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Willie, his sisters Delia and Elizabeth and their father, Henry Daly.
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Author’s note

To preserve the magic, protect the innocent and bamboozle the guilty, I have changed a number of names, places, dates and minor details. Apart from that everything is as I remember it.




I dedicate this book to my grandfather, who enjoyed his matchmaking; to my father, who quietly continued the family tradition; to my children, who might yet; and to all the couples I have brought to the altar.
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Introduction

I am in Lisdoonvarna, sitting in my office just inside the entrance of the Matchmaker pub, listening to the hubbub of high spirits and anticipation spilling out from the bar next door and the street outside. It is the end of a long night, the third Friday of the town’s annual Matchmaking Festival, the busiest month of my own year. It has been mayhem, pure mayhem, a non-stop stream of fellas and girls asking me to find them their perfect match. Now it’s time to wind down. Have a drink. Tell a story, or three.

I’ve been here since early afternoon, watching young men and women checking in to the hotels along the main street and checking out each other . . . suitcases on wheels, different accents, such laughing and talking. Food vans and stalls, lorries delivering beer and at least five fortune tellers; a bustle of activity beneath the bunting that decorates the street. People walking up and down, in and out of the different pubs, the music blaring, gaggles of girls shouting from one side of the street to the other, the men whistling at the girls, the sound of high heels on the pavement.

Taxis pull up all day long, the drivers calling out, ‘Willie, I have a carload of girls here all looking for husbands.’

‘That’s no problem,’ I always answer back, thinking about all the different generations who have come here to Lisdoonvarna in search of romance. I know that not every one of them will discover the love of their life here, but they will certainly find plenty of fun and great dancing, will meet loads of people young and old and make friends for life.

I’ve met many familiar faces tonight, including Pat and Fiona, a local couple I matched only last year; and Jan, from Brussels, in his fifties, back for his fifth year at the festival, ready and willing to try again. As I made my way through the crowd, shaking hands, a young lad grinned at me - ‘I feel tonight’s the night, Willie’ - and seeing how radiant and happy he and his friends looked, I said, ‘I feel it too.’ I’d bumped into my old friend Mary as well. She is always looking out for a tall, good-looking young fella, and said to me, ‘Willie, I’m back for another man this year.’

‘Mary,’ I replied, ‘you’ve more boyfriends than Elizabeth Taylor!’

And so the magic that is Lisdoonvarna continues.

Now I am ready to call it a night. I close the faded brown ledger that my father and grandfather used when they were matchmakers too. Amy and Aisling, the two girls who help me keep track of all the matches at the festival, start going through the notes we jotted down whenever we had a moment to ourselves.

But a matchmaker’s work is never done. A couple of lads from the bar have wandered into my little matchmaking ‘office’ to see if I am still open for business. They are both good fellas, Denny and Brian, farmers I have known for many a year. I wave them in, and they sit down with their pints next to Kathleen, who flew in to Shannon from Boston only yesterday, travelling back to the land of her ancestors to look for romance.

I’ve been trying to match Kathleen up all evening, and she has popped back towards the end of all the gaiety to let me know that there’s a glimmer of one or two possibilities floating through the September-night air. As it’s clear I won’t get away for a while, I decide to tell the story of Tommy the quiet man.

Tommy was a bus driver, and a man who had no interest in conversation. Though he was so quiet, he was very handsome, an Irish version of Paul Newman.

One day, Tommy was sitting at his regular table in Cullinan’s. The landlord, Denny Cullinan, asked Tommy whether he had had a good day. He replied, ‘The best day I ever had.’ Denny was curious about this remark, and when he saw his own wife later, asked her what had happened since the pub opened. She said, ‘There was only one other man in the bar today, that’s Martin Elroy, and he’s deaf and dumb. Martin and Tommy bought drink for each other all day. The pair of them never said a word, just gave each other a nod.’ That was Tommy’s idea of the best day he ever had.

Now the prospect of the Lisdoonvarna festival always brought a smile to Tommy’s face. People would often ask me, ‘Willie, can you find a wife for Tommy?’ I never said yes or no; I respected his quietness. But one day Tommy broke his silence. When Lisdoonvarna was mentioned, he said with a big smile, ‘You must find herself for me.’

‘I will, Tommy,’ I said, ‘I will.’

My mind started going through my list of ladies and wondering who would suit Tommy. I didn’t feel I could ask him what type of girl he liked. I knew that if I pushed him he’d say, ‘Ah, it’s OK, I won’t bother,’ or ‘I don’t mind what she looks like, if she minds the house and cooks a small bit.’ So I decided I would bring a choice for him. Four girls from the festival had called over to my house, as they often do. They were grand country girls, all working in Dublin and used to plenty of the city’s night-life. Many girls head for the city in their late teens and by the time they are approaching thirty have grown tired of the excitement and are ready to settle down and get married. They make great wives and value a good man - a country man. I asked the girls to come out with me to see Tommy.

As we approached Tommy’s house he was outside cleaning out the cow house, for as well as driving the bus he had a little farm looking out to sea. I had never seen him out of his bus driver’s uniform, which he looked good in. Here on the farm he was wearing wellingtons, with his shirtsleeves rolled up and a four-prong fork in his hand. He looked the part. He  invited us in for tea and surprised us by serving some porter cake he had left over from Christmas on a nice set of Delft plates.

Tommy was unassuming, which is always a charming quality. Of the four girls, one, Susan, was equally quiet and never spoke, Bridget talked a bit, Mary a good bit and Martina never stopped talking. She also laughed a lot and made everyone else laugh as well. Susan started washing the dishes and Mary picked up a broom and swept the floor. I called Tommy aside and said, ‘What do you think of the girls?’

He replied, ‘Isn’t Martina lovely? I’ve had enough of silence in this house.’

‘You’re so right, Tommy,’ I said.

Martina and Tommy got married. I think Martina talks to herself when Tommy goes to the pub! She didn’t try to change his habit of drinking most of his free time, though it’s not all the time: he and Martina do have twelve children.

Suddenly I feel a hefty hand slap down on my shoulder. ‘Willie Daly, you old devil, how the hell are you? It’s great to see you here, in your own matchmaking office. I couldn’t believe it when I was walking down the street and I saw you through the window surrounded by gorgeous girls and fine fellas. You looked like a guru.’

It’s none other than Gerry Flaherty. Gerry used to be a regular at the festival, famous for asking women to marry him practically as soon as he met them, as he knew they would  never say yes that early. He thought he was immune. Then one year I tipped the wink to a young German lass, and when Gerry asked her if she’d marry him she said yes straight away. He turned on the spot and ran away like a champion greyhound that night. We hadn’t seen him back at Lisdoonvarna for several years. I heard he’d been working over in the States.

‘So you came back, Gerry. After all that hard work I put in finding you a beautiful German girl, and you disappeared without trace. Have you come back to try again?’

‘That I have, Willie, that I have. I think I’m ready to take the plunge. Do you know where I might find a girl?’

‘Now let me see,’ I say, messing with him, ‘do you think that’s likely in a town that’s full of a couple of thousand single women who are here for fun and romance and ready to meet a good man?’

‘Go on, Willie, work your charms for me.’

I look over at Kathleen, and something clicks in my thoughts. ‘Well, we’ve finished for tonight, but why don’t you pull up a chair, get us a few pints and we’ll talk about all the things you’ve been up to in the old US of A. And I’ll see if I still have the knack. Maybe those computer-dating sites haven’t seen me off just yet.’

‘Now come on, Willie, don’t go underestimating yourself,’ says Brian, one of the two farmers sitting round the table.

Kathleen cuts in. ‘It’s true. I’ve tried everything,’ she says, ‘speed dating, blind dates, dot coms, you name it - not one  of them has worked for me. I want somebody to help me who won’t just add me on to a database or have me fill in a twenty-page questionnaire. How can you say what kind of man you’re looking for when you don’t even know that yourself? That’s why I came over to Ireland. Come on, everyone’s told me you’re the man, Willie. They call you the last matchmaker, the mender of hearts, the horse whisperer of romance.’

‘They do that.’

‘Now don’t go giving him any more highfalutin ideas.’ This is Aisling, who’s finished putting all the matchmaking notes together, and always does a good job of keeping me under control and in my place.

‘But I want to know,’ says Kathleen as Gerry arrives back with a round of drinks. ‘What is the secret of matchmaking?’

‘Well, if I knew that,’ I reply, ‘I would bottle it and sell it like holy water! But since we’re all here and sitting good and snug, I can tell you a few stories about my life and some of the people I’ve matched, and we’ll have a laugh along the way.’

‘That’s grand, Willie,’ says Aisling, sharp as a pin as ever, and she turns to Kathleen. ‘But don’t believe a word he says!’




1

A Child of County Clare
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I was born to be a matchmaker. Willie Daly, the son of Henry Daly the matchmaker, and grandson of William Daly the matchmaker before him. It’s in my blood.

Each morning, as I step out from my farmhouse to take in a broad lungful of that clear, cool air we are blessed with in County Clare, I always spare a moment to glance over, across the sally-bushes and the hedgerow of blackthorn, at the small stone cottage that stands next door. For that is the house where I was born six decades and a little more ago, up here in the valley they call Ballingaddy, or Baile an Gadaíhe, ‘the home of the thief’, some long-forgotten scoundrel.

There I was born, on 1 April 1943, a birthday that’s hard to forget! At least that is the day I was reckoned to be born on, because there is a fair amount of uncertainty about the  precise date. In truth, there were perhaps eight or ten of us born in the parish that year who could never be sure about our exact age.

Now, it was the local priest’s responsibility to keep a record of all the births in the parish. At the time most children were born at home, not in hospital, so there were very few detailed medical records, and no obligation to register the birth as we have to now. The priest oversaw the christening, which would take place shortly after the baby was born. The belief was that if a child died without being christened, they would be trapped in limbo for the rest of eternity. I remember hearing friends of my parents saying how important it was to get the ceremony done quickly for fear of the child dying beforehand; infant mortality was all too high.

The priest we had at the time I was born, one Father Ford, was by all accounts a lovely man and young enough, so his memory should have been in fine fettle, but he was very fond of the drink. He would perform the christening, ask the parents for the date of birth of the newborn, jot it down on a scrap of paper and stuff the note in his top pocket. But then he’d forget to enter it straight away into the book that contained the parish records. And by the time he did get round to writing in the dates, the original piece of paper would have long been thrown away. I think the Father must have used a fair amount of imagination and guesswork to fill in the ledger, which is why those of us born while he was our priest never knew for certain our correct date of birth.

Mind you, there are some people who are happy to draw a veil of uncertainty over their true age. When I was about twenty-five or so, I received a letter from a lovely girl called Ida. I’d known her when we were both at school together, and later she upped sticks and moved over to London. ‘Willie,’ she wrote, ‘I’m getting married soon, to an Englishman. My husband-to-be is a fair bit younger than me. Do you think you could help make me a little younger than I actually am?’ Since there were no official records, the need to confirm somebody’s age was a question that occasionally cropped up, though only once in a very blue moon. We would then organise half a dozen people to get together and agree that such a one was this or that age before drawing up a little affidavit for them to use for whatever purpose suited them.

So on this occasion I rounded up two or three fellas who had also known Ida and invited them to meet me in the pub in Kilshanny up the road. I knew that Ida was at least four or five, maybe even six years older than me. But I kept saying to the other guys, ‘When I was going to school she was probably two classes younger than me,’ trying to knock a good seven or eight years off her age.

However, one of the others in the group, an older man than me, was proving very tricky. He worked for the council and was something of a stickler for detail. He insisted that Ida had actually been a class ahead of him, which was doubtless true. This debate went on for quite a while. We must have stayed in the pub for four or five hours. I simply couldn’t  convince him, and he was refusing to budge, so we agreed to meet again the following night.

The next evening I made sure I was the one buying the drinks, because I knew that if your man got drunk enough he would eventually agree with me. As time ticked on, he kept checking his watch.

‘I need to get off, lads,’ he’d say, ‘I have to be in the office early tomorrow.’

Finally I had a brainwave. ‘You’re mistaken,’ I said. ‘You’re thinking about Ida’s sister; there were five or six sisters in that family, don’t you remember? Ida was one of the youngest ones.’ That way I planted a hint of confusion in his mind. And finally, thank goodness, with the help of several more pints (and a dash of poteen from a bottle in my pocket) to enhance the befuddlement, he gave in and agreed with me. We all duly signed the note confirming that Ida was twenty-three years old, and sent her the document.

Another twenty-five years passed, and Ida sent me another letter. This time she wrote, ‘Willie, my circumstances have changed. My husband David died recently. Financially I’m not well off and I know that I must be very close to pension age. Could you have another of those meetings and make me ten years older . . .?’

So as I’ll jokingly say, I think I know how old I am. It would be lovely to believe I might be younger than I thought! And isn’t there an advantage in having some leeway in your life, a little bit of give and take?

Nothing is ever too precise in these parts of County Clare. Depending which road you arrive by, you might find a signpost to Ennistymon or Ennistimon, to Corofin or Corrofin, Lahinch or Lehinch. The other morning, some youngsters over on holiday from Germany came up to the farm to go riding. They said they couldn’t stay long as they had to drive across country to be at a hotel for midday. ‘Don’t rush,’ I told them. ‘That hotel will be disappointed to see you on time; they’ll tell you to come back in two hours.’ I was joking with them, but it was the truth. We operate in our own time zone here.

 



If you’ve never been to County Clare, then let me invite you over.

The view from my farmhouse is the very one I saw as a child. Over centuries the folds and fields of this valley have rolled gently down towards the sea, where the swell of the Atlantic batters the famous Cliffs of Moher. Ballingaddy lies out on the west coast of Ireland, nestling beneath the rugged limestone outcrops of the Burren. Five miles away as the scald-crow flies is the village of Doolin, where you’ll hear the finest jig and reel sessions in this corner of Ireland. And from Doolin Pier the ferry boats head out to the Aran Islands, which Seamus Heaney called ‘three stepping stones out of Europe’ - next stop, America.

Even though I have lived nowhere else but here, I have never stopped thinking what a truly gorgeous land this is, a  magical mix of the stark landscape of the Burren with the soft emerald of the rolling meadows. There is a great sense of peace, the quiet of the early mornings broken only by the cries of the seagulls or the clip-clopping hooves of horses out on a walk, though if you listen hard you can always catch a hint of the constant raucous roar of those pounding waves. There is definitely something special carried in upon that sea breeze, something in the waters, that helps the smallest seed of love flourish.

I have always maintained that if you’re lucky enough to be born in County Clare, you can’t help but be blessed with a romantic soul, or else you must have been born with a heart carved out of Burren stone.

My own heart is certainly here. This is where I learnt to walk, to ride, to laugh and sing, to play the tin whistle, to pray, to dream - and to fall in love and help others find love. Here among the fields and along the lanes that lead down towards our little town of Ennistymon nearby and across to Lisdoonvarna, home of the great Matchmaking Festival each September.

Oh, there have been changes, of course. The jaunting cars and governess carts we rode to town in have long been replaced by motor cars and vans. The candles and oil lamps I learnt to read by are gone, although electricity only came to the valley forty years ago. The roads that were once a treacherous combination of pot-holes, flints and stones have been tarred over. But I have plenty of reminders of those days. My  grandfather’s jaunting car is safely stored in the tack room next door, there is an old double oil light on the wall of my kitchen, and a rough dirt lane leads up to the old farmhouse where I first drew breath and which has been standing on this hillside since the seventeenth century.

I was the baby of my family. I had two older sisters, Delia and Elizabeth, and there was also my half-brother Michael - my mother had been widowed a few years before she met my father. My mother had a marvellous love for us all; and although my father was an awfully quiet man, we always knew he loved us deeply. There was a great sense of security to be growing up in a loving home with adoring parents.

Beyond the turn of the road was my intrigue. Before I could walk I could see down to a turn of the road by our house. In my imagination, beyond there stretched endless mystery and magic. As my life did unfold and unravel, I was never going to let anything stand in the way of discovering all that magic.

At first I didn’t venture very far. I would go down to the little river that runs through the valley with my sisters whenever they organised picnics and tea parties by its banks. It was a slow enough river, only a stream, a trickle much of the time. As youngsters we used to block a part of it with stones, so we could go and have a swim in the little pond we created.

Then I started exploring a little more, usually going out with my half-brother. Michael was some six or seven years  older than me, and a great adventurer, so I’d head off with him on a Sunday with our dogs, chasing rabbits through the nearby fields and up into the Burren - a hop, skip and a jump away. At first I was not half as brave as he was, and spent most of my time crying or telling him to wait up because we’d be pushing through thick briars and bushes, trying to follow the dogs who could squeeze through the tiniest spaces. Sometimes a group of us would get together and go hunting. Mostly we would catch nothing, as the dogs barking and the great noise we were making warned off the foxes and the rabbits, who promptly disappeared into their burrows to hide. I loved the excitement of being in a crowd, and the constant barking of the dogs was like music to my ears.

When I was older I went hunting with my friend and neighbour John Kearney, God rest his soul. John had about a dozen dogs of all types. Everyone knew John loved dogs, and people would sometimes drop off strange dogs at his house. He always fed them and treated them as his own. John loved horses too: I have three of his horses still - Sally, Bud and Daisy - and I’m very fond of them.

John spent much of his life working in London on the building sites. When he came back home one year he brought with him a few terriers, very good hunting dogs. When we went out hunting together we would mainly be looking for badgers and foxes, as the foxes would kill quite a few of the newborn lambs in the spring. The pair of us  would walk for miles, hunting over the bogs, the mountainside and the valleys. John was a good age but a better walker than I was. Thanks to him I learnt about fields and corners of the landscape I had lived in all my life that I didn’t know existed.

While I began to widen my horizons, the magic of the outside world would occasionally come to visit and offer me an even larger prospect. As a young child, my consuming dream was the circus. I wanted not just to watch the circus, but to be a part of it. The noise, the colour and the lights had me riddled with excitement from start to finish, an excitement that has never left me.

When I was five we went to the circus in Ennistymon. I was fascinated by a fantastic white horse which appeared before the crowd. Perfectly trained, it performed wonderful tricks at the drop of a hat, standing for what seemed an endless time on its hind legs.

The seats inside the marquee were wooden and suspended on ropes. The largest family in the town, with almost twenty children, was sitting in the middle row. I was with my friends on the ground in front of them, watching the show. Suddenly, about halfway into the second half, there was a gigantic crash and bang from the back. Some young blaggards from the neighbourhood had reached into the tent and cut through the ropes holding up the seats, thinking it would be hilarious to watch all the seats collapse. It was not funny at all. People were sent crashing to the  ground and several of them suffered broken legs. The contrast of such a horrible turn of events with such a happy start to the evening left me somewhat shocked. Yet it didn’t put me off going back again.

A few years later, the circus brought a different kind of drama. During the summers my father and I would take the milk from our cows across to the creamery at about ten-thirty every morning, using a donkey and cart. I kept nagging my father to let me take the milk to the creamery by myself. Through sheer stubbornness and persistence I managed to persuade him to give me permission. As it turned out, after all my bravado and enthusiasm, sure the donkey knew the way better than I did. On that particular day, the circus was moving from Lisdoonvarna to Ennistymon. Imagine my excitement as I spotted the lorries and carts catching me up. They passed me one by one - because my donkey was stubborn and slow! The final lorry had two trailers on tow. It was fierce long and as the last of the carriages came by, the one which carried the lions, I knew there was no chance it would get past without knocking into my cart. It was simply too big. My donkey and cart were crushed against a high stone wall, and the axle knocked the door of the lions’ cage open.

The first lion bounded out, bouncing off the back of the donkey. Its smell drove the donkey wild: he started braying and braying. The second lion followed into the field, startling a cow and her calves. Realising he had hit my cart, the lorry  driver jumped out quick as lightning, carrying a whip, net and gun. The lions, bless them, were obviously not used to being free because they didn’t bother going far. The lion tamer managed to get one of them to approach him and it was swiftly recaptured. The other lion was not going to be quite as accommodating and made a run for it. Off the circus men went after her . . . and the news spread round town like quickfire. They did recapture the second lion not long after, and no one was hurt except for one cow that had had a leg bitten.

My donkey had been frightened out of its wits, and did not catch its breath back till long after dark that day. The smell of those lions will always stay with me - and with the donkey and all. As compensation for the scare I was given free passes to the circus and a tour round before the next show began. That was the best thing ever, and as I went to sleep that night I knew that my life would not, could not, just include farming.

 



Intrigue and magic are part of the way of life in the west of Ireland. After all, this is the land of spirits and fairies lurking in the streams, the trees and the bogs, a land of screeching banshees, industrious leprechauns and mischievous pookas, of old grey men, of the Fir Bolg, the legendary ancient rulers of Ireland, and of the ghosts of the children who never got baptised.

Growing up in our seventeenth-century farmhouse was  scary. While I always liked the house during the bright days, I would feel uneasy come the winter nights when friends of my father would come to visit and start talking about fairies and ghosts. These old men told their stories by the light of a candle or a weak oil lamp, which added to the mystery of it all and terrified us youngsters. In their funny voices they would recount tales of beautiful, mysterious women with braided hair down to their waist and long dresses appearing in front of them and shooting straight up into the sky. This, they said, took place at a bush at the crossroads which we had to pass every day. There were stories about wonderful gaiety on moonlit nights when barefooted women holding tiny babies to their breast floated across the surrounding fields lit by every colour of the rainbow, while strange-looking little men played fantastical football matches for hours on end using bushes of furze as their goals.

We also had a haunted house nearby, just a little way down the hill, a long low house with deserted rooms and ravens and crows cawing as they circled the tall trees which surrounded it. Those who dared go into the house heard doors opening all night and tables and chairs moving around when no one was about. Much of my early life was spent trying not to pass this house by night. If I ever had to, I would be sweating and I’d run like hell.

Not surprisingly, most people hereabouts are superstitious. Whenever I see a couple of magpies I’ll bless myself two or  three times to be safe. And there are many superstitions about love and romance. Crazy stories about potions that will guarantee that someone’s affections will be returned - the ashes of a girl’s hair or the threads of her shawl mixed into an unsuspecting young man’s tea. I have even heard tales of strange concoctions made from frogs’ bones or cats’ livers.


A small drop of matchmaker’s advice

♡ I am a great believer in the magic of romance, that wonderful moment when, often out of nowhere (or so it seems), the first hint of love emerges. What keeps me busy matchmaking is the hope of watching that magical process happen yet one more time. You need to leave space for possibilities: romance is not something that can be calculated, or programmed, or brewed up in a teacup. And even if I thought those infusions and philtres worked, I couldn’t recommend them. They’d put a good matchmaker out of a job. ♡



One recent September evening, the festival at Lisdoonvarna was slowly starting to kick in. Johnny, the barman at the Matchmaker pub, who’s been there for as long as myself, said, ‘Willie, are you ever going to retire?’

Half in jest, I said, ‘There’s a lot of unfinished work to be done.’

He laughed and replied, ‘Maybe this time you’ll find me a wife.’

‘This is your year,’ I assured him.

I carried on setting up my stall, the table, chairs, matchmaking book,pen,pint of Guinness,all the essential equipment for the night ahead.

I was just sitting down when I noticed four people with a dog in tow coming directly towards me. They introduced themselves to me as a father and mother, their son Philip and the father’s sister. All of them were dressed smartly in grey suits and outfits. They looked serious, with a mission in mind. The aunt was the spokesman for them. She said they were the Murphys. I smiled to myself, saying, So are half of Ireland. She then told me it was my own father who had introduced the couple, Albert and Molly. They had nine children. ‘And Philip here will get the land,’ she added. I looked at them with more interest. The aunt was about to say more when Philip interrupted.

‘Your grandfather made a match for my grandfather and grandmother as well. Will you get me a wife?’

Quickly his mother cut in: ‘Philip, your Aunt Maggie will do the talking.’ Philip stopped short.

Maggie turned her attention to Philip, quickly explaining how a bull on the family farm had nearly killed him about five years earlier - he had a number of bad scars on his face from the incident - and then looked down at the collie dog that had come in with them and said that it was the dog that  had saved his life. The collie, sitting near Philip, wagged his tail and whined a little. I felt he knew we were talking of him. I asked the family to sit down.

Maggie asked me, ‘Now Willie, how does this work? Have you anyone in mind for Philip?’ At that moment five girls burst laughing into my ‘office’, one in a raised voice saying, ‘Come on, Willie, find a husband for Eileen here,’ and Eileen shouting, ‘She wants one as well!’ Philip seemed fascinated by them all. Maggie quickly moved closer to Eileen, telling her about Philip. She even gave a demonstration of how the bull had attacked him. While the girls were very polite, I felt the aunt had scared them off a little with her over-eagerness. They were young and out for fun and they disappeared with the same laughter they had come in with.

As I looked at the Murphys I said to myself, This won’t be too easy. But I felt I had to help them. I was wondering how to approach this. For a moment I thought of my grandfather and father arranging the matches for two generations of the family. Philip’s father would not be walking about if it hadn’t been for my grandfather, and Philip would not be here but for my father. I had to succeed.

As the evening progressed many people came in and out of my office, and the place grew very busy. The Murphys were leaving and I suggested that they head to the Irish Arms or the Roadside Tavern. Shortly afterwards Philip and his dog arrived back, saying he had been stopped at the door because the dog was not allowed into the pubs. I said, ‘Well, you’re  both welcome here.’ Philip seemed a different man without the presence of the older generation. His dog was lovely and getting a lot of admiration, though Philip wasn’t doing quite as well.

I was about to close up. It had been a busy night of comings and goings, and lots of drinking going on. Two girls came in and asked if they could join the matchmaking. I said, ‘Of course, come and sit down with me.’ As they walked around to join me at the table, Philip’s dog yelped. One of the girls had stood on his paw. She apologised profoundly to Philip. And as she sat down she stood on the dog’s tail. We all laughed, and Philip insisted it was nothing. ‘He’s grand,’ he said. The girl’s name was Anna May, and the dog had forgiven her, as he put his head on her lap. She sat stroking the dog’s head, all the while chatting away to Philip. Anna May was clearly in the dog’s good books. Philip seemed quite relaxed talking to her and Anna May didn’t seem perturbed by Philip’s scars. As I watched I thought, If this works it will be marvellous. Anna May dragged Philip out for a dance. His dog seemed bemused by this, but happily headed for the dance floor as well.

As the night progressed I informed Anna May that Philip was looking for a partner to marry. She said, ‘He seems a lovely person - so gentle,’ and I said, ‘He is.’ I talked to Philip, who was more than pleased. We had made the match, and less than six months later I was invited to Philip and Anna May’s wedding. They both looked extremely happy -  for me it was a big achievement. I’m sure if my father and grandfather had been present they would have been just as happy. As they took the wedding photos, I looked down at the dog standing proudly next to the couple. I had to admire him. Not only had he saved Philip’s life when he was attacked by the bull, but he had also been an instigator in his marriage. Magic can happen.
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Plucking the Gander

[image: 005]

I was fifteen years old or thereabouts when I made my first match. I had been working out on the Lisdoonvarna road with the bog-cutters - chopping the banks of turf, helping the men by pushing the barrow, taking the turf away and throwing the pieces out to let them dry.

The work was awful hard, and you’d not have any enjoyment doing it on your own, so this other lad, who was five or six years older than me, came down to share the load. We got to talking, and it turned out this fella - Tom Kenny was his name - was stone-mad about the daughter of a farmer nearby. She lived alone with her father - her mother had died a while before - and it was easy enough to see why Tom was crazy about her. She was about sixteen, a beautiful girl, lovely black hair and red cheeks, very good-looking. He was always on about this girl, Bridget, and  asking me how he could get to meet her, because she never left the house.

The only regular social scene at that time - and remember this was Ireland in the 1950s - was at Mass. If you wanted to see a girl, you had to watch out for her at Holy Communion. So Tom would turn up to Mass, go up and come back from taking Communion, and as he passed by where the girl was sitting with her father he’d dart a quick look into her seat, and as she stood up for her turn she would be pure red in the face. From my seat a few rows back I used to notice that myself, even though I was still only a kid.

It happened that I heard that the girl’s father had a fat pig for sale, so I said to Tom, ‘Why don’t we go up to the house and pretend to buy the pig?’ - even though we had not a penny between us.

We walked across to the farmhouse and knocked on the door. The farmer came out. ‘What d’you want?’ he grunted. He was a big, tall man and very brusque, and I was a shy kid, almost as shy as Tom. So I hid myself behind Tom a little bit, and said, ‘I think you have a big, fat pig for sale.’

‘I have,’ says he. ‘He’s over there in the cabin.’

And so we headed over to the pigsty to have a look. We happily squeezed into the sty, and we’d only been in there a couple of minutes when who should come along to join us but young Bridget.

Your man Tom was leaving his hand down on the pig’s  back, feeling the fat. ‘He’s soft,’ he said, ‘he’s not been well fed,’ trying to bring the value of the pig down a bit.

Bridget left her hand down on the pig as well. ‘That pig is not soft,’ she said. ‘He was well fed, with barley and milk and cabbage cut up.’

And while they both had their hands down on the pig Tom looked up into her eyes and said, ‘Will you ate the pig with me?’ - that was the phrase that sticks in my mind, as we often used to say ‘ate’ instead of ‘eat’: ‘Go in and ate your dinner.’ I was surprised because I didn’t think he’d have had the nerve. Well, with that, Bridget said nothing but ran off and straight back into the farmhouse and we didn’t see any more of her.

About four or five days later her father cycled down to our farm and came into our yard. I was out front fixing something on the jaunting car. And I thought to myself, Jesus, don’t tell me he’s going to give us the pig, because Tom and I had offered some ridiculously tiny amount of money - since, of course, we didn’t really want to buy the animal. It was the last thing we wanted. Up he came and sat himself beside me, on the wall at the front of our house.

‘That man,’ he said, ‘that boy you had with you the other night. He’s a nice fella.’

‘He is,’ I agreed, and I was still wondering what angle he was getting at.

‘That fella is a good worker. I’m getting a bit old myself,’ he continued, ‘and Bridget will be on the farm all on her  own. She’d want someone to help look after the place. So has your man any notion of settling down and getting married?’

I was taken aback by this approach, so I had to think quickly. I didn’t say that Tom had any such notion, but equally I didn’t say he hadn’t . . . I said I’d find out.

Off I went to Tom and told him what the farmer had asked me. God, he was delighted, and not long afterwards Tom and Bridget were married - I was invited along, of course - and had a good few children together.

So that was my first match, and I was barely fifteen. It had been something of an accident, but I guess I must have inherited something from my father and his father - the understanding of how to help love come about by steering it in the right direction. I would not be doing what I do without the experience and the instincts they handed down.
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