A New Year Night’s  Ball.
On the crest of a picturesque acclivity overlooking the River Bride, Knockbawn Hall rose high over one of the loveliest valleys of East Cork. As befitted a residence of the former Lords of Knockbawn, the Hall was a magnificent structure, its great proportions enhanced the view by the eminence on which it stood. At one time it was the most popular of the many seats of its aristocratic owners, and successive members of the Knockbawn family reigned here through several generations, giving extensive employment to numerous families around them.

But some of those old Lords of Knockbawn lived extravagantly. Improvident and reckless, they passed on large debts to their successors, and financial difficulties accumulated around them so heavily that, while retaining possession of Knockbawn Hall and adjoining grounds, they themselves had eventually to retire to a remoter estate where they could live in less pretentious style.

The Knockbawn employees were then dismissed, all except one old retainer, named John Malley, who was kept on as caretaker of the Hall and its surrounding demesne. The conservatories were closed; the gardens simply left neglected; and the stables were thrown empty. Desolation soon became written large over the great mansion, over the farmyard buildings, over the dismantled flax-mill and the falling kennels; while ‘the silence of unlaboured fields’ was everywhere in the spacious lawns that once were ringing with sound of cheerful toil.

Nor were the financial extravagances of those old Lords of Knockbawn by any means the worst of their vices. Local traditions for long preserved fearful tales of their excesses and of the orgies known to Knockbawn Hall in their days of riotous revelry.

It was even maintained that one old gentleman, the ‘Great Lord’ par excellence, as a climax to his life of self-indulgence, had entered into an alliance, a sort of entente-cordiale, with his Satanic Majesty. And so close, it would seem, was this friendship that it was not to be broken even in death, for after the Great Lord’s demise he and his sable patron were frequently seen patrolling nightly around the Knockbawn demesnes and making the darkness hideous with their fearful shrieks and cries.

These stories were, at the time of which we write, fast losing their hold on the popular mind, and were treated merely as subjects for ridicule by most of the younger generation. Peasants now no longer shunned the approaches to the manor after nightfall, and poachers were found bold enough to set their snares in Knockbawn lawns at the most witching hours, without fear of encountering any ghostly presences.

But however the faith of others in these traditional accounts might waver, into the mind of John Malley there never entered a shadow of doubt as to their truth. He rather boasted of these tales, prided in them as proof of the superiority of the family in which he and his ancestors had served for generations. He loved to talk of the grand times when the Knockbawn  Lords were in their heyday, and to recall the vanished glories associated with their sway. He was proud of the great Hall, proud of his connection with it. It was always a pleasure to him to show visitors around it; and when numbers of young folk, with growing frequency, met there on Sunday evenings, a little tactful diplomacy usually succeeded in inducing him to open the ballroom to them for ‘a dance or two.’

It was perhaps these impromptu dancing parties that suggested to some members of a social club in Ryecoor, a parish nearby, the notion of obtaining the use of the Hall’s spacious apartments for their annual New Year Night’s dance. The growing popularity of this function made the club members anxious to entertain on a larger scale than heretofore; and when the reigning scion of Knockbawn acceded to their request for permission, they determined to make the most of this unique opportunity.

Elaborate preparations were at once set on foot. The long-neglected ball-room floor was again waxed and polished. Choicest bunting was obtained, and scores of multi-coloured lamps were procured to shed brilliancy around the Hall and to light up its environs and approaches. What had been hitherto known as the ‘Ryecoor Social Dance’ was changed overnight to the ‘Knockbawn Grand Ball.’   Invitations were issued on a more than usually lavish scale; the catering was entrusted to a reputable Cork City firm, and the other incidental arrangements were made with a scrupulous anxiety to have everything in first-class order.

The big event was to come off on New Year’s Night. For some weeks previous it was the main subject of local conversation. Its importance overshadowed all other topics. The feminine section of the community was especially fluttered. Styles were discussed, frocks chosen, and local sartorial art in all its branches was taxed to the utmost to cope with the occasion. 

But there were people in Ryecoor who looked upon these preparations, upon this pageantry and this expense, as something worse than vanity. Myles Carey in particular, a hard-working small shopkeeper in the locality, regarded ambitious displays such as this as little less than criminal – luxury and profusion mocking the misery of poor hapless families – an aping of West Britonism in some of its worst forms.

But Myles’ socialistic views were many years in advance of his time. By most people he was regarded as a faddist, not to be taken seriously. Among members of the Ryecoor branch of the Gaelic League he had certain close friends who were usually on the committee of the Ryecoor Social Dance; yet for some reason their names did not this year appear as members of the committee of the Knockbawn Grand Ball. The slight rankled. These men now lent encouraging ears to Myles’ criticisms of the proposed Ball and became well-nigh as voluble as he was in condemning and denouncing it.

Some local ‘fine boys,’ as they were known, with a penchant for practical joking, conceived the idea of capitalising on the situation, and they suggested to the disgruntled neighbours the propriety of throwing a spanner in the works and pomps of these overweening ‘Knockbawn Grand Ball’ promoters.

However the preparations for the Ball went uninterruptedly on and every omen promised the committee a New Year’s night, replete with social enjoyment.

In those days, more than half a century ago, motors and buses were still in the future. The city catering firm was to send its supplies to Fermoy, the nearest Railway Station to Ryecoor. These were due to arrive there by a late train on New Year’s Eve; and John Malley, who was all enthusiasm over the function, had instructions to collect the boxes (in his jennet-cart) from the Station on New Year’s morning after Mass, and to have them delivered at Knockbawn in the early afternoon.

John had been kept particularly busy during the week before the Ball. His advice and assistance were much in request. He was now getting on in years; yet his zeal in the work of preparing and adorning the Hall made him forget his age and occasional weariness. On New Year’s Day he duly collected the city firm’s consignment; and, having securely fixed it in his cart at the Railway Station (feeling that the main portion of his work in preparing for the Knockbawn Grand Ball was now practically over,) he felt a certain sense of relief – and a strong inclination to relax.

As he was coming along the principal street of the town, on his return journey, he happened to meet Myles Carey and a neighbour. These had little difficulty in persuading him to join them in ‘just one drink’ that they were about to have, for ‘the luck of the New Year,’ as they phrased it.

John was agreeably surprised at the interest that Myles and his friend evinced in the Ball; and he felt not a little flattered to hear them declare that they understood it was John’s own suggestions and assistance that were mainly responsible for transforming the Hall into the brilliant scene it was to supply that night. Myles even thought it probable, from what he had heard of the Hall’s new grandeur, that the ‘Great Lord’ would be back during the night to see Knockbawn arrayed in all its old-time glory.

So engrossed was John in the conversation and so pleased with the compliments of Myles and his companion that the time slipped unheeded by; and it was not till he found the publican turning on the early evening lights that he bethought himself, with some anxiety, of the six long miles before him to Knockbawn Hall 

He hurriedly started up to depart, but Myles would insist on a deoc-a-doruish. John’s social feelings were getting into the ascendant; his inebriation was getting more evident and his hilarity more pronounced. The deoc-a-doruish turned out to be a prolonged ceremony, with much convivial clinking of glasses and repeated chorusings of Auld Lang Syne.

John’s jennet (always addressed by him as ‘Jimmy’) had meanwhile been tied to a pillar outside. The poor animal had given many years of faithful service and he seemed to think that the time for his superannuation had long since arrived. He had been frequently of late getting ‘off form,’ and at such times was accustomed to practise a ‘go-slow’ movement which his master found particularly irritating.

But John was in no mood for trifling to-night, and as he took his seat on one of the front boxes in the cart he made it abundantly clear to his friend Jimmy that he required a very special effort on the road home; and he emphasised the demand with vigorous applications of a well-seasoned ash plant.

But the poor beast was sadly handicapped. He had a heavy load; he was cold and hungry; and at Corrin outside the town there was a steep gradient which made things more difficult. John had not got far beyond the outskirts of the town before he noticed some stars making their appearance; and lighted New Year candles were beginning to show through some of the wayside windows. Under pressure of the plant, however, supplemented as it was by some vociferous adjectives, Jimmy made steady progress and got at length to the summit of the incline. From here there was, away to the south, a commanding view of a stretch of countryside, now lit up by hundreds of glittering beacons; and, dominating all, on the ridge of the distant horizon, was the great Knockbawn Hall, its scores of windows throwing far and wide a radiance that paled all lesser lights.

John felt for a moment enthralled by the dignity of the noble mansion, silhouetted against the starry heavens; but the chilling reality of the intervening miles threw an ominous shadow around it. The ‘Isle of the Blest’ did not seem farther ‘away, far away’ to the adventurous Arran islander, as night fell upon him in his frail currach out in Galway Bay, than did Knockbawn Hall now to John Malley.

To renewed forcible appeals Jimmy resentfully shook his head, yet he bravely endeavoured to respond; but as the poor animal was showing signs of fatigue after this enforced journey from the town, John feared that sustained pressure might lead to his collapse. He therefore thought it better to moderate the use of the plant, with the result that the latter part of the journey took proportionately much more time that did the earlier. And when at length, after laborious perseverance, they reached the massive gates at the entrance to the winding avenue leading to Knockbawn Hall the carriages were already fast rolling in. The avenue was so congested that John resolved (as Myles had advised him in Fermoy) to avoid the front entrance with its crowding vehicles and to get around to the Hall by the back or West-Gate entrance, even though this imposed an extra half mile on poor jaded Jimmy.

This West-Gate entrance led to Knockbawn farmyard from which there was access to the back apartments of the Hall. It was a sort of alley, thickly lined with bordering hedges and tall trees, behind which was an abundance of overgrown laurels, whins, and blackthorn bushes.

Except for the lonely rustling of the still unshed beechen leaves there was silence and stillness all around as John passed inside the Gate. The big trees stood out in the darkness, shadowy and ghost-like. For a moment John thought he saw a form move swiftly across the path in front and vanish behind a hedge!  The dark emptiness and dreariness of the place now seemed to him somewhat eerie. But he reproached himself for his foolish fancies. Nevertheless he could not dismiss them; and Myles’ remark about the probable return of the ‘Great Lord’ that night now came back forcibly to his mind.

Meanwhile matters were growing serious within the Hall. From an early hour in the afternoon the Ball committee had been busy giving the finishing touches to the arrangements. Everything possible was put in order; all details were perfected. The dining tables were set with glistening delph and shining silver; the gorgeous epergnes were miniature flower-gardens, and the rows of upturned glasses, neatly arranged on the side-tables, gave indications of an abundance that should delight the most ardent ‘toper.’

Everything was in the pink – everything except in one respect; John Malley had not turned up with his supplies. Ordinarily he would have been back from the Railway Station hours since; allowance was however being made for the social season. Nevertheless some members of the committee were getting uneasy.

Another half hour passed, and John was not forthcoming. The position was beginning to grow critical as the guests were now arriving in numbers. After a hurried consultation it was decided to send out some scouts on the laggard’s track. These were just about to depart when – there was a flutter, which quickly rose to loud commotion, in the Hall. Hatless and breathless, torn and bleeding, in rushed John Malley shouting, and gasping out between terrified screams ‘The ghosts! The ghosts! They chased me!  They are after me!  They are coming in!  The Great Lord all on fire! oh! oh! oh!’

For a long time he could not be sufficiently quieted to give any coherent account of the cause of his terror, but by degrees he managed to explain that, coming along from the West Gate, he was alarmed by an awful roaring and wailing and rattling of chains; and that immediately afterwards there emerged from a shrubbery in front of him the fire-wrapped forms of the Great Lord and his old-time associate, horned and horrible, both anathematising in dreadful fashion all who were parties to the desecration of noble Knockbawn Hall that night.

Stupefied by the appaling sight, he had for a moment stood still, but seeing the apparitions making directly towards him, he burst through the boundary hedge and fled, pursued by a chorus of cries so unearthly as to suggest that all the demons of hell were following behind him.

‘The drunken idiot!’  ‘The crazy dolt!’  ‘Asleep and dreaming!’ were some of the angry and scornful comments poured out upon him and his ridiculous story.

Poor hungry Jimmy, with boxes intact on his cart, was later on found grazing contentedly on the grassy margin of the lane about half way between the West Gate and the Hall.

In an ante-room of the Great Hall were a dozen or so of city guests, chilled after their long journey on Outside-Cars. A superior crowd they rated themselves, with immaculate shirt-fronts and stylish dresses and with loud-voiced self-importance and affected accents.

These were the first care of the committee as soon as some of the supplies on Jimmy’s cart had been hastily unpacked. A case labelled ‘Brandy – Three Star’ was quickly opened, some bottles uncorked, and measures of the stimulating liquor poured into ready tumblers. With a ‘Here’s success to Knockbawn Ball,’ the thirsty gentlemen simultaneously raised their glasses and gulped down the contents. – Crash!  The tumblers fell in a hundred fragments on the floor. Shrieks of ‘Poison’ echoed round the room, amid spewing and spluttering and coughing. Alarmed Ball officials proceeded to stroke the backs of some who showed dangerous apoplectic tendencies. It was a fearful five minutes before these gentlemen could be assured that they had not been given some deadly drug.

Nor were matters much easier in another apartment where a party of ladies had assembled. It was before the era of cocktails when ‘the cup that cheers but not inebriates’ still retained its old-time appeal. But the deity presiding over the Knockbawn Ball must have been in some particularly impish humour, for the ‘cups’ that now waited on the unsuspecting ladies had effects as devastating as the ‘Brandy’ had produced upon the gentlemen.

The sinister news quickly spread among the other guests. The Hall became agog. The committee found themselves in a most embarrassing situation. There was some extraordinary mystery about the whole business. What was all this blundering?  What did it mean?  What could it mean?  How did it happen? Who was responsible for it?

The boxes and parcels were all clearly addressed to the Hon. Secretary of Knockbawn Ball, and the Railway officials were not apparently at fault. The explanation then seemed to be that some overseer or employee of the city firm must have been so exuberantly greeting the advent of the New Year as to get into a bemuddled condition which caused him to misdirect consignments, and to send on to Knockbawn Hall goods intended for somebody else.

How were they to undo the mischief?  Could they possibly provide substitute supplies?  The chance of succeeding in doing so was canvassed from many angles, but it was regarded as impracticable. There was nothing left but to take the guests into their confidence.

Fortunately the Hon. Secretary was a pushful, energetic young man, not easily abashed, and capable of facing up to a difficult situation. He had a flair for addressing meetings, undisturbed by the fact that the polysyllables in some of his rhetorical sentences were often decided misfits.

To the assembled guests he now expressed the undiluted regrets of the committee for the marring of what promised to be a night of super-eminent sociability. They had made what they considered unimpeachable arrangements, had provided for the most fastidiously epicurean of tastes; but their profusion of good things had proved to be merely Dead Sea fruit, which had turned out even more distasteful than ashes, on the lips of some of their estimable friends.

What the origin of this lamentable misadventure was, he continued, they were profoundly and provokingly ignorant. Speculation as to its source completely submerged their senses. All facts in connection with it, he declared, were hidden in inscrutable and incomprehensible obscurity, and the only surmisable solution that permitted of approachable certainty was that some irresponsible simpleton, besotted by the festive season’s excesses, had so erroneously discharged his duty as to draw all this afflicting confusion and disturbance on the night’s assured enjoyment.

‘We apologise,’ he finished up, ‘that we have now no edible hospitality to offer, and that, under our altered exigencies, we are constrained to convert the function into a Cinderella festivity. And now without further ceremonials I beg to declare the gaiety open; and to one and all I say:

‘On with the dance; let joy be unconfined.’

Amid the continued applause that greeted his concluding remarks a score or more of pairs took places on the Ball-room floor, and for a time all did indeed go ‘merry as a marriage bell.’   But the enforced abstinence ill-accorded with prolonged exertion, and long before the midnight hour had chimed many guests had departed.

It was subsequently asserted that, as carriages drove away from the Hall, chorused parodies of ‘After the Ball’ were heard floating through the sharp morning air.

One of these in particular was current in Ryecoor for many years afterwards. The opening lines ran;

‘Home from the Ball we’re hasting

After this niggard night !

Home without ever tasting

Mouthful or sup or bite;

Hunger untold we’re taking

Back with us one and all,

Many the tummy’s aching


Af – ter – the – Ball.’
As Myles Cary was known to be an occasional dabbler in poetry these lines were generally attributed to him. It was also the common belief that it was he and his friends – one a chemist’s assistant – who had so well impersonated the ghosts and substituted special boxes, carefully assorted, for those John Malley had brought in his cart from town. To facilitate the conspirator’s plans John was delayed on his way back from the Railway Station until darkness had well over-taken him. 

On this New Year’s Night a belated Santa Claus had more than usually generous gifts to distribute around Ryecoor – a direct result, as it was afterwards understood, of the abortive ‘Knockbawn Grand Ball.’
