The Ghost of Gortnakilla Well.

(founded on fact)
John Cummins of Gortnakilla was a middle-aged farmer whose bank account was known to be of respectable figures. His mother had died recently, his three sisters were married and left him, and his house was now without a mistress. Yet John seemed in no particular hurry to fill the vacancy though the supply of suitable candidates was ample. Prudent parents threw longing eyes towards Gortnakilla and thought that one of their daughters would  be very well provided for if settled down there as John’s wife.

It was, then, only in the normal course of events that the professional ‘matchmaker,’ a recognised functionary at the time of this story, frequently turned towards Gortnakilla with tentative proposals for its master’s consideration. 

But John Cummins had a mind of his own on affairs matrimonial and, to the disappointment of many in his own locality, it at length became known that he was to be wed to a young lady from a distant parish. Needless to say it was with no very favourable prepossessions that some of her future neighbours awaited the arrival of the newcomer among them. Chagrin and jealousy painted her to their minds as a successful schemer who had cheated one of themselves out of a coveted prize. Nor did her manner, when she did arrive, help to remove their prejudices. She was reserved, or, as some asserted, haughty; she never joined the little feminine groups that met for gossip in the church-yard after Mass on Sundays; was seldom seen at wake or funeral or public meeting place; in fact she seemed to care little for anything except her domestic duties, her home and her farm-yard.

But the farmstock soon gave evidence of Mrs. Cummins’ attentions. Her fowl became the admiration of all who saw them; her calves were sleek and healthy, and her dairy produce was of the highest quality. Everything connected with the farm-yard went well with her. Her ‘luck,’ as it was termed, became notable. She was singularly free from those losses in pigs and poultry and young stock which fell from time to time upon many of her neighbours. Soon her immunity in these respects became a subject of discussion among local housewives. And often as Mrs. Cummins passed them with a quiet ‘Good morning’ on her way to and from Mass on Sundays they would look at one another in a knowing way and throw wise shakes of their heads after their incommunicative neighbour.  ‘Isn’t it high and mighty we’re getting!’ said one of a group of women in the churchyard as Mrs. Cummins passed out from Mass one Sunday morning.  ‘Did ye notice the air of superiority she tried to put into that half-nod she was condescending enough to give us?’

‘I knew the very first time I laid eyes upon her that there was something mysterious about her,’ another asserted, as she continued to gaze  curiously after the retreating Mrs. Cummins.

‘Ye heard about the nest of eggs I got, buried in the manure heap?’ a third put in, ‘Well, half my hens have died of disease during the week. What do ye think now?’, with a significant look in the direction Mrs. Cummins had taken.

‘God forgive me for saying it but I wish she never came near the place; that’s all about it,’ a big red-haired women in the centre of the group declared.  ‘For the past    three weeks I haven’t half the butter I should have.’   (This was before the era of creameries.)   ‘I used have six and seven pounds a cow, but lately I haven’t four.’

‘Maybe, Mrs. Buckley, that ‘tis the warm summer we’re having this year is the cause of it,’ a quiet-looking woman amongst them suggested.  ‘I’m short, too, since the great heat set in.’

‘Heat or no heat, my butter is going from me,’ Mrs. Buckley vehemently asserted.  ‘And ‘tis plain to the world where ‘tis going, too. Her husband sold at the rate of nine pounds a cow above at the market last Friday,’ she went on.  ‘Where did all that come from, I’d like to know?’

‘But she has a separator,’ the quiet-looking woman again ventured, ‘and I’m told that the separators take a great deal of extra cream out of milk. Besides,’ she went on, as the others began to move away, ‘they say she learned many new plans at a dairy farm where she spent a session or two.’

‘The plans she learned are the pishogues,’ Mrs. Buckley bluntly asserted.  ‘Can’t everyone see from the way things are getting on since she came to Gortnakilla that she has means of doing things that honest women like you and me know nothing about, thank God. Just think of it,’ she emphasised by way of a clincher to her arguments, ‘her butter as hard and firm as a stone at the market in the village above and everyone else having it running out of their coolers and baskets, like thin stirabout, because of the heat!’

This was conclusive to most of the listeners. No ‘honest’ woman, they agreed, could, in such warm weather, have butter as marketable as Mrs. Cummins had.

‘By the way,’ the quiet-looking woman remarked, anxious to change the conversation, ‘I’ve heard that the ghost is appearing at the Holy Well again. I’m told for a fact that several have seen her lately and, strange to say, always on Thursday nights. I myself heard Jimmy Carroll say that when he was coming home from the Cross late last Thursday night there she was below at the mouth of the Well, pouring water over the naked infant!’

‘That’s all downright nonsense,’ said Mrs. Buckley with a contemptuous toss of her head.  ‘Jimmy Carroll, very likely, had a few pints taken coming back from the village and he saw the moon shining in the water beneath the shaking whitethorns.’

The Holy Well in question was situated in a deep glen at the foot of a sloping cliff round the top of which the public path to the village wound. The water of this Well was remarkable for its coldness even in summer time, a fact to which the seclusion of the valley and the shade of the overhanging trees largely contributed.

The ‘ghost’ was reputed to be that of a woman of the locality who, through neglect, had allowed her infant child to die without baptism. After this woman’s death, it was alleged she had been seen at various times trying to rectify the wrong, in the waters of the stream that issued from the Holy Well.

Though many refused to believe the story of the ghost or to accept the explanation of its ‘appearance’ there were still those who had sufficient faith in its truth to hasten their steps when passing near the well after nightfall and to turn their eyes nervously away from its direction.

.         .         .         .         .
A few days after that on which Mrs. Cummins’ honesty was so seriously impeached by her neighbours Mrs. Buckley went to the village to see an old friend of hers who was unwell. The poor patient’s condition had taken a critical turn and Mrs. Buckley remained by her bedside until it was past eleven o’clock at night. On approaching the Well, as she was coming home, the current stories about the latest ‘appearing’ of the ghost began to run through her thoughts. She was a strong-nerved woman and endeavoured to scout them but they returned with only greater insistence. As she recollected that it was Thursday night, the week-night on which the ghost was said to be showing itself, she felt an involuntary shudder run through her but she would not admit, even to herself, that she was in the least afraid.

‘All silly old nonsense!’ she said half aloud as if to reassure herself. Nevertheless she pulled the shawl closer around her head and threw furtive glances towards the glen – but the Well was still hidden by the top of the cliff. On coming nearer she imagined she heard noises below. She stopped short. She heard them again: there was no doubt about it this time, and they came directly from the Well!   Her first impulse was to run back to the village, but by an effort of will she pulled herself together and shook off the eerie feeling.

‘Cattle’ – she tried to persuade herself.  ‘Only restless cattle.’

Again she nerved herself to proceed on her way but the sounds that continued to come to her ears were clearly not made by cattle. They were distinctly like the splashing attributed to the ghostly visitant. Her heart began to beat in great thumps against her side. What would she do? She stood irresolute for a moment, and then in an impulse of desperation rushed to the top of the cliff and looked down. There below near the mouth of the Well, clearly visible in the bright starlight, was the awful form of the ghost, a female figure pouring copious libations over the naked infant and massaging its body with a vigour that would do credit to mortal arms.

Spellbound by the sight Mrs. Buckley looked on, rooted to the spot for some moments. Then she saw the woman catch up in her arms the baby in its cradle and come on up the path towards the place where she (Mrs. Buckley) was standing. With a wild scream the affrighted woman turned and fled. Reaching the nearby fence she ventured one hasty look behind her. The apparition was approaching and, she believed, pursuing her!!   Terror-stricken, she rushed for the nearby steps – but it was all too much for her: she fell insensible to the ground!

.         .         .         .         .
When Mrs. Buckley opened her eyes the first thing she saw was Mrs. Cummins bending down over her. As soon as the frightened woman could collect some of her scattered senses the terrors of the vision came back to her and she began to talk incoherently – of the ghost and the infant and the Well. Mrs. Cummins had difficulty in soothing and calming her and it took some time longer before she could get the scared woman to realise that she herself (Mrs. Cummins) was the ‘ghost’ and that the ‘infant’ and cradle were nothing more than the tub of butter which she was hardening in the cool water of the well at that, the coldest hour of the night, so that it might be better able to withstand the heat on the following market day.

When Mrs. Buckley understood how egregiously she had been deceived she begged the other to keep the matter secret, ‘because,’ she said, ‘if it were to become known I’d be the laughing stock of the locality.’

As a result of this midnight incident the two housewives became fast friends. And that this was much to Mrs. Buckley’s advantage was testified by the more successful methods she henceforth adopted in dealing with poultry, butter, calves and kindred cares; and no one was, after this, more zealous than was Mrs. Buckley in defending the ‘honesty’ of her new friend against gossiping and slanderous tongues.

