; ‘and let him make his story good as he can afterwards. He shall repent of these airs. Tonight I’ll watch him, and find out where he hides the key; and when he’s asleep we’ll get it without thanking him.’


This plan Felix put into execution. They discovered the place where Franklin kept the key at night, stole it whilst he slept, took off the impression in wax, and carefully replaced it in Franklin’s trunk, exactly where they found it.


Probably our young readers cannot guess what use they could mean to make of this impression of the key in wax. Knowing how to do mischief is very different from wishing to do it, and the most innocent persons are generally the least ignorant. By means of the impression which they had thus obtained, Corkscrew and Felix proposed to get a false key made by Picklock, a smith who belonged to their gang of housebreakers; and with this false key knew they could open the door whenever they pleased.


Little suspecting what had happened, Franklin, the next morning, went to unlock the house door as usual; but finding the key entangled in the lock, he took it out to examine it, and perceived a lump of wax sticking in one of the wards. Struck with this circumstance, it brought to his mind all that had passed the preceding evening, and, being sure that he had no wax near the key, he began to suspect what had happened; and he could not help recollecting what he had once heard Felix say, that ‘give him but a halfpenny worth of wax, and he could open the strongest lock that ever was made by hands’.


All these things considered, Franklin resolved to take the key just as it was, with the wax sticking to it, to his mistress.


‘I was not mistaken when I thought I might trust you with this key,’ said Mrs Churchill, after she had heard his story. ‘My brother will be here today, and I shall consult him. In the meantime, say nothing of what has passed.’


Evening came, and after tea Mr Spencer sent for Franklin upstairs. ‘So, Mr Franklin,’ said he, ‘I’m glad to find you are in such high trust in this family.’ Franklin bowed. ‘But you have lost, I understand, the pleasure of going to the play tonight.’ ‘I don’t think anything – much, I mean, of that, sir,’ answered Franklin, smiling. ‘Are Corkscrew and Felix gone to the play?’ ‘Yes; half an hour ago, sir.’ ‘Then I shall look into his room and examine the pantry and the plate that is under his care.’


When Mr Spencer came to examine the pantry, he found the large salvers and cups in a basket behind the door, and the other things placed so as to be easily carried off. Nothing at first appeared in Corkscrew’s bedchamber to strengthen their suspicions, till, just as they were going to leave the room, Mrs Pomfret exclaimed, ‘Why, if there is not Mr Corkscrew’s dress coat hanging up there! and if here isn’t Felix’s fine cravat that he wanted in such a hurry to go to the play! Why, sir, they can’t be gone to the play. Look at the cravat. Ah! upon my word I am afraid they are not at the play. No, sir, you may be sure that they are plotting with their barbarous gang at the alehouse; and they’ll certainly break into the house tonight. We shall all be murdered in our beds, as sure as I’m a living woman, sir; but if you’ll only take my advice –’ ‘Pray, good Mrs Pomfret,’ Mr Spencer observed, ‘don’t be alarmed.’ ‘Nay, sir, but I won’t pretend to sleep in the house, if Franklin isn’t to have a blunderbuss, and I a baggonet.’ ‘You shall have both, indeed, Mrs Pomfret; but don’t make such a noise, for everybody will hear you.’


The love of mystery was the only thing which could have conquered Mrs Pomfret’s love of talking. She was silent; and contented herself the rest of the evening with making signs, looking ominous, and stalking about the house like one possessed with a secret.


Escaped from Mrs Pomfret’s fears and advice, Mr Spencer went to a shop within a few doors of the alehouse which he heard Corkscrew frequented, and sent to beg to speak to the landlord. He came; and, when Mr Spencer questioned him, confessed that Corkscrew and Felix were actually drinking in his house, with two men of suspicious appearance; that, as he passed through the passage, he heard them disputing about a key; and that one of them said, ‘Since we’ve got the key, we’ll go about it tonight.’ This was sufficient information. Mr Spencer, lest the landlord should give them information of what was going forwards, took him along with him to Bow Street.


A constable and proper assistance was sent to Mrs Churchill’s. They stationed themselves in a back parlour which opened on a passage leading to the butler’s pantry, where the plate was kept. A little after midnight they heard the hall door open. Corkscrew and his accomplices went directly to the pantry; and there Mr Spencer and the constable immediately secured them, as they were carrying off their booty.


Mrs Churchill and Pomfret had spent the night at the house of an acquaintance in the same street. ‘Well, ma’am,’ said Mrs Pomfret, who had heard all the news in the morning, ‘the villains are all safe, thank God. I was afraid to go to the window this morning; but it was my luck to see them all go by to gaol. They looked so shocking! I am sure I never shall forget Felix’s look to my dying day! But poor Franklin! Ma’am; that boy has the best heart in the world. I could not get him to give a second look at them as they passed. Poor fellow! I thought he would have dropped; and he was so modest, ma’am, when Mr Spencer spoke to him, and told him he had done his duty.’ ‘And did my brother tell him what reward I intend for him?’ ‘No, ma’am, and I’m sure Franklin thinks no more of reward than I do.’ ‘I intend,’ continued Mrs Churchill, ‘to sell some of my old useless plate, and to lay it out in an annuity for Franklin’s life.’ ‘La, ma’am!’ exclaimed Mrs Pomfret, with unfeigned joy, ‘I’m sure you are very good; and I’m very glad of it.’ ‘And,’ continued Mrs Churchill, ‘here are some tickets for the play, which I shall beg you, Pomfret, to give him, and to take him with you.’


‘I am very much obliged to you, indeed, ma’am; and I’ll go with him with all my heart, and choose such plays as won’t do no prejudice to his morality. And, ma’am,’ continued Mrs Pomfret, ‘the night after the fire I left him my great Bible and my watch, in my will; for I never was more mistaken at the first in any boy in my born days; but he has won me by his own deserts, and I shall from this time forth love all the Villaintropic folks for his sake.’










The Man in the Bell


William Maginn


1821


William Maginn (1794–1842) was born in Cork, the son of a classical scholar and schoolmaster, and was gifted in literature and linguistics from an early age. He was admitted to Trinity College Dublin when still very young – the Dictionary of Irish Biography states that he entered at 11 and graduated at 16, while it seems he was awarded a LL.D at just 19 – and by his mid-twenties was said to have mastered German, French, Italian, Portuguese, and Modern Greek, as well as being familiar with Irish, Welsh, and Scots-Gaelic. Prematurely grey, and afflicted with a stammer, he turned to writing as an outlet for his considerable energies, and began contributing pseudonymously as ‘Morgan O’Doherty, Ensign and Adjutant, late of the 99th or King’s Own Tipperary Regiment’ to the Literary Gazette and Blackwood’s Magazine, before decamping to England to work in periodicals.


Maginn, a High Tory, was a man of contrasts: he had, as one critic put it, ‘the tongue of an adder and the heart of a lamb’. While opposed to Catholic Emancipation and Irish freedom on principle, he both worked with and befriended Catholics, and was hugely supportive of younger Irish writers such as John Banim (1798–1842) and Gerald Griffin (1803–1840) when they ventured to London. He had a particular taste for the cut and thrust of reviewing, and one’s appreciation of what the Times Literary Supplement referred to as his ‘unflinching critical integrity’ presumably depended on whether one was on the receiving end of his invective, which was distinctly sharp when directed at those who did not share his beliefs.


Quite frequently, Maginn was also simply wrong, dismissing John Keats as a ‘scribbler’, Percy Bysshe Shelley as a ‘maniac’, and accusing Richard Brinsley Sheridan of plagiarism and arson. (Neither was he consistent, later praising Sheridan as a writer of operas and farces.) Such lapses in critical judgement did not prevent the publisher John Murray from considering him for the task of assembling The Life of Lord Byron from the late peer’s papers, but true to form, Maginn wanted the finished product to be unexpurgated, ‘entire with libels, sneers, satires, sarcasms, epigrams, confessions and intrigues’. Murray, clearly in no hurry to find himself behind bars for offending public decency, instead gave the job to the poet Thomas Moore – another target of Maginn’s ire, condemned by him as a plagiarist – and colluded with him in burning Byron’s own version of his life in order to avoid embarrassment and offence, one of the great acts of literary vandalism.


Maginn could be charming, but there is the sense of him as a man besotted not only with London literary life but also with himself and his opinions. If one didn’t particularly care for some or all of those opinions, then not to worry: he would soon have a completely new set ready for publication. ‘Besotted’, too, is the operative word when it comes to his drinking. Maginn was notorious for his ‘Bacchanalian strains’, as Thomas Crosbie recalled in his 1895 pamphlet on the author. ‘His thirst was omnivorous, and there is scarce any intoxicating liquor which he does not celebrate as if con amore’.54 Or, as Maginn himself wrote in his poem ‘Drink Away!’ (1824):


Drink away, drink away, drink away!


’Twill banish blue devils and pain;


And to-night for my joys if I pay,


Why, to-morrow I’ll do it again.


Unfortunately, whatever perspicacity he might once have possessed became increasingly impaired by his intake of alcohol, and 1836 proved an especially bad year in this regard. He penned, for Fraser’s Magazine, a review of the MP Grantley Berkeley’s novel Berkeley Castle, in which Maginn castigated the book and its author as, variously, ‘vulgar; and ungrammatical’, ‘disgusting’, ‘paltry’, ‘stupid’, ‘trash’ and a ‘donkey’. He also, for good measure, suggested that ‘there can be no indelicacy in stating that Mr Grantley Berkeley’s mother lived with Mr Grantley Berkeley’s father as his mistress, and that she had at least one child before she could induce the old and very stupid lord to marry her’.55 The comments led Berkeley – accompanied by his appropriately named brother, Craven, and a professional boxer – to assault James Fraser, the magazine’s publisher, with a heavy gold-headed hunting whip. In response, Maginn challenged Berkeley to a duel with pistols, slightly wounding him. That same year, letters the married Maginn had exchanged with the poet and novelist Letitia Elizabeth Landon (1802–38), with whom he was besotted, were sent to Landon’s fiancé by Maginn’s wife Ellen, leading to the end of the engagement. Landon would later flee England for West Africa, and die by her own hand.


Maginn appears never to have recovered from these events. This extraordinary writer and journalist, one of the most brilliant and colourful figures of his age, would briefly be jailed in the Fleet for debt, whether personally accrued or because he lent his name as security to others, and die, in poverty, of consumption.56 ‘His dissipation might be forgiven,’ primly noted the Dictionary of National Biography, 1885–1900, ‘but it is not so easy to overlook the discredit he brought upon the profession of letters by his systematic want of principle …’57 Thomas Crosbie takes the view that ‘had he not been content with a sort of higher-class journey-work, but had aimed at artistic greatness, he would have achieved it. All we actually know is that he did not make the attempt.’58


Although prolific, thanks to his trade, much of Maginn’s work has not survived, even if the entertaining Shakespeare Papers, his studies of characters from the plays, endure. He completed one novel in his lifetime, as well as a handful of short stories that the critic B.G. MacCarthy describes as ‘the quintessence of his genius’. To me, ‘The Man in the Bell’, published in Blackwood’s in 1821, seems the best of them, a tale of physical and psychological torment of which Edgar Allan Poe might have been proud. In fact, Poe would cite Maginn’s story, in an 1835 letter to the editor of the Southern Literary Messenger, as a successful example of ‘the ludicrous heightened into the grotesque: the fearful coloured into the horrible: the witty exaggerated into the burlesque: the singular wrought out into the strange and mystical’, and Poe’s 1842 short story ‘The Pit and the Pendulum’ can be read as an homage to Maginn.59


After Maginn’s death, his friend and colleague John Gibson Lockhart – the son-in-law and, later, biographer of the novelist Sir Walter Scott, and also the editor of the Quarterly Review – looked after Maginn’s widow and children, and it was Lockhart who composed and recited the verses spoken over his grave, which concluded:


Barring drink and the girls, I ne’er heard of a sin:


Many worse, better few, than bright broken Maginn.


The Man in the Bell


In my younger days bell-ringing was much more in fashion among the young men of — than it is now. Nobody, I believe, practises it there at present except the servants of the church, and the melody has been much injured in consequence. Some fifty years ago, about twenty of us who dwelt in the vicinity of the cathedral formed a club, which used to ring every peal that was called for; and, from continual practice and a rivalry which arose between us and a club attached to another steeple, and which tended considerably to sharpen our zeal, we became very Mozarts on our favourite instruments. But my bell-ringing practice was shortened by a singular accident, which not only stopped my performance, but made even the sound of a bell terrible to my ears.


One Sunday I went with another into the belfry to ring for noon prayers, but the second stroke we had pulled showed us that the clapper of the bell we were at was muffled. Someone had been buried that morning, and it had been prepared, of course, to ring a mournful note. We did not know of this, but the remedy was easy. ‘Jack,’ said my companion, ‘step up to the loft, and cut off the hat,’ for the way we had of muffling was by tying a piece of an old hat or of cloth (the former was preferred) to one side of the clapper, which deadened every second toll. I complied and, mounting into the belfry, crept as usual into the bell, where I began to cut away. The hat had been tied on in some more complicated manner than usual, and I was perhaps three or four minutes in getting it off; during which time my companion below was hastily called away, by a message from his sweetheart, I believe; but that is not material to my story. The person who called him was a brother of the club, who, knowing that the time had come for ringing for service, and not thinking that any one was above, began to pull. At this moment I was just getting out, when I felt the bell moving; I guessed the reason at once – it was a moment of terror; but by a hasty, and almost convulsive, effort I succeeded in jumping down, and throwing myself on the flat of my back under the bell.


The room in which it was, was little more than sufficient to contain it, the bottom of the bell coming within a couple of feet of the floor of lath. At that time I certainly was not so bulky as I am now, but as I lay it was within an inch of my face. I had not laid myself down a second when the ringing began. It was a dreadful situation. Over me swung an immense mass of metal, one touch of which would have crushed me to pieces; the floor under me was principally composed of crazy laths; and if they gave way, I was precipitated to the distance of about fifty feet upon a loft, which would, in all probability, have sunk under the impulse of my fall, and sent me to be dashed to atoms upon the marble floor of the chancel, an hundred feet below. I remembered, for fear is quick in recollection, how a common clock-wright, about a month before, had fallen and, bursting through the floors of the steeple, driven in the ceilings of the porch, and even broken into the marble tombstone of a bishop who slept beneath. This was my first terror, but the ringing had not continued a minute before a more awful and immediate dread came on me. The deafening sound of the bell smote into my ears with a thunder which made me fear their drums would crack. There was not a fibre of my body it did not thrill through: it entered my very soul; thought and reflection were almost utterly banished; I only retained the sensation of agonising terror. Every moment I saw the bell sweep within an inch of my face; and my eyes – I could not close them, though to look at the object was bitter as death – followed it instinctively in its oscillating progress until it came back again. It was in vain I said to myself that it could come no nearer at any future swing than it did at first; every time it descended, I endeavoured to shrink into the very floor to avoid being buried under the down-sweeping mass; and then, reflecting on the danger of pressing too weightily on my frail support, would cower up again as far as I dared.


At first my fears were mere matter of fact. I was afraid the pulleys above would give way, and let the bell plunge on me. At another time, the possibility of the clapper being shot out in some sweep, and dashing through my body, as I had seen a ramrod glide through a door, flitted across my mind. The dread also, as I have already mentioned, of the crazy floor tormented me; but these soon gave way to fears not more unfounded, but more visionary, and of course more tremendous. The roaring of the bell confused my intellect, and my fancy soon began to teem with all sorts of strange and terrifying ideas. The bell pealing above, and opening its jaws with a hideous clamour, seemed to me at one time a ravening monster, raging to devour me; at another, a whirlpool ready to suck me into its bellowing abyss. As I gazed on it, it assumed all shapes; it was a flying eagle, or rather a roc of the Arabian storytellers, clapping its wings and screaming over me. As I looked upward into it, it would appear sometimes to lengthen into indefinite extent, or to be twisted at the end into the spiral folds of the tail of a flying-dragon. Nor was the flaming breath or fiery glance of that fabled animal wanting to complete the picture. My eyes, inflamed, bloodshot, and glaring, invested the supposed monster with a full proportion of unholy light.


It would be endless were I to merely hint at all the fancies that possessed my mind. Every object that was hideous and roaring presented itself to my imagination. I often thought that I was in a hurricane at sea, and that the vessel in which I was embarked tossed under me with the most furious vehemence. The air, set in motion by the swinging of the bell, blew over me nearly with the violence and more than the thunder of a tempest; and the floor seemed to reel under me as under a drunken man. But the most awful of all the ideas that seized on me were drawn from the supernatural. In the vast cavern of the bell hideous faces appeared, and glared down on me with terrifying frowns, or with grinning mockery, still more appalling. At last the Devil himself, accoutred, as in the common description of the evil spirit, with hoof, horn, and tail, and eyes of infernal lustre, made his appearance, and called on me to curse God and worship him, who was powerful to save me. This dread suggestion he uttered with the full-toned clangour of the bell. I had him within an inch of me, and I thought on the fate of the Santon Barsisa. Strenuously and desperately I defied him, and bade him be gone. Reason, then, for a moment resumed her sway, but it was only to fill me with fresh terror, just as the lightning dispels the gloom that surrounds the benighted mariner, but to show him that his vessel is driving on a rock, where she must inevitably be dashed to pieces. I found I was becoming delirious, and trembled lest reason should utterly desert me. This is at all times an agonising thought, but it smote me then with tenfold agony. I feared lest, when utterly deprived of my senses, I should rise; to do which I was every moment tempted by that strange feeling which calls on a man, whose head is dizzy from standing on the battlement of a lofty castle, to precipitate himself from it; and then death would be instant and tremendous. When I thought of this I became desperate; – I caught the floor with a grasp which drove the blood from my nails; and I yelled with the cry of despair. I called for help, I prayed, I shouted: but all the efforts of my voice were, of course, drowned in the bell. As it passed over my mouth, it occasionally echoed my cries, which mixed not with its own sound, but preserved their distinct character. Perhaps this was but fancy. To me, I know, they then sounded as if they were the shouting, howling, or laughing of the fiends with which my imagination had peopled the gloomy cave which swung over me.


You may accuse me of exaggerating my feelings; but I am not. Many a scene of dread have I since passed through, but they are nothing to the self-inflicted terrors of this half hour. The ancients have doomed one of the damned, in their Tartarus, to lie under a rock which every moment seems to be descending to annihilate him; and an awful punishment it would be. But if to this you add a clamour as loud as if ten thousand Furies were howling about you, a deafening uproar banishing reason and driving you to madness, you must allow that the bitterness of the pang was rendered more terrible. There is no man, firm as his nerves may be, who could retain his courage in this situation.


In twenty minutes the ringing was done. Half of that time passed over me without power of computation, the other half appeared an age. When it ceased I became gradually more quiet; but a new fear retained me. I knew that five minutes would elapse without ringing; but at the end of that short time the bell would be rung a second time for five minutes more. I could not calculate time. A minute and an hour were of equal duration. I feared to rise, lest the five minutes should have elapsed, and the ringing be again commenced; in which case I should be crushed, before I could escape, against the walls or framework of the bell. I therefore still continued to lie down, cautiously shifting myself, however, with a careful gliding, so that my eye no longer looked into the hollow. This was of itself a considerable relief. The cessation of the noise had, in a great measure, the effect of stupefying me, for my attention, being no longer occupied by the chimeras I had conjured up, began to flag. All that now distressed me was the constant expectation of the second ringing, for which, however, I settled myself with a kind of stupid resolution. I closed my eyes, and clenched my teeth as firmly as if they were screwed in a vice. At last the dreaded moment came, and the first swing of the bell extorted a groan from me, as they say the most resolute victim screams at the sight of the rack, to which he is for a second time destined. After this, however, I lay silent and lethargic, without a thought. Wrapt in the defensive armour of stupidity, I defied the bell and its intonations. When it ceased, I was roused a little by the hope of escape. I did not, however, decide on this step hastily; but, putting up my hand with the utmost caution, I touched the rim. Though the ringing had ceased, it still was tremulous from the sound, and shook under my hand, which instantly recoiled as from an electric jar. A quarter of an hour probably elapsed before I again dared to make the experiment, and then I found it at rest. I determined to lose no time, fearing that I might have lain then already too long, and that the bell for evening service would catch me. This dread stimulated me, and I slipped out with the utmost rapidity, and arose. I stood, I suppose, for a minute, looking with silly wonder on the place of my imprisonment, penetrated with joy at escaping, but then rushed down the stony and irregular stair with the velocity of lightning, and arrived in the bell-ringer’s room. This was the last act I had power to accomplish. I leant against the wall, motionless and deprived of thought; in which posture my companions found me, when, in the course of a couple of hours, they returned to their occupation.


They were shocked, as well they might be, at the figure before them. The wind of the bell had excoriated my face, and my dim and stupefied eyes were fixed with a lacklustre gaze in my raw eyelids. My hands were torn and bleeding, my hair dishevelled, and my clothes tattered. They spoke to me, but I gave no answer. They shook me, but I remained insensible. They then became alarmed, and hastened to remove me. He who had first gone up with me in the forenoon met them as they carried me through the churchyard, and through him, who was shocked at having, in some measure, occasioned the accident, the cause of my misfortune was discovered. I was put to bed at home, and remained for three days delirious, but gradually recovered my senses. You may be sure the bell formed a prominent topic of my ravings; and, if I heard a peal, they were instantly increased to the utmost violence. Even when the delirium abated, my sleep was continually disturbed by imagined ringings, and my dreams were haunted by the fancies which almost maddened me while in the steeple. My friends removed me to a house in the country, which was sufficiently distant from any place of worship to save me from the apprehensions of hearing the church-going bell; for what Alexander Selkirk, in Cowper’s poem, complained of as a misfortune was then to me as a blessing. Here I recovered; but even long after recovery, if a gale wafted the notes of a peal towards me, I started with nervous apprehension. I felt a Mahometan hatred to all the bell tribe, and envied the subjects of the Commander of the Faithful the sonorous voice of their Muezzin. Time cured this, as it cures the most of our follies; but even at the present day, if by chance my nerves be unstrung, some particular tones of the cathedral bell have power to surprise me into a momentary start.










Master and Man


Thomas Crofton Croker


1825


Upon reading a review that compared one of his stories to the writings of Thomas Crofton Croker (1798–1854), Gerald Griffin, whom we shall encounter shortly, ‘crumpled the paper in his hand, raised it high above his head, stamped violently and almost dashed it to the earth in the excess of his feeling … “Only think,” he repeated, with the utmost vehemence, “only think of being compared with Crofton Croker.”   ’60


One can only assume that the excess of feeling experienced by the notoriously thin-skinned Griffin was occasioned less by an aversion to Croker’s work than by a fear of being branded an imitator, although readers immune to the pleasures of fairies, leprechauns, and phookas might feel a certain sympathy with the first position. Others may take issue with folklore and mythology as genre fiction, but writers like Croker, Lady Wilde, and others were not simply recounting verbatim stories they had heard, but reframing and reworking them for their readerships, which is a creative act. Croker, as we shall see, is especially provocative in this regard.


Born in Buckingham Square, Co. Cork, to a Protestant family, Croker developed an early fascination with the myths and legends of south Munster, travelling as a teenager through Cork and Kerry to collect local songs and stories. In 1818, through family connections, he secured a junior clerkship in the Admiralty in London, where he continued to work for the next thirty years, but his true passion remained Irish folklore. Like William Maginn, he was a contributor to Fraser’s Magazine in London, and the two men, along with Fr. Francis Sylvester Mahony, who wrote under the pseudonym ‘Fr. Prout’, formed a Corkonian clique at the journal.


In 1824 Croker published his first book, Researches in the South of Ireland, Illustrative of the Scenery, Architectural Remains and the Manners and Superstitions of the Peasantry, and would follow it with the work for which he is best remembered, the three volumes of Fairy Legends and Traditions of the South of Ireland (1825–28). The initial volume was a huge success, selling 1,000 copies in its first week – a huge figure for the time – and was quickly translated into German by the Brothers Grimm. The third volume would, in turn, be dedicated by Croker to the Grimms.


Croker was a physically unprepossessing man: barely five feet tall, if that, of slim build, and born with a harelip. Neither was he universally popular, and his work was not uncontroversial, both in his day and long after his death. He was criticised during his lifetime for not crediting his collaborators, and two books published under his name in the 1830s may well have been written by his wife. He also singularly failed to reflect with accuracy his original oral sources, which he blamed on losing his notes, and some of the stories were invented, in whole or in part, by Croker and his colleagues. But then, he was aiming to appeal more to English than Irish readers, and thus might have felt safe in taking liberties.


There is also the inevitable impression that Croker – a ‘dull, inveterate, would-be joker’, according to one contemporary poem – was playing to the gallery in his depiction of the native Irish, clothing them in ‘the dirty rags of the stage Irishman’, as W.B. Yeats would later opine of his work. Croker was a product of his time and class, and a certain ambivalence pervades his collections. He was clearly motivated by a genuine interest in Irish fables, as well as a desire to communicate something of the richness of that heritage to English readers in an effort to foster greater understanding of their ‘dependent colony’. But he also believed that the prevalence of such superstitions among the Irish was helping ‘to retard the progress of their civilization’.61


Still, Croker must be reckoned with, and if we are to have one tale of the clurichaun, a kind of leprechaun, it may as well be Fairy Legends’ ‘Master and Man’, whose dwarfish protagonist gradually reveals a sinister, sexual edge.


Master and Man


Billy Mac Daniel was once as likely a young man as ever shook his brogue at a patron, emptied a quart, or handled a shillelagh: fearing for nothing but the want of drink; caring for nothing but who should pay for it; and thinking of nothing but how to make fun over it: drunk or sober, a word and a blow was ever the way with Billy Mac Daniel; and a mighty easy way it is of either getting into or ending a dispute. More is the pity, that through the means of his drinking, and fearing and caring for nothing, this same Billy Mac Daniel fell into bad company; for surely the good people are the worst of all company any one could come across.


It so happened that Billy was going home one clear frosty night not long after Christmas; the moon was round and bright; but although it was as fine a night as heart could wish for, he felt pinched with the cold. ‘By my word,’ chattered Billy, ‘a drop of good liquor would be no bad thing to keep a man’s soul from freezing in him; and I wish I had a full measure of the best.’


‘Never wish it twice, Billy,’ said a little man in a three-cornered hat, bound all about with gold lace, and with great silver buckles in his shoes, so big that it was a wonder how he could carry them, and he held out a glass as big as himself, filled with as good liquor as ever eye looked on or lip tasted.


‘Success, my little fellow,’ said Billy Mac Daniel, nothing daunted, though well he knew the little man to belong to the good people; ‘here’s your health, anyway, and thank you kindly; no matter who pays for the drink,’ and he took the glass and drained it to the very bottom, without ever taking a second breath to it.


‘Success,’ said the little man; ‘and you’re heartily welcome, Billy; but don’t think to cheat me as you have done others – out with your purse and pay me like a gentleman.’


‘Is it I pay you?’ said Billy: ‘could I not just take you up and put you in my pocket as easily as a blackberry?’


‘Billy Mac Daniel,’ said the little man, getting very angry, ‘you shall be my servant for seven years and a day, and that is the way I will be paid; so make ready to follow me.’


When Billy heard this, he began to be very sorry for having used such bold words towards the little man; and he felt himself, yet could not tell how, obliged to follow the little man the livelong night about the country, up and down, and over hedge and ditch, and through bog and brake, without any rest.


When morning began to dawn, the little man turned round to him and said, ‘You may now go home, Billy, but on your peril don’t fail to meet me in the Fort-field tonight; or if you do, it may be the worse for you in the long run. If I find you a good servant, you will find me an indulgent master.’


Home went Billy Mac Daniel; and though he was tired and weary enough, never a wink of sleep could he get for thinking of the little man; but he was afraid not to do his bidding, so up he got in the evening, and away he went to the Fort-field. He was not long there before the little man came towards him and said, ‘Billy, I want to go a long journey tonight; so saddle one of my horses, and you may saddle another for yourself, as you are to go along with me, and may be tired after your walk last night.’


Billy thought this very considerate of his master, and thanked him accordingly: ‘But,’ said he, ‘if I may be so bold, sir, I would ask which is the way to your stable, for never a thing do I see but the fort here, and the old thorn tree in the corner of the field, and the stream running at the bottom of the hill, with the bit of bog over against us.’


‘Ask no questions, Billy,’ said the little man, ‘but go over to that bit of bog, and bring me two of the strongest rushes you can find.’


Billy did accordingly, wondering what the little man would be at; and he picked out two of the stoutest rushes he could find, with a little bunch of brown blossom stuck at the side of each, and brought them back to his master. ‘Get up, Billy,’ said the little man, taking one of the rushes from him and striding across it.


‘Where will I get up, please your honour?’ said Billy.


‘Why, upon horseback, like me, to be sure,’ said the little man.


‘Is it after making a fool of me you’d be,’ said Billy, ‘bidding me get a horse-back upon that bit of a rush? May be you want to persuade me that the rush I pulled but awhile ago out of the bog over there is a horse?’


‘Up! up! and no words,’ said the little man, looking very vexed; ‘the best horse you ever rode was but a fool to it.’ So Billy, thinking all this was in joke, and fearing to vex his master, straddled across the rush: ‘Borram! Borram! Borram!’ cried the little man three times (which in English, means to become great), and Billy did the same after him: presently the rushes swelled up into fine horses, and away they went full speed; but Billy, who had put the rush between his legs, without much minding how he did it, found himself sitting on horseback the wrong way, which was rather awkward, with his face to the horse’s tail; and so quickly had his steed started off with him, that he had no power to turn round, and there was therefore nothing for it but to hold on by the tail.


At last they came to their journey’s end, and stopped at the gate of a fine house: ‘Now, Billy,’ said the little man, ‘do as you see me do, and follow me close; but as you did not know your horse’s head from his tail, mind that your own head does not spin round until you can’t tell whether you are standing on it or on your heels: for remember that old liquor, though able to make a cat speak, can make a man dumb.’


The little man then said some queer kind of words, out of which Billy could make no meaning; but he contrived to say them after him for all that; and in they both went through the keyhole of the door, and through one keyhole after another, until they got into the wine-cellar, which was well stored with all kinds of wine.


The little man fell to drinking as hard as he could, and Billy, no way disliking the example, did the same. ‘The best of masters are you surely,’ said Billy to him; ‘no matter who is the next; and well pleased will I be with your service if you continue to give me plenty to drink.’


‘I have made no bargain with you,’ said the little man, ‘and will make none; but up and follow me.’ Away they went, through keyhole after keyhole; and each mounting upon the rush which he had left at the hall door, scampered off, kicking the clouds before them like snowballs, as soon as the words, ‘Borram, Borram, Borram,’ had passed their lips.


When they came back to the Fort-field, the little man dismissed Billy, bidding him to be there the next night at the same hour. Thus did they go on, night after night, shaping their course one night here, and another night there – sometimes north, and sometimes east, and sometimes south, until there was not a gentleman’s wine-cellar in all Ireland they had not visited, and could tell the flavour of every wine in it as well – ay, better than the butler himself.


One night, when Billy Mac Daniel met the little man as usual in the Fort-field, and was going to the bog to fetch the horses for their journey, his master said to him, ‘Billy, I shall want another horse tonight, for maybe we may bring back more company with us than we take.’ So Billy, who now knew better than to question any order given to him by his master, brought a third rush, much wondering who it might be that should travel back in their company, and whether he was about to have a fellow-servant. ‘If I have,’ thought Billy, ‘he shall go and fetch the horses from the bog every night; for I don’t see why I am not, every inch of me, as good a gentleman as my master.’


Well, away they went, Billy leading the third horse, and never stopped until they came to a snug farmer’s house in the county Limerick, close under the old castle of Carrigogunniel, that was built, they say, by the great Brian Boru. Within the house there was great carousing going forward, and the little man stopped outside for some time to listen; then turning round all of a sudden, said, ‘Billy, I will be a thousand years old tomorrow!’


‘God bless us, sir,’ said Billy, ‘will you?’


‘Don’t say these words again, Billy,’ said the little man, ‘or you will be my ruin for ever. Now, Billy, as I will be a thousand years in the world tomorrow, I think it is full time for me to get married.’


‘I think so too, without any kind of doubt at all,’ said Billy, ‘if ever you mean to marry.’


‘And to that purpose,’ said the little man, ‘have I come all the way to Carrigogunniel; for in this house, this very night, is young Darby Riley going to be married to Bridget Rooney; and as she is a tall and comely girl, and has come of decent people, I think of marrying her myself, and taking her off with me.’


‘And what will Darby Riley say to that?’ said Billy.


‘Silence!’ said the little man, putting on a mighty severe look: ‘I did not bring you here with me to ask questions,’ and without holding further argument, he began saying the queer words, which had the power of passing him through the keyhole as free as air, and which Billy thought himself mighty clever to be able to say after him.


In they both went; and for the better viewing the company, the little man perched himself up as nimbly as a cocksparrow upon one of the big beams which went across the house over all their heads, and Billy did the same upon another facing him; but not being much accustomed to roosting in such a place, his legs hung down as untidy as may be, and it was quite clear he had not taken pattern after the way in which the little man had bundled himself up together. If the little man had been a tailor all his life, he could not have sat more contentedly upon his haunches.


There they were, both master and man, looking down upon the fun that was going forward – and under them were the priest and piper – and the father of Darby Riley, with Darby’s two brothers and his uncle’s son – and there were both the father and the mother of Bridget Rooney, and proud enough the old couple were that night of their daughter, as good right they had – and her four sisters with brand new ribands in their caps, and her three brothers all looking as clean and as clever as any three boys in Munster – and there were uncles and aunts, and gossips and cousins enough besides to make a full house of it – and plenty was there to eat and drink on the table for every one of them, if they had been double the number.


Now it happened, just as Mrs Rooney had helped his reverence to the first cut of the pig’s head which was placed before her, beautifully bolstered up with white savoys, that the bride gave a sneeze which made everyone at table start, but not a soul said ‘God bless us.’ All thinking that the priest would have done so, as he ought if he had done his duty, no one wished to take the word out of his mouth, which unfortunately was pre-occupied with pig’s head and greens. And after a moment’s pause, the fun and merriment of the bridal feast went on without the pious benediction.


Of this circumstance both Billy and his master were no inattentive spectators from their exalted stations. ‘Ha!’ exclaimed the little man, throwing one leg from under him with a joyous flourish, and his eye twinkled with a strange light, whilst his eyebrows became elevated into the curvature of Gothic arches – ‘Ha!’ said he, leering down at the bride, and then up at Billy, ‘I have half of her now, surely. Let her sneeze but twice more, and she is mine, in spite of priest, mass-book, and Darby Riley.’


Again the fair Bridget sneezed; but it was so gently, and she blushed so much, that few except the little man took or seemed to take any notice: and no one thought of saying ‘God bless us.’


Billy all this time regarded the poor girl with a most rueful expression of countenance; for he could not help thinking what a terrible thing it was for a nice young girl of nineteen, with large blue eyes, transparent skin, and dimpled cheeks, suffused with health and joy, to be obliged to marry an ugly little bit of a man who was a thousand years old, barring a day.


At this critical moment the bride gave a third sneeze, and Billy roared out with all his might, ‘God save us!’ Whether this exclamation resulted from his soliloquy, or from the mere force of habit, he never could tell exactly himself; but no sooner was it uttered, than the little man, his face glowing with rage and disappointment, sprung from the beam on which he had perched himself, and shrieking out in the shrill voice of a cracked bagpipe, ‘I discharge you my service, Billy Mac Daniel – take that for your wages,’ gave poor Billy a most furious kick in the back, which sent his unfortunate servant sprawling upon his face and hands right in the middle of the supper table.


If Billy was astonished, how much more so was every one of the company into which he was thrown with so little ceremony; but when they heard his story, Father Cooney laid down his knife and fork, and married the young couple out of hand with all speed; and Billy Mac Daniel danced the Rinka at their wedding, and plenty did he drink at it too, which was what he thought more of than dancing.










Leixlip Castle


Charles Maturin


1825


Until my attention was drawn to ‘Leixlip Castle’, it had been my intention, in desperation, to represent Charles Robert Maturin (1780–1824) with an extract from his 1820 Gothic novel Melmoth the Wanderer, since that book’s structure of stories within a story lent itself to isolating an episode, and excluding Maturin from any study of Irish genre literature would have been a grave injustice: Melmoth the Wanderer marks both the end of the first phase of Gothic literature, born with The Castle of Otranto: A Gothic Story (1764) by Horace Walpole, and the beginning of a new era in Anglo-Irish fantasy writing.


Shadow Voices had, until its final draft, contained a piece of short fiction titled ‘The Bloody Hand’, dating from 1810, but I cut it because I couldn’t be certain that its anonymous author was actually Irish, even if all indications in the narrative suggested this, and the tale was possibly more interesting in theory than in practice. ‘The Bloody Hand’ appeared as a novelette or ‘bluebook’, a form of publication issued during the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, worthy of mention here. Usually containing a single story over thirty-six or seventy-two pages, and issued in a blue softcover, the bluebook’s Gothic and adventure plots were often plagiarised from plays or longer novels, the authors dispensing with the deadwood of exposition and moral education to leave behind only the bloody sensationalist pulp. The strict limitations on page length meant that a great deal of narrative had to be compressed into minimal space, not always successfully, so that the author of ‘The Bloody Hand’ is finally forced to admit defeat. ‘It was my intention to give my readers a detail of my sufferings and treatment,’ he writes, ‘but my bookseller says that the printer must be paid, and paper is very dear …’62


At the time, the Irish publishing trade was in difficulties because of the duty applied to paper imported from England and the crackdown on publishers following the unsuccessful rebellion of 1798, so such novelettes provided a useful source of income. They also acted as a kind of Gothic interregnum, serving to keep the tradition alive in Ireland between the first growth – including Catherine Selden’s The English Nun (1797) and Regina Maria Roche’s The Bloody Abbey (1796) – and the second flowering that came with Maturin and those who followed after him.


One can also draw a line from Maturin to Oscar Wilde, who was the former’s grand-nephew by marriage. Wilde would adopt the name ‘Sebastian Melmoth’ for his own wanderings following his release from Reading Gaol, and his 1890 novel The Picture of Dorian Gray bears the light imprint of Maturin’s work: ‘a curious novel by my great-uncle Maturin’, is how Wilde described it in a letter written in 1900, ‘a novel that was part of a romantic revival of the early century, and though imperfect, a pioneer.’63 Finally, Maturin also connects us back to Jonathan Swift, since his grandfather, Gabriel Jacques Maturin, became Dean of St Patrick’s Cathedral following Swift’s death in 1745.


What do we mean when we talk of the ‘Gothic’? The increased ease and prevalence of travel to mainland Europe in the eighteenth century had exposed Britons to crumbling castles and strange, unfamiliar landscapes, and the result was a transformation of literature, art, and, significantly, architecture. The Gothic was a reaction to the stifling beauty and order of the prevailing classical orthodoxy, embracing the decayed, the unruly, and the excessive, and prizing the sensational and sublime over the sober and restrained. The Gothic Revival in architecture began properly in 1716, with the commencement of work on All Souls College, Oxford. It merged with the literary when, following a grand tour of Europe from 1739–41, Horace Walpole conceived of creating his own Gothic residence. In this he could be regarded as reacting against his father, the former Whig Prime Minister Sir Robert Walpole (1676–1745), who had built his grand mansion, Houghton Hall, in the classical Palladian style. His son would spend almost thirty years completing Strawberry Hill House, an elaborate Gothic Revival construction featuring turrets, battlements, arched windows and stained glass, in order to provide a home for his collection of antiquarian objects. The interior was intended to discomfit as much as the exterior, and so successful was Walpole in this that his 1764 novel The Castle of Otranto resulted from the dreams, or nightmares, inspired by Strawberry Hill House’s design, which Walpole would have considered a more than acceptable return on his investment. For its practitioners, whatever their medium, the emotional response elicited by the Gothic – whether awe, fear, or outright horror – was all, and the more extreme, the better. This, then, is the tradition of which Charles Maturin forms an important part.


Maturin was an ordained Church of Ireland clergyman of French Huguenot stock, which partly explains the anti-Catholicism in Melmoth the Wanderer, although in this he was also merely following the tenets of what is sometimes termed ‘Protestant Gothic’, which took a dim view of monks, nuns, the sacrament of Communion, and the Church of Rome in general. English Protestant writers tapping into the fear of papistry, and possible invasion by Catholic Spain, found that Catholic clergy provided readymade villains: in Matthew Lewis’s The Monk (1796), the ‘viciously cruel’ Prioress uses a crypt not only as a dungeon for the virtuous Agnes, but also as a secret burial ground for the offspring of nuns, while the torments of the Inquisition feature prominently in the novel, as they do also in Radcliffe’s The Italian (1797) and, indeed, Melmoth. In the words of the critic Patrick O’Malley, ‘the English gothic novel … is fundamentally a Protestant genre.’64 The Anglo-Irish Gothic novel is also fundamentally Protestant, with the added twist of being produced by a minority in a predominantly Catholic country. Terry Eagleton has called it ‘the political unconsciousness of Anglo-Irish society, the place where its fears and fantasies most definitively emerge … For Gothic is the nightmare of the besieged and reviled.’65


While his fame is now almost solely associated with Melmoth, Maturin had written three previous novels under a pseudonym, Dennis Jasper Murphy, as well as a play, Bertram, which was denounced as depraved by the poet Samuel Taylor Coleridge and praised by Sir Walter Scott and Lord Byron, thereby virtually guaranteeing commercial success and making Maturin a profit of £1,000. Nevertheless, when the Church of Ireland discovered the identity of its author, any hopes Maturin might have entertained of further advancement in his vocation were dashed. He knuckled down to writing, but would never again enjoy Bertram-esque financial rewards in his lifetime, and died a poor man.


Melmoth the Wanderer combines aspects of the Wandering Jew and the legend of Faust in a series of interlocking stories, each revealing aspects of the central character, a man who has sold his soul for forbidden knowledge and eternal life, and now desperately seeks a way out of the bargain. In Melmoth, the ‘enemy of mankind’, Maturin can lay claim to inventing one of literature’s first anti-heroes. But Melmoth’s outsider status is also a reflection of his creator’s own existence: as an Anglican in Ireland, Maturin was both too Irish for the English and, more worryingly, too English for the Irish. To the Irish Catholic majority, he was a man of the wrong religion in the wrong country.


Maturin was also an early specimen of a breed we will come across frequently as we continue: the eccentric Irish author – ‘almost to insanity’, according to a nineteenth-century profile of Maturin in the Dublin University Magazine. The curate of St Peter’s Church, Aungier Street, in Dublin, and a fine preacher, he had a fondness for both wine and women, hosting parties in his home at 37 York Street, and was an obsessive dancer, although he was so forgetful that he would occasionally arrive at parties the day after they had taken place. He did not enjoy writing in solitude, preferring the company of others, but would seal his mouth shut with a mix of flour paste and water so he could not contribute to the conversation. A wafer stuck to his forehead was a sign to his family that he was in the process of composition, and therefore not to be disturbed.


‘Leixlip Castle’ is Maturin’s only surviving piece of short fiction, as much of his manuscript work was destroyed by his family after his death. It was first published posthumously in 1825, and uses the familiar Gothic motif of pretending to the reader that what is being presented is factual, although, perhaps because it’s a short story, Maturin dispenses with the more typical epistolary form of the genre that would reach its apogee in 1897 with Bram Stoker’s Dracula.


Leixlip Castle


The incidents of the following tale are not merely founded on fact, they are facts themselves, which occurred at no very distant period in my own family. The marriage of the parties, their sudden and mysterious separation, and their total alienation from each other until the last period of their mortal existence, are all facts. I cannot vouch for the truth of the supernatural solution given to all these mysteries; but I must still consider the story as a fine specimen of Gothic horrors, and can never forget the impression it made on me when I heard it related for the first time among many other thrilling traditions of the same description.


C.R.M.


The tranquillity of the Catholics of Ireland during the disturbed periods of 1715 and 1745, was most commendable, and somewhat extraordinary; to enter into an analysis of their probable motives, is not at all the object of the writer of this tale, as it is pleasanter to state the fact of their honour, than at this distance of time to assign dubious and unsatisfactory reasons for it. Many of them, however, showed a kind of secret disgust at the existing state of affairs, by quitting their family residences and wandering about like persons who were uncertain of their homes, or possibly expecting better from some near and fortunate contingency. Among the rest was a Jacobite Baronet, who, sick of his uncongenial situation in a Whig neighbourhood, in the north – where he heard of nothing but the heroic defence of Londonderry; the barbarities of the French generals; and the resistless exhortations of the godly Mr Walker, a Presbyterian clergyman, to whom the citizens gave the title of ‘Evangelist’; – quitted his paternal residence, and about the year 1720 hired the Castle of Leixlip for three years (it was then the property of the Connollys, who let it to triennial tenants); and removed thither with his family, which consisted of three daughters – their mother having long been dead.


The Castle of Leixlip, at that period, possessed a character of romantic beauty and feudal grandeur, such as few buildings in Ireland can claim, and which is now, alas, totally effaced by the destruction of its noble woods; on the destroyers of which the writer would wish ‘a minstrel’s malison were said’ – Leixlip, though about seven miles from Dublin, has all the sequestered and picturesque character that imagination could ascribe to a landscape a hundred miles from, not only the metropolis, but an inhabited town. After driving a dull mile (an Irish mile) in passing from Lucan to Leixlip, the road – hedged up on one side of the high wall that bounds the demesne of the Veseys, and on the other by low enclosures, over whose rugged tops you have no view at all – at once opens on Leixlip Bridge, at almost a right angle, and displays a luxury of landscape on which the eye that has seen it even in childhood dwells with delighted recollection. Leixlip Bridge, a rude but solid structure, projects from a high bank of the Liffey, and slopes rapidly to the opposite side, which there lies remarkably low. To the right the plantations of the Veseys’ demesne – no longer obscured by walls – almost mingle their dark woods in its stream, with the opposite ones of Marshfield and St Catherine’s. The river is scarcely visible, overshadowed as it is by the deep, rich and bending foliage of the trees. To the left it bursts out in all the brilliancy of light, washes the garden steps of the houses of Leixlip, wanders round the low walls of its churchyard, plays, with the pleasure-boat moored under the arches on which the summer-house of the Castle is raised, and then loses itself among the rich woods that once skirted those grounds to its very brink. The contrast on the other side, with the luxuriant walks, scattered shrubberies, temples seated on pinnacles, and thickets that conceal from you the sight of the river until you are on its banks, that mark the character of the grounds which are now the property of Colonel Marly, is peculiarly striking.


Visible above the highest roofs of the town, though a quarter of a mile distant from them, are the ruins of Confy Castle, a right good old predatory tower of the stirring times when blood was shed like water; and as you pass the bridge you catch a glimpse of the waterfall (or salmon-leap, as it is called) on whose noon-day lustre, or moonlight beauty, probably the rough livers of that age when Confy Castle was ‘a tower of strength’, never glanced an eye or cast a thought, as they clattered in their harness over Leixlip Bridge, or waded through the stream before that convenience was in existence.


Whether the solitude in which he lived contributed to tranquillise Sir Redmond Blaney’s feelings, or whether they had begun to rust from want of collision with those of others, it is impossible to say, but certain it is, that the good Baronet began gradually to lose his tenacity in political matters; and except when a Jacobite friend came to dine with him, and drink with many a significant ‘nod and beck and smile’, the King over the water – or the parish-priest (good man) spoke of the hopes of better times, and the final success of the right cause, and the old religion – or a Jacobite servant was heard in the solitude of the large mansion whistling ‘Charlie is my darling’, to which Sir Redmond involuntarily responded in a deep bass voice, somewhat the worse for wear, and marked with more emphasis than good discretion – except, as I have said, on such occasions, the Baronet’s politics, like his life, seemed passing away without notice or effort. Domestic calamities, too, pressed sorely on the old gentleman: of his three daughters the youngest, Jane, had disappeared in so extraordinary a manner in her childhood, that though it is but a wild, remote family tradition, I cannot help relating it: –


The girl was of uncommon beauty and intelligence, and was suffered to wander about the neighbourhood of the castle with the daughter of a servant, who was also called Jane, as a nom de caresse. One evening Jane Blaney and her young companion went far and deep into the woods; their absence created no uneasiness at the time, as these excursions were by no means unusual, till her playfellow returned home alone and weeping, at a very late hour. Her account was, that, in passing through a lane at some distance from the castle, an old woman, in the Fingallian dress, (a red petticoat and a long green jacket), suddenly started out of a thicket, and took Jane Blaney by the arm: she had in her hand two rushes, one of which she threw over her shoulder, and giving the other to the child, motioned to her to do the same. Her young companion, terrified at what she saw, was running away, when Jane Blaney called after her – ‘Good-bye, good-bye, it is a long time before you will see me again.’ The girl said they then disappeared, and she found her way home as she could. An indefatigable search was immediately commenced – woods were traversed, thickets were explored, ponds were drained – all in vain. The pursuit and the hope were at length given up. Ten years afterwards, the housekeeper of Sir Redmond, having remembered that she left the key of a closet where sweetmeats were kept, on the kitchen table, returned to fetch it. As she approached the door, she heard a childish voice murmuring – ‘Cold – cold – cold how long it is since I have felt a fire!’ – She advanced, and saw, to her amazement, Jane Blaney, shrunk to half her usual size, and covered with rags, crouching over the embers of the fire. The housekeeper flew in terror from the spot, and roused the servants, but the vision had fled. The child was reported to have been seen several times afterwards, as diminutive in form, as though she had not grown an inch since she was ten years of age, and always crouching over a fire, whether in the turret-room or kitchen, complaining of cold and hunger, and apparently covered with rags. Her existence is still said to be protracted under these dismal circumstances, so unlike those of Lucy Gray in Wordsworth’s beautiful ballad:


Yet some will say, that to this day 


She is a living child –


That they have met sweet Lucy Gray 


Upon the lonely wild;


O’er rough and smooth she trips along.


And never looks behind;


And hums a solitary song


That whistles in the wind.


The fate of the eldest daughter was more melancholy, though less extraordinary; she was addressed by a gentleman of competent fortune and unexceptionable character: he was a Catholic, moreover; and Sir Redmond Blaney signed the marriage articles, in full satisfaction of the security of his daughter’s soul, as well as of her jointure. The marriage was celebrated at the Castle of Leixlip; and, after the bride and bridegroom had retired, the guests still remained drinking to their future happiness, when suddenly, to the great alarm of Sir Redmond and his friends, loud and piercing cries were heard to issue from the part of the castle in which the bridal chamber was situated.


Some of the more courageous hurried up stairs; it was too late – the wretched bridegroom had burst, on that fatal night, into a sudden and most horrible paroxysm of insanity. The mangled form of the unfortunate and expiring lady bore attestation to the mortal virulence with which the disease had operated on the wretched husband, who died a victim to it himself after the involuntary murder of his bride. The bodies were interred, as soon as decency would permit, and the story hushed up.


Sir Redmond’s hopes of Jane’s recovery were diminishing every day, though he still continued to listen to every wild tale told by the domestics; and all his care was supposed to be now directed towards his only surviving daughter. Anne, living in solitude, and partaking only of the very limited education of Irish females of that period, was left very much to the servants, among whom she increased her taste for superstitious and supernatural horrors, to a degree that had a most disastrous effect on her future life.


Among the numerous menials of the Castle, there was one withered crone, who had been nurse to the late Lady Blaney’s mother, and whose memory was a complete Thesaurus terrorum. The mysterious fate of Jane first encouraged her sister to listen to the wild tales of this hag, who avouched, that at one time she saw the fugitive standing before the portrait of her late mother in one of the apartments of the Castle, and muttering to herself – ‘Woe’s me, woe’s me! how little my mother thought her wee Jane would ever come to be what she is!’ But as Anne grew older she began more ‘seriously to incline’ to the hag’s promises that she could show her her future bridegroom, on the performance of certain ceremonies, which she at first revolted from as horrible and impious; but, finally, at the repeated instigation of the old woman, consented to act a part in. The period fixed upon for the performance of these unhallowed rites, was now approaching – it was near the 31st of October – the eventful night, when such ceremonies were, and still are supposed, in the North of Ireland, to be most potent in their effects. All day long the Crone took care to lower the mind of the young lady to the proper key of submissive and trembling credulity, by every horrible story she could relate; and she told them with frightful and supernatural energy. This woman was called Collogue by the family, a name equivalent to Gossip in England, or Cummer in Scotland (though her real name was Bridget Dease); and she verified the name, by the exercise of an unwearied loquacity, an indefatigable memory, and a rage for communicating, and inflicting terror, that spared no victim in the household, from the groom, whom she sent shivering to his rug, to the Lady of the Castle, over whom she felt she held unbounded sway.


The 31st of October arrived – the Castle was perfectly quiet before eleven o’clock; half an hour afterwards, the Collogue and Anne Blaney were seen gliding along a passage that led to what is called King John’s Tower, where it is said that monarch received the homage of the Irish princes as Lord of Ireland and which was, at all events, the most ancient part of the structure.


The Collogue opened a small door with a key which she had secreted, about her, and urged the young lady to hurry on. Anne advanced to the postern, and stood there irresolute and trembling like a timid swimmer on the bank of an unknown stream. It was a dark autumnal evening; a heavy wind sighed among the woods of the Castle, and bowed the branches of the lower trees almost to the waves of the Liffey, which, swelled by recent rains, struggled and roared amid the stones that obstructed its channel. The steep descent from the Castle lay before her, with its dark avenue of elms; a few lights still burned in the little village of Leixlip – but from the lateness of the hour it was probable they would soon be extinguished.


The lady lingered – ‘And must I go alone?’ said she, foreseeing that the terrors of her fearful journey could be aggravated by her more fearful purpose.


‘Ye must, or all will be spoiled,’ said the hag, shading the miserable light, that did not extend its influence above six inches on the path of the victim. ‘Ye must go alone – and I will watch for you here, dear, till you come back, and then see what will come to you at twelve o’clock.’


The unfortunate girl paused. ‘Oh! Collogue, Collogue, if you would but come with me. Oh! Collogue, come with me, if it be but to the bottom of the castle hill.’


‘If I went with you, dear, we should never reach the top of it alive again, for there are them near that would tear us both in pieces.’


‘Oh! Collogue, Collogue – let me turn back then, and go to my own room – I have advanced too far, and I have done too much.’


‘And that’s what you have, dear, and so you must go further, and do more still, unless, when you return to your own room, you would see the likeness of someone instead of a handsome young bridegroom.’


The young lady looked about her for a moment, terror and wild hope trembling at her heart – then, with a sudden impulse of supernatural courage, she darted like a bird from the terrace of the Castle, the fluttering of her white garments was seen for a few moments, and then the hag who had been shading the flickering light with her hand, bolted the postern, and, placing the candle before a glazed loophole, sat down on a stone seat in the recess of the tower, to watch the event of the spell. It was an hour before the young lady returned; when her face was as pale, and her eyes as fixed, as those of a dead body, but she held in her grasp a dripping garment, a proof that her errand had been performed. She flung it into her companion’s hands, and then stood, panting and gazing wildly about her as if she knew not where she was. The hag herself grew terrified at the insane and breathless state of her victim, and hurried her to her chamber; but here the preparations for the terrible ceremonies of the night were the first objects that struck her, and, shivering at the sight, she covered her eyes with her hands, and stood immovably fixed in the middle of the room.


It needed all the hag’s persuasions (aided even by mysterious menaces), combined with the returning faculties and reviving curiosity of the poor girl, to prevail on her to go through the remaining business of the night. At length she said, as if in desperation, ‘I will go through with it: but be in the next room; and if what I dread should happen, I will ring my father’s little silver bell which I have secured for the night – and as you have a soul to be saved. Collogue, come to me at its first sound.’


The hag promised, gave her last instructions with eager and jealous minuteness, and then retired to her own room, which was adjacent to that of the young lady. Her candle had burned out, but she stirred up the embers of her turf fire, and sat, nodding over them, and smoothing the pallet from time to time, but resolved not to lie down while there was a chance of a sound from the lady’s room, for which she herself, withered as her feelings were, waited with a mingled feeling of anxiety and terror.


It was now long past midnight, and all was silent as the grave throughout the Castle. The hag dozed over the embers till her head touched her knees, then started up as the sound of the bell seemed to tinkle in her ears, then dozed again, and again started as the bell appeared to tinkle more distinctly – suddenly she was roused, not by the bell, but by the most piercing and horrible cries from the neighbouring chamber. The Collogue, aghast for the first time, at the possible consequences of the mischief she might have occasioned, hastened to the room. Anne was in convulsions, and the hag was compelled reluctantly to call up the housekeeper (removing meanwhile the implements of the ceremony), and assist in applying all the specifics known at that day, burnt feathers, etc., to restore her. When they had at length succeeded, the housekeeper was dismissed, the door was bolted, and the Collogue was left alone with Anne; the subject of their conference might have been guessed at, but was not known until many years afterwards; but Anne that night held in her hand, in the shape of a weapon with the use of which neither of them was acquainted, an evidence that her chamber had been visited by a being of no earthly form.


This evidence the hag importuned her to destroy, or to remove: but she persisted with fatal tenacity in keeping it. She locked it up, however, immediately, and seemed to think she had acquired a right, since she had grappled so fearfully with the mysteries of futurity, to know all the secrets of which that weapon might yet lead to the disclosure. But from that night it was observed that her character, her manner, and even her countenance, became altered. She grew stern and solitary, shrunk at the sight of her former associates, and imperatively forbade the slightest allusion to the circumstances which had occasioned this mysterious change.


It was a few days subsequent to this event that Anne, who after dinner had left the Chaplain reading the life of St Francis Xavier to Sir Redmond, and retired to her own room to work, and, perhaps, to muse, was surprised to hear the bell at the outer gate ring loudly and repeatedly – a sound she had never heard since her first residence in the Castle; for the few guests who resorted there came, and departed as noiselessly as humble visitors at the house of a great man generally do. Straightway there rode up the avenue of elms, which we have already mentioned, a stately gentleman, followed by four servants, all mounted, the two former having pistols in their holsters, and the two latter carrying saddle-bags before them: though it was the first week in November, the dinner hour being one o’clock, Anne had light enough to notice all these circumstances. The arrival of the stranger seemed to cause much, though not unwelcome tumult in the Castle; orders were loudly and hastily given for the accommodation of the servants and horses – steps were heard traversing the numerous passages for a full hour – then all was still; and it was said that Sir Redmond had locked with his own hand the door of the room where he and the stranger sat, and desired that no one should dare to approach it. About two hours afterwards, a female servant came with orders from her master, to have a plentiful supper ready by eight o’clock, at which he desired the presence of his daughter. The family establishment was on a handsome scale for an Irish house, and Anne had only to descend to the kitchen to order the roasted chickens to be well strewed with brown sugar according to the unrefined fashion of the day, to inspect the mixing of the bowl of sago with its allowance of a bottle of port wine and a large handful of the richest spices, and to order particularly that the pease pudding should have a huge lump of cold salt butter stuck in its centre; and then, her household cares being over, to retire to her room and array herself in a robe of white damask for the occasion. At eight o’clock she was summoned to the supper-room. She came in, according to the fashion of the times, with the first dish; but as she passed through the ante-room, where the servants were holding lights and bearing the dishes, her sleeve was twitched, and the ghastly face of the Collogue pushed close to hers; while she muttered ‘Did not I say he would come for you, dear?’ Anne’s blood ran cold, but she advanced, saluted her father and the stranger with two low and distinct reverences, and then took her place at the table. Her feelings of awe and perhaps terror at the whisper of her associate, were not diminished by the appearance of the stranger; there was a singular and mute solemnity in his manner during the meal. He ate nothing. Sir Redmond appeared constrained, gloomy and thoughtful. At length, starting, he said (without naming the stranger’s name), ‘You will drink my daughter’s health?’ The stranger intimated his willingness to have that honour, but absently filled his glass with water; Anne put a few drops of wine into hers, and bowed towards him. At that moment, for the first time since they had met, she beheld his face – it was pale as that of a corpse. The deadly whiteness of his cheeks and lips, the hollow and distant sound of his voice, and the strange lustre of his large dark moveless eyes, strongly fixed on her, made her pause and even tremble as she raised the glass to her lips; she set it down, and then with another silent reverence retired to her chamber.


There she found Bridget Dease, busy in collecting the turf that burned on the hearth, for there was no grate in the apartment. ‘Why are you here?’ she said, impatiently.


The hag turned on her, with a ghastly grin of congratulation, ‘Did not I tell you that he would come for you?’


‘I believe he has,’ said the unfortunate girl, sinking into the huge wicker chair by her bedside; ‘for never did I see mortal with such a look.’


‘But is not he a fine stately gentleman?’ pursued the hag.


‘He looks as if he were not of this world,’ said Anne.


‘Of this world, or of the next,’ said the hag, raising her bony fore-finger, ‘mark my words – so sure as the’ – (here she repeated some of the horrible formularies of the 31st of October) – ‘so sure he will be your bridegroom.’


‘Then I shall be the bride of a corpse,’ said Anne; ‘for he I saw tonight is no living man.’


A fortnight elapsed, and whether Anne became reconciled to the features she had thought so ghastly, by the discovery that they were the handsomest she had ever beheld – and that the voice, whose sound at first was so strange and unearthly, was subdued into a tone of plaintive softness when addressing her or whether it is impossible for two young persons with unoccupied hearts to meet in the country, and meet often, to gaze silently on the same stream, wander under the same trees, and listen together to the wind that waves the branches, without experiencing an assimilation of feeling rapidly succeeding an assimilation of taste; – or whether it was from all these causes combined, but in less than a month Anne heard the declaration of the stranger’s passion with many a blush, though without a sigh. He now avowed his name and rank. He stated himself to be a Scottish Baronet, of the name of Sir Richard Maxwell; family misfortunes had driven him from his country, and forever precluded the possibility of his return: he had transferred his property to Ireland, and purposed to fix his residence there for life. Such was his statement. The courtship of those days was brief and simple. Anne became the wife of Sir Richard, and, I believe, they resided with her father till his death, when they removed to their estate in the North. There they remained for several years, in tranquillity and happiness, and had a numerous family. Sir Richard’s conduct was marked by but two peculiarities: he not only shunned the intercourse, but the sight of any of his countrymen, and, if he happened to hear that a Scotsman had arrived in the neighbouring town, he shut himself up till assured of the stranger’s departure. The other was his custom of retiring to his own chamber, and remaining invisible to his family on the anniversary of the 31st of October. The lady, who had her own associations connected with that period, only questioned him once on the subject of this seclusion, and was then solemnly and even sternly enjoined never to repeat her inquiry. Matters stood thus, somewhat mysteriously, but not unhappily, when on a sudden, without any cause assigned or assignable, Sir Richard and Lady Maxwell parted, and never more met in this world, nor was she ever permitted to see one of her children to her dying hour. He continued to live at the family mansion and she fixed her residence with a distant relative in a remote part of the country. So total was the disunion, that the name of either was never heard to pass the other’s lips, from the moment of separation until that of dissolution.


Lady Maxwell survived Sir Richard forty years, living to the great age of ninety-six; and, according to a promise, previously given, disclosed to a descendent with whom she had lived, the following extraordinary circumstances.


She said that on the night of the 31st of October, about seventy-five years before, at the instigation of her ill-advising attendant, she had washed one of her garments in a place where four streams met, and performed other unhallowed ceremonies under the direction of the Collogue, in the expectation that her future husband would appear to her in her chamber at twelve o’clock that night. The critical moment arrived, but with it no lover-like form. A vision of indescribable horror approached her bed, and flinging at her an iron weapon of a shape and construction unknown to her, bade her ‘recognise her future husband by that’. The terrors of this visit soon deprived her of her senses; but on her recovery, she persisted, as has been said, in keeping the fearful pledge of the reality of the vision, which, on examination, appeared to be incrusted with blood. It remained concealed in the inmost drawer of her cabinet till the morning of the separation. On that morning. Sir Richard Maxwell rose before daylight to join a hunting party – he wanted a knife for some accidental purpose, and, missing his own, called to Lady Maxwell, who was still in bed, to lend him one. The lady, who was half asleep, answered, that in such a drawer of her cabinet he would find one. He went, however, to another, and the next moment she was fully awakened by seeing her husband present the terrible weapon to her throat, and threaten her with instant death unless she disclosed how she came by it. She supplicated for life, and then, in an agony of horror and contrition, told the tale of that eventful night. He gazed at her for a moment with a countenance which rage, hatred, and despair converted, as she avowed, into a living likeness of the demon visage she had once beheld (so singularly was the fated resemblance fulfilled), and then exclaiming, ‘You won me by the devil’s aid, but you shall not keep me long,’ left her – to meet no more in this world. Her husband’s secret was not unknown to the lady, though the means by which she became possessed of it were wholly unwarrantable. Her curiosity had been strongly excited by her husband’s aversion to his countrymen, and it was so – stimulated by the arrival of a Scottish gentleman in the neighbourhood some time before, who professed himself formerly acquainted with Sir Richard, and spoke mysteriously of the causes that drove him from his country – that she contrived to procure an interview with him under a feigned name, and obtained from him the knowledge of circumstances which embittered her after-life to its latest hour. His story was this:


Sir Richard Maxwell was at deadly feud with a younger brother; a family feast was proposed to reconcile them, and as the use of knives and forks was then unknown in the Highlands, the company met armed with their dirks for the purpose of carving. They drank deeply; the feast, instead of harmonising, began to inflame their spirits; the topics of old strife were renewed; hands, that at first touched their weapons in defiance, drew them at last in fury, and in the fray, Sir Richard mortally wounded his brother. His life was with difficulty saved from the vengeance of the clan, and he was hurried towards the seacoast, near which the house stood, and concealed there till a vessel could be procured to convey him to Ireland. He embarked on the night of the 31st of October, and while he was traversing the deck in unutterable agony of spirit, his hand accidentally touched the dirk which he had unconsciously worn ever since the fatal night. He drew it, and, praying ‘that the guilt of his brother’s blood might be as far from his soul, as he could fling that weapon from his body’, sent it with all his strength into the air. This instrument he found secreted in the lady’s cabinet, and whether he really believed her to have become possessed of it by supernatural means, or whether he feared his wife was a secret witness of his crime, has not been ascertained, but the result was what I have stated.


The separation took place on the discovery: – for the rest,


I know not how the truth may be,


I tell the Tale as ’twas told to me.
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