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    Andrew Garve was the pen name of Paul Winterton (1908–2001). He was born in Leicester and educated at the Hulme Grammar School, Manchester and Purley County School, Surrey, after which he took a degree in Economics at London University. He was on the staff of The Economist for four years, and then worked for fourteen years for the London News Chronicle as reporter, leader writer and foreign correspondent. He was assigned to Moscow from 1942/ 5, where he was also the correspondent of the BBC’s Overseas Service.


    After the war he turned to full-time writing of detective and adventure novels and produced more than forty-five books. His work was serialized, televised, broadcast, filmed and translated into some twenty languages. He was noted for his varied and unusual backgrounds – including Russia, newspaper offices, the West Indies, ocean sailing, the Australian outback, politics, mountaineering and forestry – and for never repeating a plot.


    Andrew Garve was a founding member and first joint secretary of the Crime Writers’ Association.


  

    

      Chapter One

    


    At the Hill of Tara on that Saturday afternoon in June there was no hint of the terrifying summer ahead. James Maguire, tucked away with his books and his pipe in the snug upper room he used as a study, had been working steadily since lunch. He was a burly man of thirty-five with a broad, suntanned face and creases of good humour round. his eyes. He looked rather like a successful farmer but in fact he was a professor of archaeology at Unity College, Dublin. He had an easy-going, contented air, and with good reason, for his life so far had been singularly free from strain. His health was excellent and his work absorbed him. His salary was modest, but sufficient for his needs. He was troubled by no consuming personal ambitions. In the academic world, where the good opinion of his fellows mattered to him most, he enjoyed great respect. He had a wife to whom he was devoted, and two lively young sons. His home, a low-eaved farm-house on the western slope of Tara Hill, was remote from the hurly-burly of the city, yet accessible enough for Nora not to feel cut off from her friends—an ideal compromise. In all respects, in fact, he was a very fortunate man—and he knew it.


    He was gazing out of the window, puffing reflectively at his big briar and thinking as he so often did what a pleasantly pastoral scene it was, when the telephone rang in the hall. He waited a moment to see if Nora was in the house—then went unhurriedly downstairs to answer it.


    “Maguire here,” he said.


    A voice he didn’t know, a confident, educated voice, said “Good afternoon, Mr. Maguire. My name is Sean Connor and I’m speaking for the Dublin Record.”


    “Oh, yes?”


    “It’s about those remarks you made at the Academy yesterday on the need for more excavation at Tara. My editor, Mr. Liam Driscoll, was very struck by what you said and entirely agrees with you.”


    “I’m pleased to hear that,” Maguire said.


    “He would like to do something about it—give the place a bit of a write-up in the Record and try to stir up some interest. Now if I came out this afternoon, could I have a talk with you?”


    “It would be a pleasure,” Maguire said. “Come any time you like—I’ll be here all day … You know the way?”


    “It’s off the Navan road, isn’t it?”


    “It is. You drive out for about twenty miles and the Hill is on your left. You’ll see a small signpost if you look hard. The house stands by itself and it’s the only one around here, so you can’t miss it.”


    “Fine,” Connor said. “I’ll be leaving at once, then.”


    Maguire had had little previous contact with newspapermen and he found himself contemplating the interview with rather mixed feelings. A good article about Tara in a paper as widely read as the Record might be very helpful, but he remembered hearing some derogatory remarks by a colleague about the quality of local reporters when it came to writing on specialised subjects. However, his first impression of the man who drove up to the house an hour later was distinctly favourable. He was a tall, handsome fellow of thirty or so with a look of alertness and intelligence about him. He strode quickly from the car and shook hands, his assurance touched with respect.


    “It’s good of you to spare me the time, Mr. Maguire.”


    “You’re very welcome,” Maguire said.


    The reporter eyed the house appreciatively. “What a charming place you have!”


    “I find it very agreeable. It’s quiet—and at the same time it has stimulating associations. I was lucky to get it.”


    Connor’s gaze switched to the flat plain that stretched away on the west unobstructed to the horizon. “I’d no idea there’d be such a splendid view from here. There’s not a hint of it from the road.”


    “No,” Maguire said. “It’s an imperceptible climb, and then the ground falls away steeply … Actually, the word ‘Tara’ means ‘a place with a view,’ you know.”


    Connor looked interested and took out a note-book.


    “The Hill’s five hundred feet above sea level—which is no doubt why it was chosen as an ancient stronghold.… You’ve not been here before, then?”


    “I’m ashamed to say I haven’t.”


    “Well, you share the disgrace with a great many other Dubliners,” Maguire remarked with a smile. “Tara’s supposed to be dear to the hearts of all Irishmen—that’s why Daniel O’Connell chose the Hill for the greatest meeting of his life—but if you stopped passers-by in O’Connell Street to-day and asked them what they knew about it, I doubt if one in a hundred could tell you a thing.… I had an American here a fortnight ago whose taxidriver had driven him half round County Meath looking for the place.”


    “I can believe it,” Connor said. “At least,” he added, “I know a little more about it than I did yesterday. I’ve been reading the subject up.”


    “That’s always a good start.… Well, now, what would you like to do—have a talk here, or walk round and look at the site?”


    “I’d like to walk round and see the place, if that suits you.”


    “Very well—we can talk as we go.” Maguire turned and led the way up the sloping bank behind the house.


    Near the top of the hill he spotted Nora and the children in a grassy hollow. The boys were busily digging a hole with small trowels—cherished possessions which Maguire had given them and which they carried around with them as other boys might carry pocket-knives. Nora was curled up with a book in the shade of a red parasol. She had to work hard in the house, since there wasn’t the money to spare for much help, but she knew how to relax.


    Maguire said, “Come and meet my wife,” and took Connor over. It always gave him pleasure to introduce Nora to people, for he was proud of her. She had the traditional Irish good looks—hazel eyes, long black lashes, dimples and a dazzling smile. She wasn’t particularly clever, certainly not in the academic sense, but she was original and lively and affectionate, which Maguire much preferred. After eleven years of marriage, there was still no one in the world he would sooner be with.


    She sat up at the sound of their voices, putting her book aside. Maguire said, “This is Sean Connor of the Record, darling—I’m showing him over the Hill. He’s going to try and stir the public up a bit over Tara.”


    “Well, that’s a good thing,” she said, giving Connor her brilliant smile. “It’s time someone did.” She had never met a reporter before and she looked at him with interest. She thought him rather impressive, with his great height and powerful shoulders, his thick black hair and moustache, his easy, assured manner. His clothes fitted him well, too—unlike James’s baggy old things. A man, it was evident, who took trouble over his appearance.


    Maguire completed the introductions. “This is Gavin—he’s nine. And that other urchin is Rory—he’s seven.”


    The boys looked up and said “Hallo.” Gavin was broad and sturdy and rather deliberate in his movements, like Maguire. Rory was more delicate in build and feature, with a mischievous, elfin touch about him. They shuffled for a moment, and then concentrated on their hole again.


    “Following in Father’s footsteps, are they?” Connor said.


    Nora nodded. “They’re like two little moles around the place.”


    Maguire said, “Any luck to-day, Gavin?”


    “Not bad,” Gavin told him. He produced from his pocket an incredibly grubby note-book with a short list of the afternoon’s finds.


    “ ‘A yelow stone’,” Maguire read. “ ‘A snale shell. A piece of glass’.… Why, that’s quite a haul.”


    Rory said, “Daddy, will I be feet first when I get to Australia? Mummy says I will.”


    “I wouldn’t be a bit surprised.” Maguire started to move on up the hill with Connor. “See you later, darling.”


    “How long will you be?” Nora asked.


    “Oh—about an hour.”


    “I’ll have some tea ready for you,” she said.


    They climbed to a tall, hideously ugly statue that dominated the skyline. “Supposed to be St. Patrick!” Maguire said, with a grimace. “An offence to Tara.…” He turned his back on it. “I’ve brought you here first so that you can get a general impression of the site.”


    Connor gazed around. Smooth, slightly undulating grassland, nibbled short by sheep, stretched away on all sides. Except for one or two low mounds and ditches marked with enamel plaques, and an occasional clump of bushes, it was entirely featureless. To the north there was a tiny church with a graveyard beside it; scattered over the plain there were a few isolated farmsteads. That seemed to be all.


    “It’s not what you’d call spectacular, is it?” Connor said. “I imagined there’d be more to see.”


    “The layman usually finds it disappointing at first sight,” Maguire said. “The mounds were once much higher, of course, and the ditches deeper, but they’ve been trodden down by generations of cattle. Not many people can get excited about what they can’t see, and the plaques are a poor substitute for the real thing.… All the same, there’s not much doubt we’re standing on a site that was the stronghold of the High Kings of Ireland nearly two thousand years ago. Conn of the Hundred Battles, Art the Lonely, Cormac, Niall, Leary—names we all know. Especially Cormac. He’s supposed to have reigned here from 227 to 266 and to have rebuilt the place—a great many of the associations are with him. I expect you know some of the legends.”


    “I do now that I’ve read them up,” Connor said, with a grin. “I even know where they were recorded—some early manuscripts, wasn’t it?”


    “That’s right—mainly in the Book of Leinster and the Yellow Book of Lecan. They contain a sort of topographical tract in prose and verse called the Dinnsenchas—a very rich source that we’re most fortunate to have. The trouble is, of course, that the very earliest text we know of doesn’t date back beyond the 10th century, and if Tara was abandoned in the 6th century, as is generally supposed, there must have been a gap of four hundred years before the authors got to work. Even though some material was probably passed on by word of mouth, that’s still a big gap to bridge. So the accounts in the Dinnsenchas have to be taken as a mixture of truth and fable—with fable no doubt predominating.”


    “But you find them interesting, all the same?” Connor said.


    “Oh, very much so—fable is fine as long as it’s not confused with fact… ! Well, now, let’s get down to details.…” Maguire started to point out some of the monuments. “The plaques follow the Dinnsenchas,” he explained. “This big oval enclosure where we are now is supposed to be the site of the Rath na Riogh, the Royal Enclosure. The two large earthworks you can see are the Royal Seat and Cormac’s House.… That granite stone, by the way, marks the grave of Irishmen killed in the 1798 rising—there was quite a battle here. The place is also supposed to be the site of Lea Fail, the inauguration stone that roared under the feet of the rightful king. I imagine it must often have been silent… ! Some people claim that the pillar stone over there is the actual stone.”


    “If it is,” Connor said drily, “the kings must have been acrobats.”


    “Well, there you are.…” They moved on to another plaque. “This mound is called the Grave Mound of the Hostages. It’s ascribed to Cormac—the hostages are supposed to have been his—though the actual date is probably much earlier.…” They continued across the grass to more earthworks. “The Sloping Trenches,” Maguire said. “I expect you’ve read the legend. The young Cormac is supposed to have corrected the false judgments of the reigning king here, and as a result half the house where the false judgments were given slipped down the hill.… In fact it’s probably a burial mound, but the earthworks are certainly very unusual. It’s a place that could richly repay excavation.…”


    As they moved on again, Connor pointed ahead to a long grassy depression that ran between low banks for a distance of several hundred yards. “I’ve seen a picture of that somewhere,” he said. “Isn’t it supposed to be the site of the Banqueting Hall?”


    “It is The Teach Miodhchuarta—actually the Mead Hall. It was built by Cormac, we’re told, to increase the prestige of Tara throughout the country and it was reckoned to be one of the wonders of the age. In the Dinnsenchas it’s also known as ‘The House of a Thousand Soldiers.’ ”


    Connor seemed to savour the name. After a moment be said, “Do you think this really is the site?”


    “It’s undoubtedly the place described by the medieval writers—there’s no other that fits. And there’s no practical reason why they shouldn’t have been right—though, again, only excavation can give the final answer.”


    “The book I read called it the most intriguing spot at Tara.”


    “I’d agree with that,” Maguire said. “All the more so because we’ve been left with an exceptionally full account of how the place was used. We’re told that every three years or so a great Assembly was held here—the Feis of Tara. It was partly a Council of State, where laws were recited and disputes settled, and partly a great fair and an opportunity for games and general merrymaking. The proceedings seem to have started with a banquet in the Hall, presided over by the High King and attended by everyone of consequence—‘the choice part of the men of Ireland,’ according to the Dinnsenchas.”


    Connor made a note in his book. His earlier air of disappointment had now given way to a steadily growing interest. “The building would have been of wood, I suppose?”


    “Of wood and thatch, with a good deal of carving and decoration. We’re told it was seven hundred feet long, with seven doors on each side, and that it ran from north to south—which is how this site runs. There are actually ground plans of the building in the Book of Leinster and the Book of Lecan, though they don’t entirely agree. There were supposed to be five aisles, and the outer ones were divided into compartments for the various degrees of rank, with the names of the joints of meat that each rank was entitled to. It would have been a very mixed assembly—poets, druids, merchants, charioteers, chess players, physicians, jesters, shield-makers—every kind of profession and craft.… In the centre aisle there were great fires, and spits for roasting boars whole, and big hanging lamps, and a huge vat for the ale. The king sat in the middle of the outer aisle, with a silver gong to strike when he wanted to command silence, and all his chiefs and champion warriors around him.”


    Connor was gazing at the spot as though he could almost conjure up the scene. “What a story it would have been to cover… !” He was silent for a moment. Then he said, “What sort of clothes would they have worn in those days?”


    “At a banquet like that? Well, short tunics, anyway, and probably long flowing cloaks over them. There’s a vivid description in the Dinnsenchas of King Cormac at the Assembly, with a crimson cloak fastened at his breast by a gold brooch, and a gold torque round his neck, and a girdle of gold set with precious stones.… His warriors would have been dressed in much the same way.”


    “The place must have been quite a sight.”


    “Indeed it must. A splendid, barbaric sight—the fires and the jewels, the harps and pipes, the gluttonous feasting and drinking, the brawling … But, as I say, there was more to the Assembly than just a banquet. All round the Hill there’d have been a great throng of people trading goods, buying and selling women slaves, watching horse-racing and wrestling bouts, having their fortunes told.…” Maguire smiled. “However, maybe we’d better leave the legends now and turn to the hard facts.”


    He led the way to another site, named on a plaque “Rath of the Synods,” where there were signs of excavation, not very recent. “This,” Maguire said, “is one of the two places where a certain amount of digging has been done—the rest of Tara is still untouched.… You may have read how at the end of last century two misguided individuals calling themselves British Israelites got the idea the Ark of the Covenant might be buried here and started to look for it. In those days, of course, there was no national control over digging on private land. They did an enormous amount of damage—in fact they left the place in such a mess that we felt it was a kind of challenge, so this is where we started our own digging, in 1952.… I say ‘we,’ though I was only a very junior assistant at the time so I can’t take any of the credit.… Anyhow, we were able to date the site and trace a good deal of its history. We found post holes and trenches that had held wooden uprights and wooden palisades. We established that in the centre there had been houses of wood which had been rebuilt many times. We discovered that the people who lived here had been in touch with the Roman world—as you know, Ireland was never occupied and settled by the Romans, an important fact archeologically because it means the site was never overlaid. We found a Roman seal, a Roman lock, and some glass fragments and pottery we were able to date. We established that the history of the site extended from the 1st to the 3rd century A.D. We couldn’t find any hint of extremely early beginnings, or of the Christian synods that gave the mound its legendary name, but we did find special features suggesting a ritual purpose. So you see this one small site, the least promising of all at Tara, yielded in a couple of seasons an immense amount of information.”


    “Fascinating!” Connor said,


    “Then a year or two later,” Maguire went on, “we had two more seasons over there at the Mound of the Hostages. We found about forty Bronze Age burials, a splendid series of vessels, a magnificent stone battle-axe and bronze dagger—and many other things. Each excavation, you see, throws fresh light on the period—there’s hardly a limit to what we might piece together about ancient Tara if we could afford a continuous programme of digging and complete the exploration of the whole site. There’d certainly be support for some of the legendary descriptions. You may have read that a couple of superb gold torques of a spiral pattern were found here about 1810—perhaps from the neck of Cormac himself! The fact is that Tara is one of the most interesting sites in Europe, and it’s terribly frustrating that work should have been stopped.”


    “It must be,” Connor said. “I’d no idea there was so much to be discovered.… Is it solely a question of money?”


    “It’s lack of money that prevents us from carrying out a comprehensive programme,” Maguire said, “and that’s what is needed. If we had the funds we could employ all the trained people we required, and all the labour. But it would cost a great deal. Excavation isn’t like digging an allotment—it’s a very slow, meticulous business.…”


    “Real detective work.”


    “Very much the same sort of thing—and with the same care over every clue.… Anyhow, you probably understand now why I spoke out rather strongly at the Academy yesterday. There’s a wonderful chapter of Irish history buried in this site, and at the moment it looks very much as though it’s going to stay buried.”


    “Couldn’t the money be raised?” Connor asked.


    “Well, we’re always trying, but there’s a lot of competition for available funds. There’ve been some generous gifts in the past, from the Government and the universities and various outside bodies—but the well seems to have dried up.”


    “Surely,” Connor said, “it’s just a question of capturing the imagination of ordinary people—as I must say you’ve completely captured mine. Then they might be prepared to pay.”


    “Maybe—but how do you begin? When they come here they’re disappointed—as you were to start with. They say there’s nothing to see but a hummocky field—and one can’t expect them to listen to long lectures that aren’t even illustrated.”


    For a moment or two Connor stood gazing thoughtfully out over the Banqueting Hall site. Then he said, “You know, Mr. Maguire, there could be plenty for them to see. Why shouldn’t that fine scene you described to me just now be reconstructed? The great House of Soldiers, the king and the champions, the feast, the fair, the horse-racing and the music? ‘The harp that once through Tara’s halls’—playing again… ! Wouldn’t a scene like that bring the crowds flocking here on a fine summer day, ready to pay for their pleasure? And not just our own people—tourists, too. Think how the Americans would love it. ‘The Pageant of Tara,’ with all its romance and colour and splendour—why, they’d come over in thousands.”


    Maguire smiled. “It’s an attractive thought, Mr. Connor—but I doubt if it’s practicable. It would take a fantastic amount of organising.”


    “And what’s wrong with that, if the object’s worth while?”


    “We should need money to start it—money we haven’t got. We’d have to build the Hall, pay for costumes.…”


    “But you’d get it back—and someone might lend you the money.… For that matter, I’m not sure the Record might not be interested—it wouldn’t be the first time a newspaper had backed a fine, patriotic scheme with a bit of cash, and as I told you Mr. Driscoll is dead keen to see the excavating started again.… Look, would you have any objection if I mentioned it to him?”


    “I’d have no objection at all,” Maguire said. “But I must say I think it’s too ambitious. I’ll be well content if I get a stimulating article from you.”


    “You can definitely count on that,” Connor said.


    Nora was just emerging with a laden tea-tray as they reached the house. “I hope you don’t mind having it out of doors, Mr. Connor,” she said. “It seemed too nice a day to stay in.”


    “I agree.… It’s very kind of you.…”


    “Did you enjoy your walk round?”


    “Tremendously—I can’t remember when I had such an interesting afternoon. From now on I’m a devotee of Tara.”


    “I’m so glad.” Nora placed the tray on the flat oak stump that they used as a table, and started to pour out. Then she stopped abruptly as her eye fell on the boys. They had almost finished their own tea and were facing each other, motionless, with fierce, frozen expressions. “Gavin, is something the matter … ? Gavin!”


    Rory said, “Oh, Mummy, now you’ve spoilt it.… We were having a staring competition.”


    “Well, for heaven’s sake go and have it somewhere else—you’ll curdle the milk, making faces like that.”


    Gavin grinned. “We had one at our school,” he confided to Connor. “The finals took twenty-five minutes.… I got into the semi-finals.”


    “You can take some cake with you,” Nora said. “Rory, don’t you want any cake?”


    Rory nodded. “Just a slither,” he said.


    “A sliver,” Maguire corrected him.


    “That’s what I said—a slither.”


    Maguire smiled and shrugged.


    Nora gave them the cake and they went off, munching happily. “They’re always thinking up something new and frightful,” she said. “Last week they were practising sneering. Imagine!”


    “Have you a family, Connor?” Maguire asked.


    “No, I’m a bachelor,” Connor said. “I’ve always been too much on the move to settle down.”


    “For the paper, I suppose?”


    “Oh, long before that. I had several years in merchant ships, knocking around the world. Then I was in England for a while, doing various jobs. I finished up on a paper in Liverpool.”


    “Really?” Maguire said. “And what brought you back here?” It was common enough for young men to leave Ireland in search of work and fortune, but rare for them to return.


    “Well, I happened to meet Liam Driscoll in Liverpool and he offered me a particularly tempting job—sort of roving reporting, with a fairly free hand to choose my own stories. He seemed to take to me, and I took to him, so I said ‘Yes.’ That was a couple of years ago, and I’ve been pretty well into every corner of Ireland since.”


    “You sound as though you’ve enjoyed it.”


    “Indeed I have. The Record’s, a fine paper, and I like newspaper work. A reporter is always at the hub of things.”


    “You don’t find Ireland rather a small wheel?”


    “I do, but I still like being here.”


    “So do I,” Maguire said. “I can’t think of anywhere else I’d sooner live.”


    “You’re just an old stick-in-the-mud,” Nora said, with a smile.


    Connor drank his tea and put his cup down. “Well, I’d like to get this article written in time for Monday’s paper, so if you’ll excuse me now, Mrs. Maguire, I think I’d better be away.”


    “Of course,” Nora said.


    He got to his feet. “And thank you both very much for your kindness.… It’s been a memorable day.”


    It wasn’t until some time after he’d gone that Maguire mentioned Connor’s “Pageant of Tara” suggestion to Nora. He always told her things in the end, but never impulsively, never before he’d weighed them a little in his own mind.


    “But, darling,” she said at once, “that’s a wonderful idea.”


    “It has a certain attraction,” he admitted.


    “Oh, you stuffy man … ! You know very well there’s nothing you want more than to get the digging started again, and this way you probably could.… Besides, it would be tremendous fun. You’d love reconstructing that banqueting scene and bringing it all to life.”


    Maguire looked doubtful. “I don’t exactly see myself as an impresario.”


    “Well, at least you could provide the material. And you could take one of the parts. Perhaps you could be Cormac—and the boys could be pages or something.”


    “Cormac,” Maguire said, “was a graceful young warrior with flowing golden hair—‘symmetrical and beautiful of form, without blemish or reproach’!”


    “Oh … !” Nora pretended to regard him appraisingly. His brown hair, as always, was unruly, his build was definitely more solid than romantic, his whole appearance was slightly shaggy. “I suppose they didn’t have performing bears in those days?” she said.


    Maguire chuckled. “In any case I doubt if there’d be time to do anything about it this summer. It would be a terrific undertaking.”


    “Not if you had the Record behind you—and there’d be plenty of people who’d be glad to help.”


    “The Hill would be bedlam all summer.”


    “What if it would—you’d appreciate the quiet all the more afterwards. I’m sure the boys would absolutely adore it, and I know I would.”


    “H’m … Well, we’ll see what happens. I don’t suppose we’ll hear anything more about it.”
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