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			Introduction

			Ireland’s reputation as a wellspring of literary genius is hailed throughout the world. While other nations have cultivated visual arts, architecture, or even cuisine to define their civilizations, this race of storytellers has always used language to express the deepest dimensions of their cultural identity.

			Tales from the Emerald Isle and Other Green Shores offers a sampling of Irish literature through the ages, from short stories and novels popular in the nineteenth century to legends and ancient folktales of Gaelic Ireland. Like all good literature, the stories in this collection offer a mix of humor, love, drama, and tragedy as well as insight into the human condition. 

			The book opens with a beautiful story written in 1924 by Liam O’Flaherty, one of Ireland’s greatest short story writers in the twentieth century. “Spring Sowing” is a meditation on the stark beauty and unforgiving environment of Ireland, as a husband and wife rise together on a chilly February morning to prepare their land for planting. The value of land to the Irish is a theme that comes up again and again in their literature. 

			Another recurring theme is the dual and often dueling Gaelic and Anglo sensibilities that have competed in Ireland for centuries. An undertow of tension suffuses these strained relationships: natives versus newcomers, tenants versus landlords, peasants versus aristocrats, Catholics versus Protestants, rebels versus soldiers, and so on. What comes out of these conflicts is the stuff of literature.

			Bram Stoker, best known for his novel Dracula, captures the tension perfectly in his story “The Gombeen Man,” in which the utter unfairness of the tenant-landlord relationship is exposed. “Some Parishioners,” by George Moore, and “The Battle of the Berrins,” by Samuel Lover, each speak to the authoritative reign that priests often had over rural Irish. And “The Faction Fight,” by Frank Mathew, explores residues of a Celtic paganism in which shillelaghs and fisticuffs were used to uphold family honor in battles to the death.

			Arthur Conan Doyle (author of Sherlock Holmes) reveals the complexity of Irish-English relations in the masterful short story “The Green Flag.” A regiment of Irish soldiers, reluctantly fighting one of Great Britain’s colonial wars in the African Desert, has lost heart in “fighting for the queen.” As the British army is about to be slaughtered by Arabs, the Irish make a final rally behind the “little green flag with the crownless harp.” Their valor seems pointless, since Britain’s pejorative and racially charged views of Arabs and Blacks were equally applicable to the Irish, as Doyle surely knew, having been born in Scotland of Irish Catholic parents.

			On a lighter note, strained relationships are fodder for Irish humor full of tender wisdom. “A Rich Woman,” by Katharine Tynan, reveals a village mentality run amok as locals vie to win favor with a wealthy neighbor in hopes of getting into her will. “The Gaelic Concert,” by Ellis N. Myles, pokes gentle fun at sacred cows in Irish society, including Irish language enthusiasts, country priests with urbane airs, Anglo-Irish patrons of the arts, and boisterous country folk who prefer Irish jigs to Italian operas. Chicago satirist Finley Peter Dunne puts a humorous slant on the earnestness of Irish Protestants and Catholics holding onto ancient grudges in his two stories, “Boyne Water and Bad Blood” and “The Freedom Picnic,” which are narrated by Mr. Dooley, one of the most popular fictional characters in American literature.

			As a counterpoint to Irish realism, Tales from the Emerald Isle and Other Green Shores includes some favorite Irish legends and folktales that date back to the eighth century. These tales are part of a glorious oral tradition of recitation, song, and poetry that the Irish used as a means of preserving their history in the face of marauding invaders over the centuries. As Celtic scholars J. E. Caerwyn Williams and Patrick K. Ford note in The Irish Literary Tradition, Irish literature “remained very much alive where every literature ought to live—in the minds of the people.” 

			In the late nineteenth century, this rich body of folklore—much of it still in the Gaelic tongue—was retrieved by an enthusiastic generation of scholars, writers, and intellectuals who set about translating and writing down these stories. This movement, known as the Celtic Revival, was led by William Butler Yeats, Douglas Hyde, Lady Gregory, and others, who helped uncover a treasure chest of Irish stories created by an ingenious Irish imagination centuries earlier. 

			Many of these stories share themes and structure that are common in folklore around the world. “The Wonderful Tune,” by T. Crofton Croker, is a recognizable tale of a mermaid enticing a young man to leave the land and return with her to the deep ocean in the name of love. “The Red Pony,” from William Larminie’s West Irish Folk Tales, tells of a boy’s arduous adventures of magic and supernatural encounters on his way to winning the girl he loves. Larminie’s version was transcribed from an Irish shanachie named P. Minahan of Malinmore, County Donegal. 

			Yeats’s reflection on “Village Ghosts,” from his collection Celtic Twilight, is less about actual apparitions as it is about how simple folk living in cottages on an island overlooking the edge of the earth interpret the mysteries of life. Lady Gregory’s translation of “Oisin and Patrick” comes from the Fianna (Finn) Cycle and dates back to the eighth century. In it, Finn’s son Oisin magically returns to Ireland from Tir na nog (Land of Youth) and finds that his family’s authority has been replaced by Patrick and “armies of saints,” a signal of Christianity eclipsing Celtic paganism in Ireland. 

			“Donald and His Neighbors” is taken from a collection of Hibernian Tales cited by William M. Thackeray in The Irish Sketch Book, published in 1842. Thackeray, a noted English author in his time, described Hibernian Tales as being “intended for the hedge school universities” and praised the “fancy, dramatic interest, and humour” of the stories. “Successful cunning is the great virtue applauded,” he writes, “and the heroes pass through a thousand wild extravagant dangers, such as could only have been invented when art was young and faith was large.”

			Speaking of danger, “O’Reilly’s Great Escape” recounts the true story of John Boyle O’Reilly’s daring escape from a British penal colony in Australia in 1869, where he was serving a life sentence for sedition against the British Crown. After tramping through jungles and evading prison wardens hunting him down, O’Reilly escaped on a New Bedford whaling boat that eventually took him to America, whereupon he moved to Boston and became a noted poet and defender of the oppressed.

			America emerges as a well-worn theme in Irish literature starting in the nineteenth century. The Promised Land is not often what it is imagined to be, as John McElgun shows in “James O’Rourke’s First Day in New York.” The innocent greenhorn is immediately conned upon arriving at Castle Garden and finds himself alone and penniless. That night he meets a stranger from “the ould counthry” who kindly takes him in, where upon the rags-to-riches tale—so popular in immigrant literature—begins to unfold. 

			“The Irishman Abroad,” by George A. Birmingham, provides insight into how Irish immigrants made their way in America in the early twentieth century. “Those who went [to America] have always been the men and women for whom life at home seemed hopeless,” Birmingham writes. “But in spite of the intolerable sadness of their going . . . there was some capacity for doing things. We can succeed, it seems, elsewhere.” 

			In contrast to the Irish abroad, American author Kate Douglas Wiggin (best known for Rebecca of Sunnybrook Farm) depicts Ireland through American eyes in her novel Penelope’s Irish Experiences. Three women travel around Ireland together in a manner that recalls the “harum-scarum gentry,” a term that Yeats coined about certain Anglo-Irish writers who “did not take the country seriously.” Still, this excerpt reveals an outsider’s astute, if patronizing, observations about Irish life from Kerry to Belfast, where the “careless, genial, ragged, southern Paddy” is sketched in stark contrast to the “sturdy, prosperous, calculating, well-to-do Protestants” in the north.

			Tales from the Emerald Isle and Other Green Shores ends fittingly with Sarah Orne Jewett’s classic short story, “A Little Captive Maid,” which straddles both Ireland and America. Cheerful and determined heroine Nora Connolly leaves her family and fiancé in the town of Kenmare to make her fortune in America and thereby save the precious piece of land so dear to her. As such, it’s another variation on Liam O’Flaherty’s opening story about the importance of land to the Irish psyche.

			The selections in Tales from the Emerald Isle and Other Green Shores represent just a modest glimpse of Ireland’s tremendous literary library. In compiling the collection, I included stories that were quite popular in their time but tried to avoid duplication of works that have appeared in recent anthologies of Irish literature. My goal in choosing these stories has been to renew the general public’s taste for literature that inspires, enlightens, humors, and entertains. Irish literature achieves all of that and more, as I hope these stories demonstrate.

		

	
		
			Spring Sowing

			Liam O’Flaherty

			It was still dark when Martin Delaney and his wife Mary got up. Martin stood in his shirt by the window a long time looking out, rubbing his eyes and yawning, while Mary raked out the live coals that had lain hidden in the ashes on the hearth all night. Outside, cocks were crowing and a white streak was rising from the ground as it were and beginning to scatter the darkness. It was a February morning, dry, cold and starry.

			The couple sat down to their breakfast of tea, bread and butter, in silence. They had only been married the previous autumn and it was hateful leaving a warm bed at such an early hour. They both felt in a bad humour and ate, wrapped in their thoughts. Martin with his brown hair and eyes, his freckled face and his little fair moustache, looked too young to be married, and his wife looked hardly more than a girl, red-cheeked and blue-eyed, her black hair piled at the rear of her head, with a large comb gleaming in the middle of the pile, Spanish fashion. They were both dressed in rough homespuns, and both wore the loose white frieze shirt that Inverara peasants use for work in the fields.

			They ate in silence, sleepy and bad humoured and yet on fire with excitement, for it was the first day of their first spring sowing as man and wife. And each felt the glamour of that day on which they were to open up the earth together and plant seeds in it. So they sat in silence and bad humour, for somehow the imminence of an event that had been long expected, loved, feared and prepared for, made them dejected. Mary, with her shrewd woman’s mind, munched her bread and butter and thought of . . . Oh, what didn’t she think of? Of as many things as there are in life does a woman think in the first joy and anxiety of her mating. But Martin’s mind was fixed on one thought. Would he be able to prove himself a man worthy of being the head of a family by doing his spring sowing well?

			In the barn after breakfast, when they were getting the potato seeds and the line for measuring the ground and the spade, a cross word or two passed between them, and when Martin fell over a basket in the half-darkness of the barn, he swore and said that a man would be better off dead than . . . But before he could finish whatever he was going to say, Mary had her arms around his waist and her face to his.

			“Martin,” she said, “let us not begin this day cross with one another.” And there was a tremor in her voice. And somehow, as they embraced and Martin kept mumbling in his awkward peasant’s voice, “pulse of my heart, treasure of my life,” and such traditional phrases, all their irritation and sleepiness left them. And they stood there embracing until at last Martin pushed her from him with pretended roughness and said: “Come, come, girl, it will be sunset before we begin, at this rate.”

			Still, as they walked silently in their raw-hide shoes, through the little hamlet, there was not a soul about. Lights were glimmering in the windows of a few cabins. The sky had a big grey crack in it in the east, as if it were going to burst in order to give birth to the sun. Birds were singing somewhere at a distance. Martin and Mary rested their baskets of seeds on a fence outside the village and Martin whispered to Mary proudly: “We are first, Mary.” And they both looked back at the little cluster of cabins, that was the centre of their world, with throbbing hearts. For the joy of spring had now taken complete hold of them.

			They reached the little field where they were to sow. It was a little triangular patch of ground under an ivy-covered limestone hill. The little field had been manured with seaweed some weeks before, and the weeds had rotted and whitened on the grass. And there was a big red heap of fresh seaweed lying in a corner by the fence to be spread under the seeds as they were laid. Martin, in spite of the cold, threw off everything above his waist except his striped woollen shirt. Then he spat on his hands, seized his spade and cried: “Now you are going to see what kind of a man you have, Mary.”

			“There now,” said Mary, tying a little shawl closer under her chin. “Aren’t we boastful this early hour of the morning? Maybe I’ll wait till sunset to see what kind of a man have I got.”

			The work began. Martin measured the ground by the southern fence for the first ridge, a strip of ground four feet wide, and he placed the line along the edge and pegged it at each end. Then he spread fresh seaweed over the strip. Mary filled her apron with seeds and began to lay them in rows, four, three, four. When she was a little distance down the ridge Martin advanced with his spade to the head eager to commence.

			“Now, in the name of God,” he cried, spitting on his palms, “let us raise the first sod!”

			“Oh, Martin, wait till I’m with you!” cried Mary, dropping her seeds on the ridge and running up to him. Her fingers outside her woollen mittens were numb with the cold, and she couldn’t wipe them in her apron. Her cheeks seemed to be on fire. She put an arm round Martin’s waist and stood looking at the green sod his spade was going to cut, with the excitement of a little child.

			“Now, for God’s sake, girl, keep back!” said Martin gruffly. “Suppose anybody saw us trapesing about like this in the field of our spring sowing, what would they take us for but a pair of useless, soft, empty-headed people that would be sure to die of the hunger. Huh!” He spoke very rapidly, and his eyes were fixed on the ground before him. His eyes had a wild, eager light in them as if some primeval impulse were burning within his brain and driving out every other desire but that of asserting his manhood and of subjugating the earth.

			“Oh, what do we care who is looking?” said Mary; but she drew back at the same time and gazed distantly at the ground. Then Martin cut the sod, and pressing the spade deep into the earth with his foot, he turned up the first sod with a crunching sound as the grass roots were dragged out of the earth. Mary sighed and walked back hurriedly to her seeds with furrowed brows. She picked up her seeds and began to spread them rapidly to drive out the sudden terror that had seized her at that moment when the first sod was turned up and she saw the fierce, hard look in her husband’s eyes, that were unconscious of her presence. She became suddenly afraid of that pitiless, cruel earth, the peasant’s slave master, that would keep her chained to hard work and poverty all her life until she would sink again into its bosom. Her short-lived love was gone. Henceforth she was only her husband’s helper to till the earth. And Martin, absolutely without thought, worked furiously covering the ridge with black earth, his sharp spade gleaming white as he whirled it sideways to beat the sods.

			Then, as the sun rose, the little valley beneath the ivy-covered hills became dotted with white frieze shirts, and everywhere men worked madly without speaking and women spread seeds. There was no heat in the light of the sun, and there was a sharpness in the still thin air that made the men jump on their spade hafts ferociously and beat the sods as if they were living enemies. Birds hopped silently before the spades, with their heads cocked sideways, watching for worms. Made brave by hunger they often dashed under the spades to secure their food.

			Then, when the sun reached a certain point, all the women went back to the village to get dinner for their men, and the men worked on without stopping. Then the women returned, almost running, each carrying a tin can with a flannel tied around it and a little bundle tied with a white cloth. Martin threw down his spade when Mary arrived back in the field. Smiling at one another they sat under the hill for their meal. It was the same as their breakfast, tea and bread and butter.

			“Ah,” said Martin, when he had taken a long draught of tea from his mug, “is there anything in this world as fine as eating dinner out in the open like this after doing a good morning’s work? There, I have done two ridges and a half. That’s more than any man in the village could do. Ha!” And he looked at his wife proudly.

			“Yes, isn’t it lovely,” said Mary, looking at the black ridges wistfully. She was just munching her bread and butter. The hurried trip to the village and the trouble of getting the tea ready had robbed her of her appetite. She had to keep blowing at the turf fire with the rim of her skirt, and the smoke nearly blinded her. But now, sitting on that grassy knoll, with the valley all round glistening with fresh seaweed and a light smoke rising from the freshly turned earth, a strange joy swept over her. It overpowered that other feeling of dread that had been with her during the morning.

			Martin ate heartily, revelling in his great thirst and his great hunger, with every pore of his body open to the pure air. And he looked around at his neighbours’ fields boastfully, comparing them with his own. Then he looked at his wife’s little round black head and felt very proud of having her as his own. He leaned back on his elbow and took her hand in his. Shyly and in silence, not knowing what to say and ashamed of their gentle feelings, for peasants are always ashamed of feeling refined, they finished eating and still sat hand in hand looking away into the distance. Everywhere the sowers were resting on little knolls, men, women and children sitting in silence. And the great calm of nature in spring filled the atmosphere around them. Everything seemed to sit still and wait until midday had passed. Only the gleaming sun chased westwards at a mighty pace, in and out through white clouds.

			Then, in a distant field an old man got up, took his spade and began to clean the earth from it with a piece of stone. The rasping noise carried a long way in the silence. That was the signal for a general rising all along the little valley. Young men stretched themselves and yawned. They walked slowly back to their ridges.

			Martin’s back and his wrists were getting a little sore, and Mary felt that if she stooped again over her seeds that her neck would break, but neither said anything and soon they had forgotten their tiredness in the mechanical movement of their bodies. The strong smell of the upturned earth acted like a drug on their nerves.

			In the afternoon, when the sun was strongest, the old men of the village came out to look at their people sowing. Martin’s grandfather, almost bent double over his thick stick, stopped in the lane outside the field and, groaning loudly, he leaned over the fence.

			“God bless the work,” he called wheezily.

			“And you, grandfather,” replied the couple together, but they did not stop working.

			“Ha!” muttered the old man to himself. “Ha! He sows well and that woman is good, too. They are beginning well.”

			It was fifty years since he had begun with his Mary, full of hope and pride, and the merciless soil had hugged them to its bosom ever since each spring without rest. But he did not think of that. The soil gives forgetfulness. Only the present is remembered in the spring, even by the aged who have spent their lives tilling the earth; so the old man, with his huge red nose and the spotted handkerchief tied around his skull under his black soft felt hat, watched his grandson work and gave him advice.

			“Don’t cut your sods so long,” he would wheeze, “you are putting too much soil on your ridge.”

			“Ah, woman! Don’t plant a seed so near the edge. The stalk will come out sideways.”

			And they paid no heed to him.

			“Ah,” grumbled the old man, “in my young days, when men worked from morning till night without tasting food, better work was done. But of course it can’t be expected to be the same as it was. The breed is getting weaker. So it is.”

			Then he began to cough in his chest and hobbled away to another field where his son Michael was working.

			By sundown Martin had five ridges finished. He threw down his spade and stretched himself. All his bones ached and he wanted to lie down and rest.

			“It’s time to be going home, Mary,” he said.

			Mary straightened herself, but she was too tired to reply. She looked at Martin wearily and it seemed to her that it was a great many years since they had set out that morning. Then she thought of the journey home and the trouble of feeding the pigs, putting the fowls into their coops and getting the supper ready and a momentary flash of rebellion against the slavery of being a peasant’s wife crossed her mind. It passed in a moment. Martin was saying, as he dressed himself:

			“Ha! My soul from the devil, it has been a good day’s work. Five ridges done, and each one of them as straight as a steel rod. Begob, Mary, it’s no boasting to say that ye might well be proud of being the wife of Martin Delaney. And that’s not saying the whole of it, my girl. You did your share better than any woman in Inverara could do it this blessed day.”

			They stood for a few moments in silence looking at the work they had done. All her dissatisfaction and weariness vanished from Mary’s mind with the delicious feeling of comfort that overcame her at having done this work with her husband. They had done it together. They had planted seeds in the earth. The next day and the next and all their lives, when spring came they would have to bend their backs and do it until their hands and bones got twisted with rheumatism. But night would always bring sleep and forgetfulness.

			As they walked home slowly Martin walked in front with another peasant talking about the sowing, and Mary walked behind, with her eyes on the ground, thinking.

			Cows were lowing at a distance.

		

	
		
			The Faction Fight

			Frank Mathew

			In the heart of the Connemara Highlands, Carrala Valley hides in a triangle of mountains. Carrala Village lies in the corner of it towards Loch Ina, and Aughavanna in the corner nearest Kylemore. Aughavanna is a wreck now: if you were to look for it you would see only a cluster of walls grown over by ferns and nettles; but in those remote times, before the Great Famine, when no English was spoken in the Valley, there was no place more renowned for wild fun and fighting; and when its men were to be at a fair, every able-bodied man in the countryside took his kippeen—his cudgel—from its place in the chimney, and went out to do battle with a glad heart.

			Long Mat Murnane was the king of Aughavanna. There was no grander sight than Mat smashing his way through a forest of kippeens, with his enemies staggering back to the right and left of him; there was no sweeter sound than his voice, clear as a bell, full of triumph and gladness, shouting, “Hurroo! whoop! Aughavanna for ever!” Where his kippeen flickered in the air his followers charged after, and the enemy rushed to meet him, for it was an honor to take a broken head from him.

			But Carrala Fair was the black day for him. That day Carrala swarmed with men—fishers from the near coast, dwellers in lonely huts by the black lakes, or in tiny ragged villages under the shadow of the mountains, or in cabins on the hillsides—every little town for miles, by river or seashore or mountain-built, was emptied. The fame of the Aughavanna men was their ruin, for they were known to fight so well that every one was dying to fight them. The Joyces sided against them; Black Michael Joyce had a farm in the third corner of the Valley, just where the road through the bog from Aughavanna (the road with the cross by it) meets the high-road to Leenane, so his kin mustered in force. Now Black Michael, “Meehul Dhu,” was Long Mat’s rival; though smaller he was near as deadly in fight, and in dancing no man could touch him, for it was said he could jump a yard into the air and kick himself behind with his heels in doing it.

			The business of the Fair had been hurried so as to leave the more time for pleasure, and by five of the afternoon every man was mad for the battle. Why, you could scarcely have moved in Callanan’s Field out beyond the churchyard at the end of the Village, it was so packed with men—more than five hundred were there, and you could not have heard yourself speak, for they were jumping and dancing, tossing their caubeens, and shouting themselves hoarse and deaf—“Hurroo for Carrala!” “Whoop for Aughavanna!” Around them a mob of women, old men and children, looked on breathlessly. It was dull weather, and the mists had crept half-way down the dark mountain walls, as if to have a nearer look at the fight.

			As the chapel clock struck five, Long Mat Murnane gave the signal. Down the Village he came, rejoicing in his strength, out between the two last houses, past the churchyard and into Callanan’s Field; he looked every inch a king; his kippeen was ready, his frieze coat was off, with his left hand he trailed it behind him holding it by the sleeve, while with a great voice he shouted—in Irish—“Where’s the Carrala man that dare touch my coat? Where’s the cowardly scoundrel that dare look crooked at it?”

			In a moment Black Michael Joyce was trailing his own coat behind him, and rushed forward, with a mighty cry, “Where’s the face of a trembling Aughavanna man?” In a moment their kippeens clashed; in another, hundreds of kippeens crashed together, and the grandest fight ever fought in Connemara raged over Callanan’s Field. After the first roar of defiance the men had to keep their breath for the hitting, so the shout of triumph and the groan as one fell were the only sounds that broke the music of the kippeens clashing and clicking on one another, or striking home with a thud. 

			Never was Long Mat nobler: he rushed ravaging through the enemy, shattering their ranks and their heads; no man could withstand him; Red Callanan of Carrala went down
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