Paddy Ryan of Bartlemy.

A Character of my Early Days

Paddy Ryan was a well known character in Bartlemy parish and in its neighbourhood in the ‘seventies and succeeding decades. His parents lived in a thatched cottage directly opposite the gateway leading into the village churchyard, and in this cottage Paddy’s father (Larry Moishter, as he was known), ‘the village master taught his little school’.

Some years after the ‘National’ system of education had been established, a National School began to function in Bartlemy parish. But it was in a remote locality and difficult of access to a large number of the parish children; and so Larry’s academy continued to be sufficiently patronised to enable its proprietor earn a frugal living.

However, while Paddy was yet young, both his parents died, and the penniless and friendless orphan was reared and brought up in Fermoy Workhouse. As soon as he was thought capable of fending for himself he was allowed out. He then returned to his native parish where, for some time, he lived more or less on the charity of those who had been pupils or friends of his father.

Paddy was blest with an ordinary share of physical health and vigour. 

But he was mentally weak, a deficiency that was probably aggravated by the early loss of his parents and by a lack of kindly sympathy in his subsequent upbringing.

There was scarcely anyone more conscious of this disability than Paddy himself, and it was a standing grievance with him against his parents that ‘they reared a fool’.  Under the influence of drink, in particular, he gave voluble expression to this animus, accompanied with direful maledictions upon both his father and mother.

Though much of his intellectual equipment was at fault, and the whole was badly balanced, yet in certain respects he had inherited some of his father’s talents. He was an excellent traditional singer, and though illiterate, he could memorize and retain the longest songs. He had a special facility for computing dates, and by some intuitive method of his own could calculate, without apparent effort, the number of days or weeks or years that had elapsed since some memorable occurrence in the past, or that would elapse before some notable event would take place in the future.

When he came out of the Workhouse he lived for a time among the farmers of his native parish. They naturally expected him to do some casual jobs around the farmyards and farms. Paddy, however, had little desire for such work and he frequently changed around from one farm to another in hopes of finding less exacting hosts and hostesses. It was probably the aversion he took to farm work and to farmers in general at this period that was the basis of the habit he early formed and retained during his life of tacking on to every farmer the nickname of ‘Sgoura’ (‘Sgannradh’ in Irish).  The primary meaning of the word is ‘Fright’, but in secondary applications it denotes ‘over-anxiety’ or ‘worry’, particularly about business or financial matters – and hence it has become associated with a ‘niggard’ or ‘miser’.  Instead of alluding to a member of the farming community as, say, Mr. Ahern, or Mr. Barry, or Mr. Cashman, they were, in Paddy’s vocabulary, Sgoura Ahern, Sgoura Barry, Sgoura Cashman. The writer once asked him why he applied such an ugly term to farmers and the answer he gave, with a sort of seeming malicious satisfaction, was that ‘they do be bad to me at times’.

After some years he gravitated towards Bartlemy village, where he found less irksome employment in the lighter forms of work asked of him by the housewives there. The village, on the top of a conical hill some three hundred feet high, gets its water supply from the nearby lowlands. The chief source of water at that time was, as it is even to this day, a well at the northern side of the village from which the water was carried in large earthenware jugs up a steep road for more than two hundred yards. When Paddy became a settled citizen on the hill-top the work of water-carrying was gradually passed over to him and after a time he adopted it as his regular occupation. 

He was supplied by the householders with jugs, and for the modest sum of one penny he brought two large full vessels to each customer. On these occasions when he had got over the steepest portion of the hill and to within about twenty yards of the village he generally set the vessels down on the road to rest his arms and collect his breath, scattered in the effort to climb the hill. While thus relaxing he had a habit of gazing intently towards the clouds and the farthest horizons, away over the counties Limerick, Tipperary and Waterford.

In the course of these aerial observations, some mischievous youngsters and, indeed, not infrequently their elders, would take the opportunity of having some fun at his expense. And often, as Paddy’s thoughts were ranging along the heights of Galtymore, or wrapped in a silvery cirrus cloud fleeting gaily overhead, they were suddenly brought back to the prosaic little village near him by a missile from some hidden hand hurtling uncomfortably close to his head.

This immediately galvanised him into activity. Violently snatching his hat from his head he would fiercely survey every point of the compass in his vicinity, and, concentrating on the direction in which he believed the foe to be ambushed, he would give out a loud and vehement challenge with the single word, ‘Again!’

If the attack was not continued, Paddy’s temper gradually subsided and the incident passed over. But if there was a further fusillade he would immediately seize the jugs, and raising them as high as his arms could reach, bang both together - bringing the water cascading down, for the most part, upon his own person – then striding incontinently off and shaking the dust of the village from his feet, he would remain ‘on strike’ for days until the villagers had forgotten their broken water jugs and were glad to welcome him back to their assistance once again.

Although it was from an ordinary well that Paddy drew the water, he was generally known, especially among the younger folk, as ‘Paddy the Pump,’ a name he deeply resented. But, as is usual in such cases, the more the term got Paddy’s ‘goat up’, the greater relish some found in using it; and the name at length became so well established that it was on the tongues of even the children of the locality.

As Paddy was one day labouring up to the top of the hill, weighted with his two full jugs, a little child about three years old, having strayed from a neighbouring residence, was amusing itself on the roadside. Just as he lay down his jugs to rest himself as usual, ‘Pump,’ ‘Pump,’ lisped the child. Indifferent as to the source of the insult, the approbrious term so wounded Paddy’s sensibilities that, having, after his usual fashion, wreaked satisfaction on the jugs and their contents, he seized a piece of flagstone from a nearby fence and flinging it furiously at the child struck it square on the forehead and stretched it out insensible. I recall that through fear of the child’s father he kept in this case away from the village for many weeks.

In his work as water-carrier, Paddy had many intervals of leisure and at such times he was glad to undertake odd jobs of various kinds for the villagers. On one such occasion a village housekeeper sent him to a friend of hers out in the country for some straw that she required for household purposes. He duly went on his errand. The farmer friend arranged the straw for him in the form of a bulky sheaf tied with a strong rope in such a way that he could hoist the bundle on to his back. A winding road about two miles long led from the farmer’s house to the village, but a path across the fields, when about half the distance was travelled, made a very appreciable short-cut. Paddy followed the path until he came to a high fence fitted with large, flat stone steps at both sides. When he had clambered over this he rested his load on top of the fence. Then, seating himself on a flag-step beneath, he immediately got interested, according to custom, in the springtide skies. A young man ploughing in an adjacent field saw how things were. Stealing quietly towards the stile unobserved by the abstracted Paddy, he applied a lighted match to the straw. Deeply absorbed in his celestial studies, Paddy did not notice the fire behind him until the flames actually caught his poll. Springing to his feet he saw that the valuable straw was on fire. He made frantic efforts to put it out, beating it with his hat and attempting to tread it down, but he only fanned the fire into stronger flame, and when the nearby ploughman belatedly came to his assistance (moryah) he found the precious straw completely burnt out and Paddy ruefully surveying ‘the blackness of ashes’ that marked where it had rested. 

But Paddy was under no delusions as to the origin of this conflagration, from which he regarded it as very fortunate that he himself had escaped; he was wont to declare, in his dramatic accounts of the matter afterwards, that only for the wind blowing westerly (i.e. away from his back) he was burned to ashes.

Paddy got back to the village in the very worst of humour and roundly abused the woman who had put him on such a dangerous errand. But she had grown accustomed to his moods, and in fact some days later she was able to induce him to go to the same farmer for another bundle of straw to replace that which had been burned. She, however, warned him to keep to the road during the whole journey homewards, assuring him that he would have nothing to fear from villains working in the fields.

Accordingly, providing himself with a new piece of strong cord, he set out and, as advised, kept strictly to the road on his return, resting his burden from time to time on the roadside fences. He had got within a few hundred yards of the village, and, bowed beneath his load, was rounding the last bend when, to his utter consternation, he saw approaching none other than his late enemy of the fields seated on a horse-drawn cart. The meeting was quite accidental, but to Paddy’s imagination it seemed a determined design to incinerate him. He hugged as closely as might be the fence farthest from the cart, peering darkly and fearfully from under his canopy the while. As fast as his burden would allow he hastened his steps. At last he was past without incident; but, just as he was counting himself out of danger, he heard the sound of a match being sharply ignited on a piece of stone behind him. In a paroxysm of panic he cast the bundle on the road, tore it wildly apart, and flung fistfulls of straw over bushes and fences in every direction. Too blinded by his fury to see or to understand that not a blade of the straw was being burned (as the practical joker had by this time thrown the lighted match harmlessly away), he ceased not from his endeavours to extinguish the imaginary fire until he had littered the roadway and hedges for yards around and had scarcely left a straw upon a straw.

But his frenzy was yet far from being appeased. He sped straight off to report the matter in his own lurid language to the Rathcormac police, and he wanted to insist that they should at once arrest the offender before he would have burned whole haggarts in the parish. But the police knew Paddy, and after they had treated him to a couple of pints and pacified him with promises to punish the culprit severely, he returned appeased to the village.

Paddy had a most inordinate appetite. His favourite menu was bread, butter and tea, and he could at a sitting dispose of as much of these as would suffice for three ordinary persons. But the people of Bartlemy, among whom he lived and had his being were not partial to almost daily liberality on such a scale, and it was only on festive occasions that he found ample opportunities for indulgence.

He attended every ‘Station’ from end to end of the parish for the sake of the breakfast supplied to those present. He took his welcome for granted and made himself quite at home. His peculiarities were well known and his visit was regarded as a matter of course. On these occasions the capacity of his stomach was generously catered for with a table and a teapot all to himself.

When he was in good humour, as he generally was on these Station mornings, he was never tired of singing, and he was delighted to know that his songs were appreciated. But no one enjoyed his effusions more than himself. He threw heart and soul into his song, his body swaying rhythmically in harmony with the melody. Coins were often forthcoming on such occasions from admirers among his audiences. The curate once gave him a sixpenny-bit for his singing – for which Paddy thanked him with ‘God bless you, father’.  On the same morning the parish priest, just coming on behind, handed him a shilling, for which Paddy again expressed his gratitude – this time with, ‘God Almighty bless you, father’.  The P.P. having heard the ‘God bless you’ just before that, asked him what was the difference between ‘God bless you’ and ‘God Almighty bless you’.  Paddy promptly replied, ‘Sixpence, father’.

During his periodical absences from the village, owing to differences, great or small, with the inhabitants, he was sometimes obliged to take on light forms of service with the farmers. He was on one occasion employed minding cows, a job he had little relish for, as he had no love of cows. Their ‘moos’ intimidated him and he had an abiding belief that treachery lurked under every bovine horn. For this reason he bade the farmer unceremonious goodbye as soon as he thought he might safely return to the village. A few days later he met his ex-employer, who asked why he had left. Paddy told him that it was ‘ a position without a future’ for he had ‘never heard that a cowboy rose’ (i.e., financially or socially)

Before Paddy had reached the age of three score his health showed signs of giving way. He gave up attending the farther off Stations. He was frequently absent from the village even when cordial relations existed between himself and the villagers. He often missed breakfast time when sleeping on the farmers’ lofts – his usual dormitories. His anger became more easily roused, and in the mornings, after cold or uncomfortable nights, he vented it indiscriminately on man and beast. He spent long hours by the farmers’ hearths and frequently made matters unpleasant for housewives by casting away from their places on or near the fire any saucepans, pots, kettles or other cooking utensils that interfered with this comfort.

He eventually returned to his Alma Mater – the Fermoy Workhouse. Here he enjoyed special privileges obtained for him by Rural District Councillors who had known him for years and had sympathised with his weaknesses and his wants.

Though he was not altogether unhappy there, he nevertheless yearned for freedom and for a return to the place where he had lived and laboured for so many years. But there was no returning for poor Paddy. His work was done. His mission among the people of Bartlemy was ended. He would never again toil up the long hill to the village weighted with his pair of jugs; never again sing at the Stations; he would quarrel no more with the villagers. And these villagers missed him. For nearly half a century he had been one of themselves, and he had for the greater part of the time served them well. He filled a large space in their lives, for they had grown accustomed to his moods and humours and had learned to overlook his peccadillos.

He struggled on through months, growing inexorably weaker. He was at length laid to rest in a nameless grave in the Workhouse cemetery among hundreds of poor creatures like himself who, in their hapless and homeless old age, found a home within the Workhouse walls.

‘Life’s fitful fever’ was certainly his lot, and not unlike him to whom Shakespeare first applied this phrase, we trust that Paddy too rests in peace, that ‘he sleeps well.’

