Mr MacPhane’s Increment.

Mick Flaherty was a small farmer but he had large ambitions. He aspired to a position in public life, and with this object he had contested the last election for the local County Council. True, the good people of his native Bride Valley had on that occasion let him down, yet his pretensions were in no wise weakened, and he had high hopes that he would yet see the letters M.C.C. appended to his name.

As the prospective holder of such an important position Mick felt it incumbent upon him to be posted in current politics and in matters of local and general interest, consequently he brought home with him every Sunday from second mass a copy of the Brideside Weekly News, a favourite journal in the locality in which he lived.

Mick had in his school days got as far as the third standard or ‘class,’ as it was then called, and he could, by skipping over occasional ‘words of learned length and thundering sound,’ gather the general meaning of what he read in the newspaper. But he realised the deficiency of his education and was determined to improve himself. He wanted to pose as a learned man, to understand big words and to use them, and for this purpose he always kept within easy reach of him when reading, a second-hand edition of Sullivan’s dictionary.

One Sunday afternoon while his wife, Mary, was busy with culinary cares Mick was seated by the kitchen table with the Weekly News spread out before him, and it was evident from his thoughtful manner and knitted brows that he was puzzling over some word or passage of more than ordinary difficulty, the meaning of which continued to elude him.

‘I can’t make out what it manes,’ at length he thought aloud, rising up with a gesture of impatience.

‘Hand me down the dikshinnery, Mary. See ‘tis there jest near yeh,’ he said pointing to a shelf over the fire-place.

‘There’s a word here that’s bothering me all the time’ he explained. ‘I’m reading about how the masther is afther getting and in-ink- what’s that it is? He asked himself as he again referred to the pages of the ‘News.’ ‘Oh yes, he’s afther getting and ‘I-n-c-r-e-m-e-n-t.’ I wandher what does it mane. I-n-c-r-e-m-e-n-t,’ he kept repeating the letters of the word as he turned over the pages of the dictionary.’ Ha, here it is. I-n-c-r-e-m-e-n-t. That’s it. Why by the hokey’, he disappointedly cried after he had looked over the meaning of the word, ‘but the cure is worse than the disaise. ‘Au-gm-en-tati-on.’’ He tried to pronounce the word but the disjointed syllables had no meaning for him. ‘In all me reading,’ he declared ruefully, ‘I never kem across  sich a cantankerous word as this. Let me see what more it sez, ‘Ah,’ more hopefully, ‘the second maining looks an aisier wan. ‘I-n-c-r-e-a-s-e.’’  After a couple of attempts to mentally connect the letters he produced the word ‘Incrayse.’ ‘Incrayse,’ he repeated thoughtfully. ‘Incrayse’

He put away the dictionary and, with evident quickening interest, again took up the newspaper. He read over once more, slowly and deliberately. The hitherto baffling passage; then, leaning back in the chair, he stared abstractly for a moment or two at the opposite wall, after which, with a peculiar pursing of the lips and a most expressive raising of the eyebrows, he gave utterance to a long, low, but very significant ‘Phew-w-w.’

‘Do yeh hear that’? he cried turning to his better half with abrupt earnestness.

‘Hear what’? she asked indifferently, more interested in the dinner she was cooking than in the contents of the newspaper.

‘What’s here in the ‘News,’ that the masther is afther getting an incrayse’!

‘The masther is afther getting an incraise’! she exclaimed, forgetting in her surprise some elusive vegetables she had been trying to fish up from the bottom of the pot. ‘What masther’?

Why, our own masther, the school-masther, Mr. MacPhane av course, who else? Listen to this.’

And Mick with no little difficulty, often halting to spell some words, and giving in many instance a pronunciation peculiarly his own, read :-

‘The many friends of Mr. MacPhane, the deservedly popular and highly successful teacher of Ballymadawn N.S., will learn with pleasure that he has been the recipient not only of a Carlisle and Blake Premium but also of a special increment.’ (‘That’s the incrayse I was talking of,’ Mick explained.) He continued to read : ‘We heartily congratulate this distinguished teacher on the double distinction he has secured.’ (‘You hear, Mary, the double distinction,’ Mick emphasised), ‘and we know that his success will be a source of pleasure to each and all of the people of Ballymadawn, among whom he has so long laboured.’

Not a few of the ‘rocks,’ as Mick would call them, were as bewildering to Mary as to her spouse; nevertheless both took in, as they conceived it, the salient points of the paragraph.

After laying down the paper and undoing his spectacles Mick paused for a moment so that the full force of what he had read might sufficiently impress itself on his wife’s mind.

‘Well,’ he said at length, ‘don’t that bate everything. No wander they call it a special in-in-incrayment,’ he managed with an effort to bring out the word. ‘Eight years marred widout chick nor child, and then, nothing less than – why ‘tis enough to take wans breath away– nothing less than a pair of twins. ‘A double distinction,’ he quoted. Well, but the bit av learning is sweet afther all. How nicely these clever people can put things. ‘A double.’’

‘Don’t be making a fool av yerself, Mick Flaherty.’

Not a little startled by the vehemence of the tone Mick turned round to see his wife, arms akimbo, standing in the middle of the floor and evidently struggling to repress her indignation.

‘If the masther havn’t a family,’ she passionately went on, ‘tis God’s will and them that’d make fun av that knows nothing betther. The “Yank” and the other bliguards that sint that pack av lies to the newspaper should thank God they have nothing else to throuble them.’

(The ‘Yank’ was a local character with a reputation for mischief and practical joking).

‘A pack av lies’! Mick echoed in astonishment. ‘A pack av lies! Isn’t it down there,’ pointing to the newspaper, ‘in black and white? What? You don’t believe ‘tis thrue’? as the expression of Mary’s face became more and more eloquent of her feelings.

The untended pot boiling over on the fire at this moment claimed her attention, but the glance of pitying contempt she threw at Mick as she turned round was more illuminating than could be any words.

.      .      .      .      .      .

‘That’s a poor soart of a joke that’s in the ‘News’ this week,’ said Mick sympathisingly when, some hours afterwards on that same Sunday evening, he dropped across the master.

‘To what do you refer, Mick’? the other queried.

‘All that’s in it about yerself and about the incrai-the special incrayment,’ Mick corrected, wishing to put his best educational foot forward when speaking to a learned man like the master.

‘Oh that,’ with an affectation of indifference to the newspaper report. ‘Someone was good enough to send these complimentary lines about me to the editor.

The word ‘complimentary’ was one of those which Mick had evidently, not yet mastered for he continued:

‘And isn’t it a great wandher the editor would lave himself be imposed upon like that: to go make fun av any daicent man, printing lies about him and scattering ‘em wholesale. His eyes should be opened for the likes av him, so they should.’


‘But you see it wasn’t lies, Mick. Nevertheless,’ modestly, ‘I’d be pleased if my friend, whoever he was, hadn’t given such publicity to the matter.’

‘It was’nt lies! Did yeh say that’? Mick asked open-mouthedly.

The master seemed fully appreciative of the height on which, in his admiring parishoner’s estimation, he stood.

‘No doubt my poor merits are somewhat exaggerated in the ‘News,’ ‘ he replied with generous condescension.

‘And do you sariously mane to tell me that ‘tisnt, every word av it, a make up of the Yank’s’? Mick incredulously queried again.

But with an amused smile the master assured him that the facetious Yank was in the present instance guiltless.

‘Well, well.’ Mick’s credulity seemed to be violently strained.

‘And you tell me for a fac’ ‘tis all thrue’?

‘Quite true, Mick.’ The master’s pedestal was visibly rising.

‘And there’s Mary, now, wouldn’t believe a word av it! And the twin –the double distinction.’ How Mick congratulated himself on remembering the words which saved him from what he considered a lapse into vulgarity. ‘The double distinction’ he repeated, with a proud flourish of the words. ‘Tisn’t how you’ll be wanting me to swallow that now’?

Mr. MacPhane affecting to deprecate the importance that had been attached to such a small matter, assured him that the ‘News’ spoke truly in every particular.

Mick seemed almost dumb-founded. It was some time before he could say more than ‘Glory be to God.’ But when he did at length recover himself his congratulations were hearty and effusive.

‘And may God bless ‘em both and spare ‘em long to yeh,’ he fervently prayed. ‘Oh, but sure I was near forgetting to ask yeh, an’ are the two av em bhoys’?

‘What boys are you speaking of, Mick’? A puzzled expression was on Mr. MacPhane’s face.

‘Yer own to be sure. Who else would I be alluding to while they’re to the fore’?

‘You mean the school children’?

‘I mane of course, and I mane nothing else, I mane the –the special incrayment, the double distinction’ he exclaimed as he saw the master’s air of mystification growing deeper and deeper. ‘Oh,’ he continued desperately, surprised at the master’s density. ‘the incrayse, the incrayse, you know, the double –ah, why, the twins’ he blurted out, seeing that the master’s intelligence was still shrouded in darkness.

A revelation began to break in on Mr. MacPhane. His pedestal began to collapse. His greatness took flight. It was with an effort he could restrain his anger as Mick kept up his inquiries about the twins, their names, their sponsors, their restiveness, &c., &c. He never felt so chagrined, so inexpressibly humiliated in his whole life.

Thinking it better to prevent the spread of the block-head’s false impression lest the ‘Yank’ or some other of the ‘fine boys’ might get hold of it, he explained, as he turned to depart, that the ‘increment’ was an addition to his salary! By slow degrees Mick’s bewildering brain grasped the idea.

‘An addition to his salary! A rise av wages’! he exclaimed. ‘And he took up half a column av the ‘News’ and ransacked the dickshinnery for ‘rocks’ to tell us av his rise av wages. Bah.’

As Mick retraced his steps he could not sufficiently give vent to his disgust, and all the way home the burden of his thoughts was ‘A rise av wages! Only a rise av wages’!

Mr. MacPhane got no further special increments or double distinctions or, if he did, the public did not hear of them, at least through the pages of the Brideside Weekly News.

