Mick Murphy’s Twin Heifers.

‘Happy the man whose wish and care 

A few paternal acres bound.’
Mrs. Lacey and her husband, Jack, were discussing local topics while having dinner one Sunday afternoon. The wife did most of the talking as she seemed far better supplied with the news that was ‘going round’.

‘And Mrs. Murphy was telling me coming home from Mass to-day,’ she continued, after she had referred to a number of other subjects, ‘she was telling me that their cow, Snowdrop, calved this morning and had a pair of lovely heifer calves, that both are as white as snow and as like as two peas, even to the black spot that each have on the tip of its left ear.’

‘God forgive that cow then, Mary,’ Jack replied.  ‘It would be bad enough to bring one little calf into the world like any ordinary cow, but a pair of poor little creatures to be cast into the slaughter of the innocents!    Knifed and skinned to-morrow and their carcasses thrown into a quarry for the dogs of the countryside to feed on. Bah!  ‘Tis no wonder these dogs would be blessing this great Economic War.’

Mrs. Lacey was long familiar with her husband’s outbursts concerning the Economic War, and, paying little attention to him now, went on: ‘’Tis what Mrs. Murphy was saying that Snowdrop was very well bred and was a great milker, but she was beginning to get old and would need to be replaced in a couple of years. So Mick and herself had decided, she said, to keep and rear one of the twins, and to give the other to the ten-and –sixpenny man when he comes around in a few days.’

‘A good idea right enough,’ Jack agreed, apparently little interested in the Murphys’ farmyard arrangements.

‘And it is what I myself was thinking, Jack .  .  .  .  . ‘ Mary paused as if she had some misgivings as to the value of what she had been thinking of.

‘I was thinking .  .  .  . .’

‘Yes,’ Jack encouragingly put in, his curiosity now somewhat stirred.

‘I was thinking, Jack, that as the twins have such a good milking strain in them, we would cheat the ten-and-sixpenny racketeers out of the second twin and keep her ourselves for the making of a cow.’

‘Only that,’ Jack thought. He had hoped for something intriguing, whereas Mary had simply harped on his own very thought. Jack was a firm believer in the laws of heredity, and the value of the twin in their own milking herd later on had been already appealing to him. He therefore had no hesitation in agreeing with Mary, though he was not, he explained, by any means enamoured of the twin’s colour. They decided then to anticipate the ten-and-sixpenny boyoes, as he called them, and secure for the modest half-guinea a possible prize-winner at county cattle shows.

.         .         .         .         .
Mick Murphy and Jack Lacey were neighbouring farmers. Jack Lacey was a hard-working, methodical man who trusted little to ‘luck’.   In these, as in many other respects, he was a decided contrast to his neighbour, Mick, who was easygoing and indolent and did his work in a slovenly and haphazard manner. Indeed, many held that if he only gave to his farm a portion of the time and energy he devoted to various parish committees in connection with sport, amusement, politics, etc., it would be very much more to his personal advantage. But Mick was little concerned at their strictures, and whenever accused of remissness in the management of his cattle and crops he would, with an indifferent shrug of the shoulders, philosophically reply that it would be ‘all the same in a hundred years.’

We can understand, then, that while Jack Lacey was able to obtain a comfortable living from his fifty odd acres of land, Mick Murphy, on a farm of somewhat similar extent and quality, often suffered from financial embarrassments. He was always, as his neighbours variously phrased it, ‘on the drag’, or ‘pulling the devil by the tail’.   But because of his naturally light-hearted manner and a constitutional disposition to look upon the brighter side, these monetary difficulties did not worry Mick as gravely as they would others. He was able in normal circumstances to eke out a tolerable existence for himself and his family. But since the advent of the Economic War, with the disastrous slump in cattle prices, he was sorely feeling the drain on a purse that was growing more and more attenuated.

The months and seasons passed bringing no improvement in prices and, one by one, Mick was forced to part with animals he badly needed as stock. At length the white heifer, now about one–and-a-half years old, was the only saleable beast he possessed. He had some younger, and also some older animals, but none among them that was likely to find a buyer on a fair green. He had hoped to be able to save her at least from the wreck, but his creditors were now growing so clamorous and so threatening that he could no longer defer parting with this valuable animal also.

Forced to Sell the White Heifer.

And so to the mid-Summer Fair of Fermoy Mick was reluctantly compelled to take the prized white heifer. The fair field was congested with cattle, from the heavy three and four-year-olds to the immature, unfinished yearlings. Though the ‘war’ still dragged its depressing length along, nevertheless, many sales were effected, for cattle owners had, by this time, learned to accommodate themselves to current conditions and to accept the prevailing prices with the best grace they could.

Mick had always been loud in his praise of the mathematical training given in National Schools in the good old ‘Results’ days when he was himself a pupil, and he seldom concealed his contempt for even the best products of latter-day primary schools in this subject. He often surprised and even mystified some of these pupils by his discourse on ‘The Bridge of Asses’ and ‘Pythagoras’ Triangle’.  He had a favourite arithmetical problem, much in vogue in his early years, concerning the price of a set of horse-shoes containing thirty-two nails, the first of which cost a farthing, the second a half-penny, the third a penny, and so on, each nail after the first costing double the price of the previous one. And with this problem he loved to confound the pretensions of even Intermediate pupils, particularly when he found any of them ‘putting on airs’.

But on this fair day his own mathematics seemed to be gone awry. For when he tried to equate the merits and virtues of the white heifer to the modest sum of forty shillings, potential purchasers declared him completely at fault. Nor did it help to solve the problem, as the hours passed depressingly on, to make the figures of the equation a forty minus five. Buyers were not to be persuaded that the heifer’s value was at all equal to the price demanded.

‘Making the Deal’ at the Fair.

 Tired and weary after his tramp to the fair in the early morning and after his enforced fast of many hours while waiting for his price, Mick at length seated himself, rather precariously, on the edge of the pen. Hopes of selling the heifer had been fast receding and he was disconsolately thinking of the empty larder at home and of the importunate and angry shopkeepers refusing him further accommodation. Some others around him also despairing of making satisfactory sales, were now driving their cattle away. Mick was preparing to follow their example when he heard a strident, raucous voice behind him asking, ‘How much for this beauty?’   The  speaker simultaneously brought a stout hand-stick heavily down on the heifer’s posterior on pretence of getting her into a position in which he could better estimate her worth. 

Mick knew the man for years past, one of that class who trade on the embarrassment of owners who have cattle unsold at the tail-end of a fair and may be found prepared to sell them at a sacrifice. Mick’s former experiences had taught him the tactics pursued by this gentleman, and just now he had little hope of a satisfactory sale.

‘I suppose you couldn’t get it from your heart to part with the darlint!’ the trader derisively sneered, affecting to walk away as Mick hesitated, uncertain as to what price he had better ask.

Mick was loth to lose a chance, however slight, of selling the heifer.  ‘Thirty shillings is my price,’ he shouted out.

‘And would you railly sell her for thirty shillings?’ the buyer mocked, turning round toward the pen.  ‘Only thirty shillings, inah?’ poking the heifer’s ribs till it required Mick’s utmost efforts to keep the poor frightened creature from jumping out of the pen.  ‘The beauty must have been slimming of late,’ he commented, ignoring Mick’s difficulties and keeping the heifer continually on the move as if anxious to appraise her value from different viewpoints.

‘Thirty shillings!’  He spoke sotto voce, but really for Mick’s benefit.  ‘Well there are some droll people in the world, surely.’

‘Tell me,’ he cried, turning suddenly and truculently on Mick, ‘tell me,  what sort of a wilderness did you and this skin-and-bones of a baste come from, that you never heard of the Economic War?’

The stick was again brought smartly down on the heifer’s back, as if to lay emphasis on his query.

‘Easy man, easy,’ implored Mick, anxious to soothe the animal.

‘Do you mean to sell her, or was it for exhibition you brought her here?’ he bullyingly demanded.  ‘In the name of common sinse ask me an honest price if you’re an honest man.’

Mick’s strongest impulse at that moment, as his grip grew ever tighter on his own ‘plant’, was to pay the buyer back in kind for the punishment he was so gratuitously inflicting on the unoffending heifer, but he held his resentment in check while a hope yet remained of selling.

‘You surely are not expecting me to throw her away for less than thirty shillings?’ he pleaded.

The buyer came over closer to Mick and caught his right hand.  ‘In wan word, I’ll give you twenty shillings,’ he shoutingly offered, with a gesture that affected to be final as he brought his own right palm with a resounding slap down on Mick’s.

As Mick seemed unwilling to respond, the buyer was again moving angrily away when a neighbour in an adjoining pen intervened. He asked them to split the difference, to compromise at twenty-five shillings.

Mick showed a disposition to agree, but the buyer would not advance beyond the pound.

After further haggling and splitting of differences a price of twenty-two and sixpence was agreed on, the buyer, however, stipulating that he should get the half-crown for ‘luck’, as she was, he asserted, the dearest animal he had bought that day.

It was in vain that Mick protested that the current ‘luck’ on such an animal was but one shilling; the buyer insisted on his condition, and rather than break for the sake of the disputed one-and-sixpence, Mick unwillingly concluded the bargain on these terms.

Some hours later Mick was in his own farmyard painting a pair of ill-conditioned cart wheels with a colouring of red-lead he had brought back from the fair, when he heard some familiar ‘moos’, growing successively louder, and each nearer than the last. He ceased work to listen, and soon saw the white heifer that he had sold at the fair coming hurriedly around the bend in the bohreen that led to the farmyard!

He quickly divined how matters stood. The main road along which the buyer had been driving his purchases from the fair ran not far from Mick’s farmyard, and as the heifer came near to her old habitat her inherent homing instinct became intensified. Breaking away from her companions she quickly cleared fences and fields, got on to the by-road that served the locality where she had been born and bred, and was soon joyfully announcing to all and sundry her glad return to the old home. As she came on quite close to where he sat with the paint brush idly poised in his hand, Mick got a sudden brainwave. He saw an opportunity of having ‘his own back’ on the man who had mocked and cheated him at the fair. Procuring a bundle of fresh silage he placed it before the hungry beast, and while she quietly and contentedly feasted he, with a few deft rubs and touches of the brush, quickly converted the snow-white heifer into what, with a very self-satisfied smile he told himself, was the best coloured roan in the parish.

Knowing that his man would soon be around in quest of the heifer he drove her out directly into the field where his other cattle were grazing, after which he returned to the wheels and to his interrupted artistic occupation, and while apparently absorbed in his work he all the time kept a watchful eye on the bohreen. Sure enough, as he had expected, he soon glimpsed his friend of the earlier part of the day. Affecting ignorance of the other’s approach, Mick worked on industriously till a ‘Good evening, friend,’ behind him caused him to turn around with a pretended start.

In well assumed surprise he heard of the vagrant heifer’s delinquencies and of the fact that she had come on in the direction of his (Mick’s) farm, for so, the dealer said, he had been assured by a cottage housewife down the road. Mick was profuse in his regrets for the trouble the buyer had been put to, but was very sorry that he couldn’t enlighten him as to the heifer’s whereabouts. He suggested that she might have made a short cut through the fields when nearing his farm and might be at the moment in with his other cattle. The pair went along to this field where Mick’s cattle were, but no white beast of any kind was to be seen amongst them.

Mick then explained that this particular heifer had been in the habit of breaking into the herd of his neighbour, Jack Lacey. In fact by her frequent transgressions she had been the cause of some friction between that good man and Mick himself. He thought it possible that on her way home she might have remained with Mr. Lacey's cattle; she would have fallen in with them before reaching Mick’s own.

They moved on towards this neighbouring farm, and while doing so Mick related to his companion that the owner, Mr. Lacey, had been lately developing certain eccentricities. He feared, indeed, that the poor man was beginning to get ‘touched’ (Mick here significantly tapped his forehead with his forefinger).   On a few occasions lately when the mischievous white heifer broke into Lacey’s cattle he, Mick, had the greatest difficulty in getting her away. Poor Mr. Lacey wanted to insist that the heifer was his own and even made a show of violence to prevent her being taken off. However (says Mick), when he is humoured and not contradicted, the fit passes away after a short time and he becomes normal again. He then understands his mistake and apologises for it.

‘He is sometimes accompanied by his friend, Rover, an old-age pensioner of a sheep-dog,’ Mick went on, ‘but poor Rover, like his master, is fast sinking into his dotage and a weak, plaintive bark is all that is now left in him.’

By this time the two had travelled over some of Mr. Lacey’s land and reached a field, at the far side of which a large herd of cattle was reposing. As they moved on closer to the herd, a white beast in the midst loomed up more and more distinctly to the view of both, and on getting still nearer they recognised the animal they were in quest of, identified beyond any possibility of doubt by the distinguishing black mark on the tip of the left ear.

Mick pointed out to the dealer the easiest route for him to take in getting the heifer away – on through an open gap to the next field, thence to a gateway at the farther end that led to a bohreen, which, in turn, ran through Mr. Casey’s farmyard, where he could more easily separate the white heifer from the rest. 

Fearing that his own presence might only irritate the man to whom the heifer had so often been a cause of annoyance, Mick bade his companion ‘Good evening’ with renewed regrets for the trouble he had unwittingly brought upon him.

Mick never put forward his literary knowledge with the same pride as he manifested when flourishing his old-time mathematical acquirements, and though he was a regular patron of the local Parish Library, he was not by any means a deep Shakespearean scholar. But now, after parting with the buyer, as he crouched by a nearby fence to watch the course of the on-coming events, his thoughts were certainly an echo of Mark Anthony’s after his oration over the dead body of Caesar, when he exulted:

‘Now let it work. Mischief!  thou art afoot,

Take thou what course thou wilt!’

A Tragedy of Errors.

The buyer, as directed by Mick, was driving the cattle on towards the gate leading to the bohreen when he was accosted by Mr. Lacey, who angrily demanded what he meant. The buyer quietly explained that he had bought the white heifer at Fermoy Fair earlier in the day, that she had broken away from a number of other animals he was driving home, that he had traced and followed her here – and was now trying to get her away.

‘But you are making a gross mistake, my dear man,’ Mr. Lacey informed him.  ‘That heifer was not at the fair today.’

‘You are right, sir,’ the buyer agreed.  ‘I am making a mistake. That heifer was not at the fair today,’ and he kept urging on the cattle towards the gateway.

‘You understand, then, that this white heifer is mine, not yours, and that your purchase must have gone in some other direction,’ Mr. Lacey explained.

‘You are right again, sir. I understand that this white heifer is yours, and that mine must have gone elsewhere.’   And with his accustomed facility, the buyer kept his stick in action driving the cattle forward.

Mr. Lacey concluded that the gentleman must have recently been indulging rather too freely.  ‘I suppose you met some friends at the fair to-day?’

‘Right, sir, right!   I met some of my friends at the fair to-day,’ the buyer acquiesced, still keeping the cattle moving on.

‘And ye had a few half-ones for the sake of old acquaintance, I presume?’

‘Sure, sir, sure!   We had a few Paddies when the fair was over. The rale thing, you know. The rale old Irish brew,’

‘And ye drank long life and success to the Economic War, I have no doubt?’  
It was evident from the tone of his speech that Mr. Lacey’s anger was rapidly rising.

‘We did, sir,’ the buyer readily responded.  ‘We all cheerfully clinked our glasses and drank long life and success to the Economic War. We had a right jolly time of it altogether.’

Mr. Lacey now advised him to go home and get to bed, and as he obediently promised to so the stick kept unceasingly functioning, steadily pressing the cattle on towards the gateway. It was in vain that Mr. Lacey got in front of the herd and endeavoured to turn them back; pressed on from behind they bore him backward before them until close to the gate, when he placed himself in an attitude of defiance with his back towards it and his stick held aloft. After emitting a couple of shrill whistles, he called sharply, ‘Rover, Rover!’  A shaggy, fierce-looking mongrel came racing along directly and took up a position by his master’s side. With deep growlings he eyed the stranger and evidently only waited his owner’s word to hurl himself upon him. The cattle were now bunched around the gate, which Mr. Lacey had firmly secured. As our modern political negotiators would say, matters had reached a dead-lock, and as no further progress was possible till the gate was opened, the buyer advanced to undo its fastenings, paying no attention to Mr. Lacey’s stern warnings to keep back. As he was about to withdraw the bolt, down unexpectedly came Mr. Lacey’s blackthorn, again and again and again upon his head, neck, shoulders and arms, at the same time that Rover seized on his legs, jumped on his body, sank his fangs deep into his flesh and tore piece upon piece away from the extremities of his nether garments. The unfortunate trader, taken off his feet by the suddenness and fierceness of this unexpected onslaught, hastily retreated, but despite his shouts and screams and whirling stick, Rover savagely persisted until the calls of his owner reluctantly induced him to desist and return.

Left in peace, if not in comfort, the buyer at length betook himself to a nearby stream to wash the blood from his hands and face and body, and ruefully to survey the remains of his much abbreviated breeches. Then taking a devious route by unfrequented paths, so as to avoid the curious or prying eyes of idle evening strollers, he got back to Mick’s farmyard without further incident.

Mick Acts the Part of the Good Samaritan.

A little boy, about ten years of age, gathering sticks for firewood, looked up on hearing the buyer’s steps in the yard behind. After gazing for a second or two, with surprise, and with no little fear, on the yet bleeding face and limbs of the stranger, he ran off calling to a brother at the other end of the yard to come over to see the Highlander, a man with only half a trousers like that Scottish soldier they saw in the pictures down at the Green the previous week. The buyer was too preoccupied with his distressful condition to be annoyed by the youngster’s remarks, or by the amused interest  with which the brothers regarded and followed him. As he was hastening on towards the open door of the dwelling house he heard from one of the buildings nearby the carefree voice of a farm worker singing his toil away. As the distance between him and the singer lessened, the words growing more distinct gave out the rolling rhymes of some unpublished version of  Johnny, I hardly Knew Ye:

‘That suit a scarecrow’s best would beat,


Hurroo!  Hurroo!

Your face seems to have fought your feet,


Huroo!  Hurroo!

Your day’s work you have paid for dear,

You’ve scarce and eye or nose or ear:

From gob to gams you’re out of gear,

Faix, Johnny, I hardly knew ye!

With hard blows quick, from his ould stick

The enemy nearly slew ye;

My darling dear, you look so queer 

Faix, Johnny, I hardly knew ye.’
At this stage the song was brought to a close by the two youngsters in the yard, loudly calling on their daddy to come out to see the live Highlander, and in response, Mick himself made his appearance at the door of the byre with a fork full of litter in his hands. In seeming speechless amazement he for some moments surveyed the wounded, torn condition of both the buyer’s person and garments. But he had, in truth, to exercise considerable restraint in the effort to preserve a serious expression. 

He was completely mystified at the unusual actions of both the dog and the man, he declared, when the buyer had explained matters to him; and it was only on remembering that the moon was at its full that evening and must have affected both with its mid-Summer madness that he was able to account in any way for their conduct.

Inviting him into the kitchen, Mick sympathetically washed and dressed, after his own rude fashion, the buyer’s wounds. But he regretted that he could not, as requested, lend him a pair of trousers. Indeed, like purty Molly Brannigan’s jilted admirer, whom Counsellor O'Connell’s advice concerning ‘promise breeches’ put in such a quandary, Mick could truthfully reply that he had ‘but the wan pair – and they were corduroy’, and that this one pair was at the moment engaged in very essential duty. But he could, he said, supply the dealer with a pair of very substantial gaiters. He had himself at all times found them very serviceable and they would thoroughly conceal the nakedness and disfigurements of his nether limbs.

The buyer gratefully accepting the offer, Mick brought forth from his bedroom a pair of strong, well-twisted straw sugawns, whose soil-stained appearance suggested some previous hard use.

Taking one of these in his hands Mick got down on his knees and proceeded to coil it from the open end, in closely knit circles round one of the dealer’s legs from the ankle upwards, after the manner in which such protective coverings were then worn by many farm workers. The sharp points and edges of broken straws, drawn tightly over the fresh wounds, caused the buyer many a wince, especially when Mick, ill-satisfied with some uneven or obtruding point, would press and beat it with his palm to bring about the desired smoothness.

Keeping up a running commentary on the comfort, protection, and economy of that particular form of gaiter, and on the deftness and facility he himself had acquired, from long practice, in turning them out with style and finish, Mick at length, to the buyer’s very great relief, completed the fitting of the first gaiter. Rising to his feet he stood back a step or two and looked his handiwork up and down with an expression of admiring satisfaction. Then turning to the buyer, he assured him that it could scarcely be distinguished from similar articles made of the best Russian leather, and that at a little distance it would in fact require as many eyes as there were on a pot of broth to see the difference (The buyer wore spectacles).   And he went on to dilate on the freedom of movement, the elasticity of step and the strength of muscle which sugawns such as this brought about as compared with the loose and ill-fitting articles obtained in draper’s shops.

But the buyer did not seem at all impressed by Mick’s laudations. The irritation caused to his bare and wounded leg was too palpably painful, and instead of the freedom and elasticity of movement promised for it by Mick, he found that it gave rise to a cramped and stilted gait when he moved around to test it. And, besides, though such improvised gaiters might be all very well among the rural people of the remote locality where Mick lived, the buyer felt that they were so far removed from conventional urban patterns, that the wearing of them would expose him to the ridicule of his neighbours if he happened to meet any of them on his way home.

So while grateful to Mick he rejected the sugawns, and had perforce to appeal to Mrs. Murphy for repairs to the ill-used breeches.

After she had canvassed and rejected several articles of discarded draperies, from which to obtain some suitable patches, she at last made use of an out-worn shawl. And when she had carefully cut off some pieces and attached them to what was left of the legs of the trousers, the garment showed an appearance presentable enough to disarm curiosity, especially as the dusk would soon come to his rescue.

The buyer having been delayed longer than expected, was now concerned about his other purchases, which were impounded in the bawn of an obliging farmer back on the high road; yet he was anxious to linger on till the approach of friendly nightfall. Before parting, Mick again expressed his sympathy and condemned the atrocious outrage. He agreed that the buyer was thoroughly right when he vowed he would visit the moon-struck Lacey with the severest penalties of the law.

The case was duly brought to court. Here Mr. Lacey produced so many witnesses to prove that the heifer in question was his, had for long been in his possession and was not at the mid-Summer Fair at Fermoy, that the judge had no alternative but to dismiss the prosecution with costs.

As the dealer left the court he passed by Mick talking to a friend. He heard Mick loudly express his disgust with the day’s proceedings and roundly assert that it was perfectly true for that man who once declared that the law was ‘a hass’.

