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    At the place where fate appears to fix a life and human choice still strains against it, these tales set pagan memory and emergent conscience face to face amid wind-scoured waters and the murmur of old names.

The Washer of the Ford: Legendary moralities and barbaric tales is a late nineteenth-century collection by the Scottish author William Sharp, associated with the Celtic Revival and with the body of work he issued in that period under the name Fiona Macleod. Drawn from and refracted through Gaelic tradition, the book inhabits a mythic Scotland—particularly the western seaboard and islands—where sea, shore, and moor are stages for ritual encounters. First published in the late 1890s, it blends folklore-inflected storytelling with fin-de-siècle symbolism, offering readers a literary bridge between oral legend and modern prose art.

Without relying on a single continuous plot, the collection unfolds as a sequence of encounters at thresholds—fords, headlands, lonely crofts, and dim chapels—where wanderers, warriors, seers, and penitents meet presences that test their bearings. Its title evokes a figure known in Gaelic lore: a spectral washerwoman whose labor at the water’s edge portends destiny. The experience is less about twist or revelation than about atmosphere, cadence, and moral pressure. Readers will find lyric narration, elemental imagery, and a mood that moves from hushed awe to austere dread, sustained by a voice attentive to ritual, omen, and the weight of spoken vows.

Themes gather around liminality: the crossing from youth to age, from kin-loyalty to solitary calling, from inherited custom to inward conviction. The stories weigh doom and agency, asking how far a person can move within patterns that seem foreordained. They trace the meeting points of older rites and newer devotions without forcing a verdict, letting the landscape’s authority and the heart’s uncertainties speak together. Water is more than setting; it becomes a moral medium—washing, erasing, or revealing. Violence, when it appears, is elemental rather than sensational, a pressure that forces characters to reckon with memory, honor, and the cost of truth.

Stylistically, the book favors incantatory prose and the pulse of oral cadence, shaping episodes like parables while keeping their edges rough with weather and salt. Its diction can feel deliberately archaic yet remains clear in intention, seeking a timeless register rather than period costume. Symbolist inflections—lamps, tides, winds, and stones—carry ethical resonance without collapsing into allegory. The pacing is meditative, asking readers to dwell with images that gather power through repetition and echo. This is storytelling as invocation: less the clockwork of plot than the summoning of a moral climate in which choice feels heavy and the unseen presses near.

For contemporary readers, the collection offers more than antiquarian charm. It speaks to questions of responsibility under pressure—what we owe to kin, to strangers, to vows made in haste—and to the uneasy commerce between communal law and private conscience. Its attention to place resonates with present-day interest in how landscapes shape identity, memory, and belief. Those drawn to myth-infused fiction, to the eerie margins of the uncanny, or to the ethical clarity of parable will find a durable appeal. The book’s restraint—its refusal to explain away mystery—models a way of reading the past without impoverishing its strangeness.

Approached on its own terms, The Washer of the Ford rewards unhurried reading and a willingness to feel through atmosphere before seeking resolution. Each tale stands alone yet contributes to a cumulative sense of mortal thresholds and the dignity of difficult choices. The collection does not require specialized knowledge of Gaelic lore, though it welcomes curiosity about it; the emotional and ethical arcs are legible on the page. Let the sea’s rhythm guide the tempo, and attend to the recurring signs along the shore. What emerges is a coherent vision: stark, tender, and steady in its regard for human frailty.





Synopsis (Selection)




Table of Contents




    The Washer of the Ford: Legendary moralities and barbaric tales is a collection of short prose by William Sharp, written in his Celtic mode and set amid the Highlands and islands of Scotland. The book gathers legendary episodes, vision-like sketches, and parable-like narratives that draw on Gaelic lore. It balances pagan survivals and the arrival of Christian ethics, showing characters poised at moments of decision. Landscapes, seas, and fords serve as thresholds where fate and conscience meet. Rather than a single plot, the volume unfolds as a sequence of thematically linked tales, each presenting a situation in which personal conduct and ancestral destiny intersect.

The opening movement establishes the collection’s governing image of passage, with tales set at river crossings, shorelines, and night roads. The title motif, embodied in the mysterious washer at the ford, introduces the idea that fate may be glimpsed but not mastered. Characters confront signs that test resolve without disclosing outcomes. These scenes frame the book’s central inquiry into how people act when forewarned by omen or tradition. The tone is hushed and anticipatory, guiding readers into a world where the seen and unseen overlap, and where the first steps of a journey are often more decisive than its destination.

A cluster of early stories explores warrior codes, clan bonds, and the precarious honor of chieftains and sea rovers. Oaths, hospitality, and vengeance shape encounters whose consequences radiate beyond individuals. The narratives dwell on decisions made before battle or judgment, emphasizing the weight of witness and reputation. Queens, seers, and messengers influence outcomes through counsel rather than force. The sea appears as both roadway and judge, measuring courage against risk. These pieces do not dwell on spectacle so much as on the moral weather surrounding conflict, using suspenseful pauses and ellipses to suggest the looming cost of valor and pride.

The middle portion turns toward legendary moralities, tracing meetings between saints, hermits, and those bound to the older ways. These tales read like parables without overt doctrine, letting setting and gesture carry meaning. Acts of mercy, penance, and forbearance are tested against hunger, exile, and clan pressure. Miraculous events, when hinted, remain ambiguous, insisting on inner change rather than outward marvels. The new faith does not erase the old; instead, they stand in tense dialogue across hearth and shore. Characters discover that a blessing may resemble a loss, and that silence can be as binding as a vow.

The section of barbaric tales foregrounds primal emotion, blunt necessity, and ritual shadow. Desire and jealousy contend with custom, and blood-feud challenges kinship. Figures from the margins appear: outcast women, visionary children, wandering harpers, and sea-haunted strangers. Elements of shape-shifting, curse, and uncanny visitation emerge less as ornament than as extensions of weather and tide. Violence is brisk, often glimpsed obliquely, while aftermath lingers. These pieces retain the cadence of oral tradition: repetition, refrain, and compact dialogue. The effect is to expose the raw edge of choice, where appetite and fear press against the frail fence of law.

Throughout the book, recurrent images tie the episodes together. Fords and crossings signify moments of testing, while washing, weaving, and sword-play suggest the making and unmaking of destiny. Wind over moorland, the cry of seabirds, and the gray lift of dawn recur as signals of change. Dreams and second sight offer warnings that characters interpret according to temper and need. Animals and stones carry presence and memory. Seasons advance like an unwritten calendar, shifting tone from spring’s promise to winter’s reckonings. These motifs provide continuity across varied stories, reinforcing the sense that conduct, not circumstance, determines the shape a life will take.

Sharp’s narrative method relies on lyrical brevity, rhythmic prose, and a restrained register that echoes Gaelic storytelling. Dialogue is spare, often ceremonial, while description is lean yet suggestive, letting landscape speak. Names and place-words anchor the tales in a believable geography without pedantry. The voice alternates between observer and participant, sometimes adopting the hush of a fireside teller, sometimes the clarity of a moral scribe. The prose favors implication over explanation, allowing readers to inhabit the silence around an action. This stylistic consistency grants the collection cohesion, even as it ranges across differing figures, timeframes, and intensities of belief and doubt.

In its overall arrangement, the book alternates stark narratives with contemplative interludes, building a rhythm of tension and release. Early threshold scenes lead into martial and clan-centered episodes; these in turn give way to saintly encounters and austere parables. The barbaric tales intensify the emotional register before a quieter concluding movement distills the themes of passage and reconciliation. Cross-references and echoed images stitch the sequence together without overt framing. The cumulative effect is that of a journey across a storied landscape, each halt offering a new test or insight, while the final pieces return the reader to the ford, now understood more deeply.

By the end, the collection’s central message emerges with clarity: people live at a crossing between worlds, and their character is revealed in the pause before action. Fate and freedom are intertwined, with omens serving less as commands than as lenses. The old and the new coexist, often uneasily, within the same heart, and the land itself guards memory. The Washer of the Ford presents this vision without polemic, using legend to illuminate enduring questions of courage, mercy, and accountability. Its stories aim to preserve a living atmosphere of Celtic imagination while showing how moral choice gives shape to both story and life.
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    Set chiefly in the western seaboard of Scotland, The Washer of the Ford unfolds across the Hebrides, Iona, Mull, Skye, Islay, and the sea-lochs and fords of Argyll. Its temporal horizon spans the late Iron Age and early medieval centuries, when Gaelic Dál Riata, Pictland, and emergent Alba contended, and when Christian monastic centres coexisted with older rites. Liminal places, especially river fords, serve as charged thresholds between life and death. The stories often evoke Iona as sacred ground and the islands as a maritime frontier where Norse longships could appear without warning. William Sharp, writing in the 1890s, channels these earlier centuries’ social codes and spiritual anxieties.

The Christianization of the Hebrides and Argyll is foundational. In 563, the Irish monk Columba established a monastery on Iona, which became a missionary base to the Gaelic kingdom of Dál Riata and, by c. 565–567, engaged with King Bridei of the Picts near Inverness. Iona fostered learning and artistry; the Book of Kells was likely begun there around 800 before removal amid raids. Monastic discipline confronted vernacular seers, taboos, and clan honor. The collection repeatedly stages encounters between saintly authority and older fatalisms, using Iona and island chapels as settings where Christian mercy, penance, and sanctity test, temper, or fail to contain pre-Christian omens and warrior codes.

The Viking Age violently reshaped island life. Norse raiders struck Iona in 795, returned to burn the monastery in 802, and in 806 killed 68 monks at the site later called Martyrs Bay; in 825 Abbot Blathmac was slain defending relics. Monks and relics were dispersed to Kells and Dunkeld between c. 807 and 830. These incursions transformed the sea from a conduit of pilgrimage into a corridor of dread. The book refracts this history through foreboding sea imagery and the Washer at the Ford, the spectral laundress who foretells deaths in battle, embodying a society where sudden maritime violence and omens of blood shadow piety and kin loyalty.

Out of conquest emerged a Norse-Gaelic maritime polity, the Kingdom of the Isles, spanning the Hebrides and Man from the ninth to the twelfth centuries. Figures such as Godred Crovan (d. 1095) consolidated sea power, while Somerled, Lord of Argyll (d. 1164), broke Norwegian dominance: after a sea battle in 1156 and further triumphs by 1158, he ruled much of the Isles. His birlinn galleys and clan alliances underwrote a hybrid culture whose later hub was Finlaggan on Islay. The tales echo this seaborne world of warbands, oaths, and shifting overlords, where Gaelic and Norse sensibilities intermingle in harsh moral tests and legendary judgments.

Norwegian sovereignty waned after King Haakon IV’s 1263 campaign ended with the Battle of Largs on 2 October and his death at Orkney that December. By the Treaty of Perth in 1266, King Magnus VI ceded the Hebrides and Man to Alexander III of Scotland for 4,000 marks and an annual 100 marks. Yet the Lordship of the Isles endured as a semi-autonomous Gaelic power until its forfeiture in 1493 under James IV. This long arc of contested rule informs the book’s background: the narratives register tension between crown law and island custom, remembering a political ecology where local justice, sea-kingship, and ecclesiastical influence overlapped uneasily.

Highland clan society, especially from the fourteenth to seventeenth centuries, operated through kin bonds, fosterage, tacksmen, and cattle-raiding creaghs. Feud and compensation, akin to Irish eric fines, maintained order alongside bonds of manrent. The catastrophic breach of hospitality in the Massacre of Glencoe in 1692, when government troops killed MacDonalds after a delayed oath to William III, epitomized how state power could weaponize clan codes. The tales dramatize honor, oath-keeping, and vengeance within such structures. The Washer at the Ford personifies predestined death in a feuding culture, while seers and warnings test leaders’ prudence and the community’s capacity for restraint, mercy, and just reparation.

Eighteenth- and nineteenth-century upheavals shadow the work’s moral atmosphere. The Highland Clearances (c. 1750–1860) replaced people with sheep, notably in Sutherland (1811–1821) under the Countess of Sutherland; factor Patrick Sellar was tried in 1816 and acquitted amid controversy. The potato failure of 1846–1847 deepened depopulation across Skye and Lewis. Crofter resistance in the 1880s—Battle of the Braes (Skye, 1882) and the Glendale protests—prompted the Napier Commission (1883) and the Crofters’ Holdings Act (1886), granting fair rents and security of tenure. Though set in antiquity, Sharp’s elegiac moralities mirror these displacements, invoking ruined homesteads and forsaken fords to judge power, possession, and communal obligation.

By juxtaposing saintly compassion, clan obligation, and brutal conquest, the book offers a social and political critique of power across centuries. It exposes the costs of forced conversion, raiding, and state centralization on small communities, especially women and the poor, whose suffering the Washer emblematically witnesses. The narratives valorize hospitality, restitution, and truth-telling against betrayal, greed, and arbitrary violence, implicitly challenging landlordism and market logics that commodified land and kin. In recalling Gaelic customary ethics and maritime solidarities, the collection condemns cultural erasure and class divides, insisting that legitimate authority rests on covenantal duty, restraint in warfare, and reverence for the vulnerable life at the threshold.
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(TO KATHIA)



I find, under the boughs of love and hate,
 Eternal Beauty wandering on her way.


The Rose upon the Rood of Time.





TO you, in your far-away home in Provence, I send these tales out of the remote North you love so well, and so well understand. The same blood is in our veins, a deep current somewhere beneath the tide that sustains us. We have meeting-places that none knows of; we understand what few can understand; and we share in common a strange and inexplicable heritage. It is because you, who are called Kathia of the Sunway, are also Kathia nan Ciar, Kathia of the Shadow, it is because you are what you are that I inscribe this book to you. In it you will find much that is familiar to you, though you may never have read or heard anything of the kind; for there is a reality, beneath the unfamiliar accident, which may be recognised in a moment as native to the secret  life that lives behind the brain and the wise nerves with their dim ancestral knowledge.

The greater portion of this book deals with the remote life of a remote past. “The Shadow-Seers,” however, though of to-day, may equally be of yesterday or to-morrow; and as for “The Last Supper” or “The Fisher of Men,” they are of no time or date, for they are founded upon elemental facts which are modified but not transformed by the changing years.

It may be the last of its kind I shall write—at any rate, for a time. I would like it to be associated with you, to whom not only the mystery but the pagan sentiment and the old barbaric emotion are so near. With the second sight of the imagination we can often see more clearly in the perspectives of the past than in the maze of the present; and most clearly when we recognise that, below the accidents of time and circumstance, the present is but a reflection of that past to which we belong—belong, as intimately and inalienably, as to the hour wherein happily content we swing to those anchors which we do not see are linked to us by ropes of sand.

 If I am eager to have my say on other aspects of our Celtic life in the remoter West Highlands and in the Isles: now with the idyllic, now with the tragic, now with the grotesque, the humorous, the pathetic, with all the medley cast from the looms of Life—all that



“… from the looms of Life are spun,
 Warp of shadow and woof of sun—”






and if, too, I long to express anew something of that wonderful historic romance in which we of our race and country are so rich, I am not likely to forget those earlier dreams which are no whit less realities—realities of the present seen through an inverted glass—which have been, and are, so full of inspiration and of a strange and terrible beauty.

But one to whom life appeals by a myriad avenues, all alluring and full of wonder and mystery, cannot always abide where the heart longs most to be. It is well to remember that there are shadowy waters even in the cities, and that the Fount of Youth is discoverable in the dreariest towns as well as in Hy Bràsil: a truth apt to be forgotten by those of us who dwell with ever-wondering  delight in that land of lost romance which had its own day, as this epoch of a still stranger, if a less obvious, romance has its own passing hour.

The titular piece—with its strange name that will not be unfamiliar to you who know our ancient Celtic literature, or may bear in mind the striking use made of it and its vague cognate legend, by Ferguson, in his Irish epic, Congal—gives the keynote not only of this book but of what has for hundreds of years, and to some extent still is, the characteristic of the purely Celtic mind in the Highlands and the Isles. This characteristic is a strange complexity of paganism and Christianity, or rather an apparent complexity arising from the grafting of Christianity upon paganism. Columba, St. Patrick, St. Ronan, Kentigern, all these militant Christian saints were merely transformed pagans. Even in the famous dialogue between St. Patrick and Oisìn, which is the folk-telling of the passing of the old before the new, the thrill of a pagan sympathy on the part of the uncompromising saint is unmistakable. To this day, there are  Christian rites and superstitions which are merely a gloss upon a surviving antique paganism. I have known an old woman, in no wise different from her neighbours, who on the day of Beltane sacrificed a hen: though for her propitiatory rite she had no warrant save that of vague traditionary lore, the lore of the teinntean, of the hearth-side—where, in truth, are best to be heard the last echoes of the dim mythologic faith of our ancestors. What is the familiar “clachan,” now meaning a hamlet with a kirk, but an echo of the Stones, the circles of the druids or of a more ancient worship still, that perhaps of the mysterious Anait, whose sole record is a clach on a lonely moor, of which from time immemorial the people have spoken as the “Teampull na’n Anait”? A relative of mine saw, in South Uist, less than twenty-five years ago, what may have been the last sun-sacrifice in Scotland, when an old Gael secretly and furtively slew a lamb on the summit of a conical grassy knoll at sunrise. Those who have the Gaelic have their ears filled with rumours of a day that is gone. When an evicted crofter laments,  O mo chreach, mo chreach![1] or some poor soul on a bed of pain cries, O mo chradshlat,[2] he who knows the past recognises in the one the mournful refrain of the time when the sea-pirates or the hill-robbers pillaged and devasted quiet homesteads, and, in the other, not the moan of suffering only, but the cry of torment from the victim racked on the cradhshlat, a bitter ignominious torture used by the ancient Gaels. When, in good fellowship, one man says to another, Tha, a laochain (yes, my dear fellow), he recalls Fionn and the chivalry of eld, for laochan is merely a contraction for laoch-Fhinn, meaning a companion in war, a hero, literally Fionn’s right-hand man in battle. To this day, women, accompanying a marching regiment, are sometimes heard to say in the Gaelic, “We are going with the dear souls to the wars”—literally an echo of the Ossianic Siubhlaidh sinn le’n anam do’n araich, “We shall accompany their souls to the battle-field.” A thousand instances could be  adduced. The language is a herring-net, through which the unchanging sea filtrates, even though the net be clogged with the fish of the hour. Nor is it the pagan atmosphere only that survives: often we breathe the air of that early day when the mind of man was attuned to a beautiful piety that was wrought into nature itself. Of the several words for the dawn, there is a beautiful one, Uinneagachadh. We have it in the phrase ’nuair a bha an latha ag uinneagachadh, “when the day began to dawn.” Now this word is simply an extension of Uinneag, a window: and the application of the image dates far back to the days of St. Columba, when some devout and poetic soul spoke of the uinneagan Neimh, the windows of Heaven.


[1] Oh, alas, alas! (Literally, Oh, my undoing, or Oh, my utter ruin.)




[2] Alas my torment!



Sometimes, among the innumerable “legendary moralities” which exist fragmentarily in the West Highlands and in the Isles, there is a coherent narrative basis—as, for example, in the Irish and Highland folk-lore about St. Bride, or Bridget, “Muime Chriosd.” Sometimes there is simply a phrase survived out of antiquity. I doubt if any now living, either in the Hebrides or in Ireland, has heard any  legend of the “Washer of the Ford.” The name survives, with its atmosphere of a remote past, its dim ancestral memory of a shadowy figure of awe haunting a shadowy stream in a shadowy land. Samuel Ferguson, in Congal, has done little more than limn an obscure shadow of that shadow: yet it haunts the imagination. In the passage of paganism, these old myths were too deep-rooted in the Celtic mind to vanish at the bidding of the Cross: thus came about that strange grafting of the symbolic imagery of the devout Culdee, of the visionary Mariolater, upon the surviving Druidic and prehistoric imagination. In a word, the Washer of the Ford might well have appeared, to a single generation, now as a terrible and sombre pagan goddess of death, now as a symbolic figure in the new faith, foreshadowing spiritual salvation and the mystery of resurrection.

If in a composition such as “The Annir-Choille,” there is the expression of revolt—not ancient only, nor of the hour, but eternal, for the revolt is of the sovereign nature within us whereon all else is an accidental superstructure—against the Christian ethic of  renunciation, with an echo of our deep primeval longing for earth-kinship with every life in nature: if here there is the breath of a day that may not come again, there is little or nothing of the past, save what is merely accidental, in “The Fisher of Men” or “The Last Supper.” I like to think that these eachdaireachd Spioradail, these spiritual chronicles, might as well, in substance, have been told a thousand years ago or be written a thousand years hence. That Fisher still haunts the invisible shadowy stream of human tears: those mystic Spinners still ply their triple shuttles, and the Fair Weaver of Hope, now as of yore and for ever, sends his rainbows adrift across the hearts and through the minds of men. What does it matter, again, that the Three Marvels of Hy are set against the background of the Iona of St. Columba? St. Francis blessed the birds of Assisi, and San Antonio had a heart as tender for all winged and gentle creatures: and there are innumerable quiet gardens of peace in the world even now where the kindred of San Antonio and St. Francis and St. Columba are kith to our fellow-beings, knowing them  akin one and all to the seals whom St. Molios blessed at the end of his days, and in his new humbleness hailed as likewise of the company of the Sons of God.

But of this I am sure. If there is spiritual truth in the vision of the Blind Harper who saw the Washer of the Ford, or in that of Molios who hailed the seals as brethren, or in that of Colum who blessed the birds and the fish of the sea and even the vagrant flies of the air, and saw the Moon-Child, and in that seeing learned the last mystery of the life of the soul, if in these, as in the “Fisher of Men” and “The Last Supper,” I have given faint utterance to the heart-knowledge we all have, I would not have you or any think that the pagan way is therefore to me as the way of darkness. The lost monk who loved the Annir-Choille was doubtless not the less able to see the Uinneagan Neimh because he was under ban of Colum and all his kin: and there are those of us who would rather be with Cathal of the Woods, and be drunken with green fire, than gain the paradise of the holy Molios who banned him, if in that  gain were involved the forfeiture of the sunny green world, the joy of life, and the earth-sweet ancient song of the blood that is in the veins of youth.

These tales, let me add, are not legendary “mysteries” but legendary “moralities.” They are reflections from the mirror that is often obscured but is never dimmed. There is no mystery in them, or anywhere: except the eternal mystery of beauty.[2q]

Of the Seanachas, the short barbaric tales, I will say nothing to you, whose favourite echo from Shelley is that thrilling line “the tempestuous loveliness of terror.”

You in your far Provence, amid the austere hills that guard an ancient land of olive and vine, a land illumined by the blue flowing light of the Rhone, and girt by desert places where sun and wind inhabit, and scarce any other—you there and I here have this in common. Everywhere we see the life of man in subservient union with the life of Nature; never, in a word, as a sun beset by tributary stars, but as one planet among the innumerous concourse of the sky, nurtured, it may be, by light from other luminaries  and other spheres than we know of. That we are intimately at one with Nature is a cosmic truth we are all slowly approaching. It is not only the dog, it is not only the wild beast and the wood-dove, that are our close kindred, but the green tree and the green grass, the blue wave and the flowing wind, the flower of a day and the granite peak of an æon. And I for one would rather have the wind for comrade, and the white stars and green leaves as my kith and kin, than many a human companion, whose chief claim is the red blood that differs little from the sap in the grass or in the pines, and whose “deathless soul” is, mayhap, no more than a fugitive light blown idly for an hour betwixt dawn and dark. We are woven in one loom, and the Weaver thrids our being with the sweet influences, not only of the Pleiades, but of the living world of which each is no more than a multi-coloured thread: as, in turn, He thrids the wandering wind with the inarticulate cry, the yearning, the passion, the pain, of that bitter clan, the Human.

Truly, we are all one.[1q] It is a common  tongue we speak, though the wave has its own whisper, and the wind its own sigh, and the lip of the man its word, and the heart of woman its silence.

Long, long ago a desert king, old and blind, but dowered with ancestral wisdom beyond all men that have lived, heard that the Son of God was born among men. He rose from his place, and on the eve of the third day he came to where Jesus sat among the gifts brought by the wise men of the East. The little lad sat in Mary’s lap, beneath a tree filled with quiet light; and while the folk of Bethlehem came and went He was only a child as other children are. But when the desert king drew near, the child’s eyes deepened with knowledge.

“What is it, my little son?” said Mary the Virgin.

“Sure, Mother dear,” said Jesus, who had never yet spoken a word, “it is Deep Knowledge that is coming to me.”

“And what will that be, O my Wonder and Glory?”

“That which will come in at the door before you speak to me again.”

 Even as the child spoke, an old blind man entered, and bowed his head.

“Come near, O tired old man,” said Mary that had borne a son to Joseph, but whose womb knew him not.

With that the tears fell into the old man’s beard. “Sorrow of Sorrows,” he said, “but that will be the voice of the Queen of Heaven!”

But Jesus said to his mother: “Take up the tears, and throw them into the dark night.” And Mary did so: and lo! upon the wilderness, where no light was, and on the dark wave, where seamen toiled without hope, clusters of shining stars rayed downward in a white peace.

Thereupon the old king of the desert said:

“Heal me, O King of the Elements.”

And Jesus healed him. His sight was upon him again, and his gray ancientness was green youth once more.

“I have come with Deep Knowledge,” he said.

“Ay, sure, I am for knowing that,” said the King of the Elements, that was a little child.

 “Well, if you will be knowing that, you can tell me who is at my right side?”

“It is my elder brother the Wind.”

“And what colour will the Wind be?”

“Now blue as Hope, now green as































“Thousands of years, thousands of years,
 If all were told.”
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There is a lonely stream afar in a lone dim land:
 It hath white dust for shore it has, white bones bestrew the strand:
 The only thing that liveth there is a naked leaping sword;
 But I, who a seer am, have seen the whirling hand
 Of the Washer of the Ford.


A shadowy shape of cloud and mist, of gloom and dusk, she stands,
 The Washer of the Ford:
 She laughs, at times, and strews the dust through the hollow of her hands.


She counts the sins of all men there, and slays the red-stained horde—
 The ghosts of all the sins of men must know the whirling sword
 Of the Washer of the Ford.


She stoops and laughs when in the dust she sees a writhing limb:
 “Go back into the ford,” she says, “and hither and thither swim;
  Then I shall wash you white as snow, and shall take you by the hand,
 And slay you here in the silence with this my whirling brand,
 And trample you into the dust of this white windless sand—”
 This is the laughing word
 Of the Washer of the Ford
 Along that silent strand.










Yo, eily-a-ho, ayah-a-ho, eily-ayah-a-ho,
 Singeth the Sword
 Eily-a-ho, ayah-a-ho, eily-ayah-a-ho,
 Of the Washer of the Ford!









Yo, eily-a-ho, ayah-a-ho, eily-ayah-a-ho,
 Singeth the Sword
 Eily-a-ho, ayah-a-ho, eily-ayah-a-ho,
 Of the Washer of the Ford!













Oh, ’tis a good thing the red blood, by Odin his word!
 And a good thing it is to hear it bubbling deep.
 And when we hear the laughter of the Sword,
 Oh, the corbies croak, and the old wail, and the women weep!
 And busy will she be there where she stands,
 Washing the red out of the sins of all this slaying horde;
 And trampling the bones of them into white powdery sands,
 And laughing low at the thirst of her thirsty sword—
 The Washer of the Ford!














Oh, death of Fergus, that is lying in the boat here,
 Betwixt the man of the red hair and him of the black beard,
 Rise now, and out of thy cold white eyes take out the fear,
 And let Fergus mac Art mhic Fheargus see his weird!


Sure, now, it’s a blind man I am, but I’m thinking I see
 The shadow of you crawling across the dead.
 Soon you will twine your arm around his shaking knee,
 And be whispering your silence into his listless head.
 And that is why, O Fergus—
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