The Mellifontstown Money-Hole

‘You're sure now, Shawneen, that this is the exact spot?’ again queried Paddy Gray, one of a group of young men armed with picks, spades, crowbars and shovels, who stood around an aged, decrepit individual.

‘I'm as certain as that the five o' yeh are standing there,’ with all the solemn assertiveness he could throw into his voice and manner, ‘that the crock o' goold is under that leg,’ and he struck his right foot on the ground with an emphasis that was meant to be reassuring to the most sceptical.

‘Take care, Shawneen,’ warned Mike Martin, another of the group, ‘ that you don't make one more of your 'mistakes', for if we spend the night diggin' and rootin' for nothing this time again, as sure as there's a snipe in the Moineen bog we'll bury you alive in the hole.’

‘Don't I tell yeh this is the very idintickle spot,’ protested Shawneen with an aggrieved air.  ‘Six spades, sez he to me in the drame, ‘to the west of the sycamore tree under the big dock-lafe. There yeh'll get as much as 'ill do yeh till yeh die, Shawneen,’ sez he wid a manin' laugh.  ‘Don't forget,’ sez he, ‘Six spades to the west of the sycamore tree undher the big dock-lafe. Oh if yeh don't care about id, Shawneen,’ sez he, as he saw that I looked doubtful, ‘if yeh don't care about id,’ sez he, ‘some other wan 'ill be glad to know 'tis there; but the goold was appointed for you, Shawneen,’ sez he, ‘an you can plaise yersel.’ Night after night he appeared to me and repaeted the very same words only that he was gettin' more pressin' the longer I was defferin' it. ‘Six spades to the west of the sycamore tree,’ sez he,’ and Shawneen deliberately paced the distance, ‘‘under the big dock-lafe.’ There it is, exact to an inch. Down there boys, there's the mains o' keepin' ye all idle an' in gintlemin for the rest o' yer lives.’

Although the recollection of some previous laborious but futile efforts after buried treasure, made on the strength of Shawneen's ‘drames’ was rather vivid to some of those who were now gathered around him yet the hope that this might, in gambling phrase, be ‘the last and lucky one,’ urged them on to try again; and any doubts they might have had as to the credibility of the gentleman who ‘appaired’ to Shawneen were set at rest on hearing his impressive account of the vision and on noting the confidence he himself seemed to place on it.

‘Come now, boys, we'd better be goin' to work,’ suggested Shawneen, ‘The night is gettin' late,’ Coats were quickly thrown aside and five muscular and eager pairs of arms were soon digging a large circular hole under Shawneen's directions.

‘I hope it won't happen us as it did to the Connollys over in Rathnague last month,’ said Jim Shea, as he cleaned the stem of the pipe he had been smoking before passing it to Paddy Gray who had asked him for a ‘pull.’ Jim was the youngest of the crowd and the nervous look he threw into the darkness showed at once the nature of the evils he feared.

‘And what terrible experience had the Connollys?’ asked Bobby Gleeson with a derisive smile,

‘Just as they had dug down to the crock and were about to raise the stone above it a big, black man stood on the bank over them and ordered them away.’

‘Well, Jim, if we come to the stone over the crock 'twill take more than a few words from a stranger, black or white, to send us away without the gold,’ Bob assured him.

The workers had by this time got well into their stride and for a while not a sound was heard but that of the picks and spades  and shovels, so intent were all upon arriving at the coveted wealth which was supposed to be embedded beneath their feet.

‘I thought’ said Ger Crowley, as he paused for a moment to wipe the beads of sweat from his brow, ‘I thought, Shawneen, that you were to have a larger number of helpers here tonight. Where is Patsey Donovan?’

‘I called to 'im in the evening telling 'im to be ready,’ answered Shawneen apologetically as he saw that the rocky nature of the ground they were rooting would make it extremely difficult to get to any depth, ‘but he said I should excuse 'im as he was suffering from an attack of nooralgie an' was afraid to give the cowld night up.’

‘I can promise you he wouldn't think it was so cowld if he was using this pick for awhile,’ put in Paddy Gray, as he brought the pickaxe down on the stony subsoil and drove sparks around.

‘Whin I called on Patsey,’ continued Shawneen, anxious to maintain the conversation which he believed would serve to keep the minds of the toilers off the stubbornness of the task before them, ‘Whin I called on Patsey, Sam Leahy was with him, He is a fine daicint young man, Sam is, an' a credit to the fadher an' mudder that raired 'im. I suppose he is home on his vocations now.’

‘What business has he on hands in Dublin?’ asked Jim Shea.  ‘He was in my class at school here, and a prime boy Sam was.’

‘I hear,’ said Jer Crowley, ‘that he is learning to be a chemist.’

‘And what kind of trade is that, I wonder?’ asked Bob Gleeson. Mike Martin , as a cousin of Sam Leahy's, resented the use of the word ‘trade.’ He felt that any misapprehension of Sam's calling might reflect injuriously on his own social status.

‘A chemist, boys,’ he explained, as, straightening himself up for a moment, he rested his right arm on the handle of his crowbar and pushed back the hat from his eyebrows with the other, ‘ a chemist is a learned educated gintleman, a college reared, high-class gintleman, who knows and can tell all, –all–’ and Mike seemed to be casting around in his mind for some fitting climax to cap the heights of Sam's attainments, ‘all–all the difference between good wather and bad without tasting them.’ turning with a triumphant look towards Bob Gleeson, who, unconscious of the offence he had given, was toiling assiduously at the unyielding rock.

‘But a kaymist,’ said Shawneen after a pause, during which he felt that the conversation was again about to ebb, ‘must know about other things surely than wather alone?’

‘To be sure he knows about other things. Who said he didn't?’ returned Mike Martin as he struck a foot viciously on his spade to drive it deeper into the stiff soil. He can tell about blood as well as wather. If he got a drop of your blood, Shawneen,’ he added after a few vigorous pulls at the pipe, ‘he could tell how much difference there is between it and the –blood of a jackass, for example.’

It was evident that Mike was growing diffident of the success of their labours and that his patience was becoming severely strained.

‘I think we had better have a drop of this bottle,’ said Paddy Gray anxious to pour oil (or spirits), on the rising waters of Mike's irritation.

‘This d--n hole will kill us, Paddy,’ said Mike, as throwing aside his spade, he sat down on the bank near his companion. ‘You'd better be making yer last will and testament,’ he added shaking his fist with a pretended fierceness at Shawneen. The effect of Paddy's bottle was already visible in Mike's improved humour. He did, indeed, continue to threaten Shawneen with all sorts of pains and penalties if it should turn out that he had again brought them on a fool’s errand, but Shawneen, so far from taking his threats seriously, only fell to speculating as to which of the gentlemen’s daughters in the neighbourhood Mike would be putting his ‘comether’ on when he got the ‘goold’.

‘What is the matter wid the cock over there?’ asked Jim Shea in a timid voice. ‘He seems rather scared-lookin'.’

‘Perhaps 'tis some of the old Masons he sees out on their midnight walks for the good of their health’, returned Bob Gleeson.

‘Isn't it on horseback they used usually be seen?’ queried Jer Crowley.  ‘I haven't heard that any of them have been around lately.’

‘And used they be seen?’ asked Bob Gleeson with a sarcastic smile that showed how little credence he attached to such stories.

‘Oh, I don’t know of course. I never saw them meself but I have been told that others saw them.’

‘I have been told a lot like that too,’ Bob Gleeson replied,  ‘balls of fire flying about, the headless horse, the fiery horseman, the white lady in her ball-dress, the old warrior with the flaming sword, and so on and so on. I thought, Jer, you had more sense.’

.         .         .         .         .         .

The place in which this tempting treasure-trove was supposed to be buried was in the middle of a many-acred lawn in front of the ancient but now uninhabited castle of Mellifontstown. From this great keep a long succession of the proud, aristocratic Mason family had in bygone days exercised lordly sway over the countryside around. The family had become extinct long before the time of our story, and Mellifontstown castle and grounds had passed into other hands. But it was currently reported, and was popularly believed, that the former owners were still so attached to their ancient heritage that their ghostly forms were in the habit of keeping vigil around the demesnes at unseasonable hours under various and often terrifying forms. And these nocturnal visitors were said to have special predilection for the lawn where our hardy toilers under Shawneen's directions were now plying pick and spade with all the vigour of their youthful arms.

‘See here, lads,’  said Jer Crowley, ‘this infernal rock that I am hammering at for the last ten minutes seems to be some kind of flag. Would one of you bring a shovel and help me clear it and we might be able to get at some corner of it.’

Mike Martin came to Jer's assistance but the flag proved to be of larger proportions than they had anticipated and after much time and labour they were still far from having laid it bare.

‘Ye must come, more of you, and help us or 'twill take us till mornin'.  I'm sorry we didn't bring some blastin' powder and we could blow itself an Shawneen up together,’ exclaimed Mike Martin whose temper was again getting frayed at the seemingly hopeless nature of their task.

‘Take care, boys. ‘ broke in Shawneen with a mysterious wink and an affected grave shake of the head. ‘Take care, boys. That stone might be worth removin' it.’  And Shawneen took off his hat and began to dance around with every sign of the utmost elation.

‘Well, boys, will ye bury Shawneen alive or blow him up in the elimints now?’ he asked with a triumphant cry.  ‘Hurroo, boys, yer labourin' and slavin' is ended after this night,’

Shawneen's confidence and excitement soon communicated itself to the others and, notwithstanding the obduracy of the task, one corner of the huge stone was uncovered. It needed not now Shawneen's assurance that there were thousands there, that ‘he’ had told them so, nor the pictures he drew of the future luxury in which they each and all could indulge, to encourage them in their work.

Another corner of the flag was at length brought to light and all feelings became lost in a hushed and tense expectancy. Bob Gleeson, using the crowbar as a lever, succeeded in slightly raising one corner of the flag but the others were yet too firmly fixed to allow it to be displaced. This, however, would be but the work of a short time to remedy. Under the stimulus of what all now felt to be assured success picks and spades and bars were plied with a hearty will.

‘Holy St. Bellshubbub! Look! Look!’ Shawneen's cry quickly arrested the uplifted arms.

Those in the hole strained themselves to see what it was that caused Shawneen's alarm but as they were too deep down for the purpose, and as Shawneen's terror seemed to increase, they quickly climbed to the banks above. Sure enough there was a ball of fire about six inches in diameter slowly ascending from the ground about two hundred yards away from where they stood. When it had risen some distance up it seemed to hover for a while overhead in the pitchy darkness of the starless night and then to steer its course towards the spot where the awe-stricken spectators were standing.

‘The fiery horseman! The headless horse!’ burst almost simultaneously from the group as, there in the middle of the broad lawn, suddenly as if he had dropped from the sky, appeared the monstrous spectre. After some curvetting the animal betook itself to a circular course leaving behind it a flaming track as if the ground were actually on fire. While all eyes were chained on the vagaries of the apparition before them, and on some new antics of the approaching ball of fire, what seemed to be an earthquake shock, accompanied by a weird, wailing, terrifying cry broke the hushed stillness. Instantly an awe-inspiring figure wrapped in flame and smoke and brandishing a burning sword ran with terrible strides towards them!

The spell which had them rooted them to the spot was broken; led by Bob Gleeson they fled in a paroxysm of dread from the unholy place. Shawneen was too paralysed with fear to do more than cry out in piteous tones ‘Save me! Oh, save me!!’ His diminutive figure was quickly wrapped in the muscular arms of Mike Martin whose fleetness of limb and strength of muscle were never taxed so severely on the athletic field as they were in providing for his own and Shawneen's safety that night

.         .         .         .         .         .

‘I declare,’ says Patsey Donovan, as he and Sam Leahy stood in the hole a short time afterwards, ‘this stone is loose.’

‘Yes,’ answered Sam, ‘I took care that they should have the hardest part of the work done before I gave you the signal.’

‘But how did you manage that globe of fire, Sam? When I saw it floating along so quietly and deliberately in the darkness, even though I was fully expecting what happened, an uncanny feeling came over me and involuntarily I crept closer under the cloak which, like that of the Veiled Prophet, was at the moment hiding my brilliancy from the vulgar eye.’

‘Oh, quite easy,’ answered Sam. ‘It was only a little bladder of gas, coated outside with phosphorous and other luminous applications such as I applied to you and your horse –minus his head.’

‘And that infernal explosion and din you created?’

‘A little hydrogen mixed with air was the innocent cause of it all,’ answered Sam with a smile. ‘But I will satisfy your scientific curiosities some other time, if you only hurry on and help me remove this stone.


  .         .         .         .         .

It took poor Shawneen weeks to recover from the effects of the shock. When he did,one of the first places he visited was the Money Hole. There it was, banks of yellow earth and heaps of stones and broken rocks piled up around; but alas, alas! the flag was overturned and the crock was gone– the crock that Shawneen would give his Bible oath he caught a glimpse of when Bob Gleeson lifted the corner of the flag.

We cannot of course vouch for the accuracy of all Shawneen's assertions. All we know is that Patsey Donovan lived the life of an industrious and very successful farmer and that Sam Leahy continued his studies to such effect that he made chemical discoveries which were of considerably greater value to him, financially and otherwise, than the best-filled crock of gold ever could be.
