Shawn Walle and the Donkey*

‘Look here, boss, it’s no use; you’re robbin’ yourself before yer two eyes,’ said Shawn Walle, or, as he was generally called, Shawno Walle, to his employer one Sunday after coming home from last Mass. ‘Robbin’ yerself and yer family clane and complate. I was talkin’ to Pether Burke about it at the wall before Mass again today. ‘Tis throwin’ away money yer are, like you’d be lettin’ it go with the Bride. ‘Tis a shame, nothin’ less,’ and Shawno had to pause for very breath in the middle of his invective.

‘And what mad thing did Peter and yourself make me out to be doing now, Shawno’? asked Mr Mackey with an amused smile.

‘ An ‘tisn’t the first time I towld you so,’ continued Shawno, heedless of his master’s query. ‘An’ so ‘tisn’t; a creamery there almost at yer very doore, payin’ sevenpence a gallon for milk, a regular goold mine if a man had only sinse enough to take advantage of it. But that’s it. That’s what I always get whin I thry to advise ye,’ as he saw that the other was taking the matter in a humour that was quite out of keeping with the seriousness he himself attached to it. ‘Laugh at me for me pains I ought to know it. Have yer own way an’ be soon widout house or home above yer head,’ and Shawno, despite his master’s calls to come back, indignantly stalked out of the house and busied himself with some odd jobs around the farmyard.

Shawno had for years been employed in the Mackey family. As a boy his apprenticeship to his future calling was served in the farm where he still laboured. He was some years the senior of young William, his present master, a fact which caused him to look with a sort of patronage on the latter in all that pertained to matters agricultural; he felt that his larger experience entitled him to reverse his position and assume the role of master, a pretension which his 

young employer in his quiet, good-humoured way, enjoyed rather than resented, though many of the schemes and suggestions of Shawno he thought anything but practical; while Shawno, on the other hand, had the utmost contempt for some of the plans and ideas the young Mr.Mackey had brought back with him from a visit to some model farms.

But it was not till he heard that a mistress was about to be brought to the place that Shawno’s prophecies of evil for his master’s future reached their climax.

‘God help her, the cratur, whoever she is, ‘Tis little she knows what she’s drawin’ on herself,’ he said to himself on first hearing about it. He felt that his own counsel and care were now more than ever necessary, and he determined at any cost to try and keep his master ‘an’ the angishore av a girl he had fooled into marryin’ him’ from the door of the poorhouse.

‘The dinner is ready,’ cried Mr Mackey, coming out to the yard, where Shawno was still busy. ‘I am surprised now,’ he added in a tone suggestive of innocent astonishment, for Shawno still showed some traces of his late ill-humour. ‘I’m surprised, now, that you should think I was joking you a while ago. And do you really think a creamery would be the most profitable way of disposing of the milk for the Summer.’?

This implied compliment to his judgement and opinion at once mollified the offended Shawno.

‘I don’t think it at all, boss,’ he replied; ‘ I’m dead certain sure av it, twice or three times as much as you’d make be churnin’ it.

‘But suppose now, Shawno, that I did make up my mind to send the milk to the creamery, look at the trouble of taking it there – a horse and a man for two or three hours every day.’

Shawno hadn’t given any thought to this side of the question and for a moment or two now he was nonplussed, but he soon got over the difficulty by suggesting a donkey and cart. In a hundred ways, he argued, the donkey and cart would be useful. If there was never a creamery there was plenty of work every day in the week for a donkey on the farm. He’d be much handier for doing many jobs about the yard and haggart than any horse. It was neglect and carelessness, he contended, not to have got a donkey and cart years ago.

Mr. Mackey quite appreciated the force of Shawno’s arguments. In truth it wasn’t the first time that the idea of utilising the services of one of the humble animals in question had recommended itself to him. But as there is a classic difficulty in making hare soup without a hare, so now, before availing of the assistance, however valuable, of a donkey, an absolutely necessary preliminary, as Mr. Mackey knew, was that a donkey should first be got. And here, as he explained to Shawno, was the difficulty. Where was a donkey to be had? The district around was, indeed at one time the happy hunting ground of asses innumerable, but their habits of vagrancy and their numerous depredations made them so obnoxious to the long-suffering husbandmen that a bitter prejudice sprang up against them; and now not more than one or two survived, antediluvian specimens who roamed the highways and the bye-ways at their own sweet will, with a lofty disdain of collar and trace and the servile employment of their more accommodating brethren. But however interesting these might be to the antiquarian, or the philosopher, their qualities were scarcely such as to appeal to a commonplace farmer who was concerned with the practical question of  their usefulness alone. 

Shawno felt that his master was at length beginning to soften and to become amenable to reason and common-sense, so he determined that whatever difficulties there may be in the way of finding a donkey, the opportunity should not be let pass. In his own expressive way he declared that ‘the d----l would be in the matter if he couldn’t poke a dacent donkey out of some d--n hole.

For some days after, Shawno assiduously followed up his search for the donkey, but with no success. It was not indeed that he couldn’t find numerous animals offered for sale, but from various causes he declined their ownership. Some he rejected on the score of youth; others because of old age; while others again were so lacking in the most elementary physical qualities as to make them wholly undesirable purchases. Shawno was almost in despair when a lucky chance struck him across a roving band of tinkers. They had taken up their temporary residence in an uninhabited cottage, and among their worldly possessions was a large number of very prepossessing-looking donkeys. Shawno didn’t trouble himself with any conscientious reflections as to their possibly doubtful ownership; all that concerned him was that here was the very thing he wanted. Without much difficulty he bargained for one, a strong, bony, well-built animal trained to do all kinds of work, as the tinkers guaranteed him, and with a mixture of Spanish blood in his breeding. In fact, as Shawno explained to Mr. Mackey when he proudly led the animal into the farmyard, you need only to look at his eyes to know there was something in him different from common donkeys; there was ‘ speret an’ intelligence av no mane kind’ he asserted.

While waiting for a proper-sized cart to be made, Shawno took Neddy, as he christened him, in hands, and treated him to all the generosity that a haggart and barn could afford. Oats and hay seemed to be at a discount, to judge by the lavishness with which these articles were stuffed into Neddy’s manger, and soon his sleek, well-rounded body told how well this agreed with his constitution. And yet, notwithstanding the animals manifest improvement Shawno had at times an uneasy feeling. Despite his unremitting kindness and care he thought that Neddy sometimes behaved very ungratefully. Instead of coming towards him when called, as an affectionate obedient donkey would do, Neddy affected a deafness and grazed away unconcernedly ‘till Shawno was beside him, when with a provoking suddenness he would throw up his head, gallop away at top speed till well out of range, and then with a right-about-wheel he would indulge in a series of hoarse brays that sounded suspiciously like mocking laughter. Nor was it at all respectful the way he acted when Shawno was on his back. Without the least warning or slightest hint of his treacherous intentions, he would with two or three ‘bucks’ leave his unsuspicious rider sprawling in the water of some pond or stream, and scamper exultingly in freedom away. Even when the cart was at length got, and he was yoked in to do ‘something that would knock the moorcuish out av ‘im,’ as Shawno put it, the omens didn’t seem anything more favourable. He had a knack of standing sulkily still or stubbornly pushing his burden backwards when requested to move forwards. Sometimes, indeed, rather than stir at all he would wilfully throw himself under his load, and refuse to budge from his dangerous position. But of all his faults and failings the most marked, as it was likely to prove the most serious, was a certain sensitiveness in his posterior quarters. Let but a feather’s weight light upon him here, and the two hind legs were immediately in action. This may be due to heredity, or it may be the result of the sharpened sticks of mischievous young tinkers when the poor animal was at their tender mercies; but at any rate it required continual vigilance and caution on Shawno’s part to avoid exciting Neddy’s susceptibilities. And yet Shawno had not any doubt of Neddy’s ultimate reformation. ‘The poor baste,’ he declared, ‘is not to be blamed if he has bad manners. His ejacation was neglected whin he was a child, and he was brought up different, poor fello, from others av his thribe. Wait till he gets used to the customs av civilised shociety an’ you’ll see how different he’ll be.’

But Neddy’s evil propensities seemed only on the increase. Gates and fences vanished before him wherever tempting herbage showed itself beyond. He acquired unusual deftness and a facility  in managing hasps and bolts, and as evil communications corrupt good manners, some of the other animals on the farm were learning from his example, and beginning to make themselves exceedingly troublesome. Shawno was at his wits’ end. The creamery season would soon be opening, and ‘twas ten to one if he would even carry the churns of milk. Something should be done, and done soon, so Shawno decided to consult some more experienced persons upon the matter.

‘I’d want a half sovereign to-day boss.’ Said Shawno to his master after dinner one Sunday, and the diffidence of his voice and manner showed it was not without some misgivings he proffered his modest request.

‘Going to rise a glorious spree this evening, is it Shawno’? asked Mr. Mackey.

‘Well, the old limekiln has got a good spell of peace, but I think it had better look out for itself tonight.’

The limekiln was a disused building on the roadway between the village and Shawno’s present abode, and whether it was the shadows round the corners that to Shawno’s inebriated fancy sometimes took the form of ambushed foes, or whether it was his sheer exuberance of fighting form flushed with victory over all merely human opponents that urged him on, belated travellers on Sunday nights were often astonished to see a semi-nude figure posed in solemn pugilistic attitude before its peaceful walls challenging it to come forward, and denouncing its craven cowardice; or closed in wrestling embrace with one of its angular corners calling for time to spit in his hands, and using his utmost efforts of hand and leg to unfix it from its foundations.

The colour that now rushed to Shawno’s cheeks told how conscious he was of his little peccadilloes, but he hastily protested the innocence of his present intentions.

‘No, no, boss,’ he cried, with an aggrieved expression, ‘didn’t I tell ye that I took the pledge and am temprit again.’

‘You are, Shawno – temperate between drinks. But if you do intend on going on a booze to-day surely you don’t need a half sovereign’?

‘The fact is boss,’ said Shawno, with some hesitation, ‘that – that – well, boss, there’s to be a bowlin’ match on the high road this evening. A bragger of a fella from Cork City that’s after challengin’ any wan in this parish, an – an – I took him up.’

‘Oh, is that it. Well, then, Shawno, in that case you must have the half sovereign. But you needn’t beat him too much you know,’ with a wink to Mrs. Mackey, who had come on the scene to intercede for Shawno. ‘And from what I’ve heard about him he’s a quarrelsome sort of fellow, so try and be careful to give him no cause for a row when you’ve beaten him at the bowling. I’m sorry I can’t go to see it, but I’ve no doubt that you’ll keep up the name of the old place to-day.’

Having got the half-sovereign, Shawno set out in the best of humour for the bowling match, feeling that not alone his own reputation but the honour of his parish was staked on his success.

_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _

‘Come all ye brave young hairoes

An’ listen to me song -----------------’

Ha! ha! I gev him that blow well. Straight in the jaw. He’ll mind what he says to a Walle man next time. 

‘Come all ye brave young hairoes

An’ listen to me song,

An’ if ye pay attention ------------’

I did so. Well for him he was taken away. Bigger min nor him know what that fist can do,’ and some suggestive motions of the speaker’s right arm accompanied each word.

‘An’ if ye pay attention,

I won’t det-a-a-,’

The swaying figure of the singer, losing its centre of gravity, came rather violently into collision with mother earth, bringing the song to an abrupt and rather inharmonious conclusion. ‘Devil take these hills and hollos. If ‘twas only a man now I could have satisfaction. Only for bein’ so active I might have me neck broken,’ and he rose up from the grassy dyke where, luckily, he had landed in the fall, and began to examine and to anathematise the fancied irregularities of his pathway.

It was Shawno’s returning home after a double victory –in the bowling and in a subsequent public house boxing bout– over his opponent, and however trying he found the imaginary inequalities of the roadway it was a task of much greater difficulty to guide his unsteady steps on coming into the farmyard. Young cattle lay all around over the straw covered carpet of furze that littered its spacious area. The night was rather dark too, and his sense of vision was not at its keenest. But if he did turn a few somersaults over wandering heifers or involuntarily rub certain portions of his person tortured by a thousand thorns, his thoughts were pitched in too lofty a key to give much heed to such lowly considerations. His mind was evidently filled with the one absorbing theme of his contests with his vanquished enemy.

‘They’d no right to come between us so soon. If I got a few more cracks at him I’d put him from ever showin’ his ugly face in the village agin. I’d taech him the weight av a Walle’s vengeance. I’d give the undertaker a job on his cowardly carcass. I’d -----’

A violent blow on the breast sent Shawno reeling backwards just as he stumbled into the portico that shaded the North doorway of Mr. Mackey’s dwelling house.

For a few moments he was stunned by the stroke; but quickly recovering himself, he at once grasped the situation. His beaten foe, afraid to meet him in the open, had sought this safer shelter from which to have his dastard revenge. ‘Ha! you’re there, me boy, are you? You are, an’ I wouldn’t have a better opinyon av you,’ and Shawno lost no time in divesting himself of all unnecessary garments. ‘If you’re a man or half a man, come out where we can see ye,’ throwing himself into an attitude of defiant self-defence.

But no response came from the lurking foe concealed in the doorway.

Again and again Shawno dared him to come out of his hiding place, promising contemptuously not to hurt him, but all without effect. The enemy evidently too well knew the value of his strategic position to be easily tempted to resign it.

Seeing that it was only useless to think of drawing him from his cover by taunt or challenge, Shawno determined to beard him in his den. Approaching cautiously, and prepared for attack he had noiselessly got inside the portals, and had just located with his reconnoitring arm the position of the hidden antagonist when, crash! Another blow with sledgehammer force stretched him at full length on the furze bed outside and left the portico victoriously in possession of the enemy.

The blows had more or less soberised Shawno, and he felt that the enemy, fortified by his present advantage, was not too lightly to be despised. Still, how could he go away and leave a coward like that exulting in his triumph behind him, and, perhaps, reporting all round next day how he got the better of Shawno Walle. The smarting effect of the other’s blows, too, did not help to put him in a mood to heed counsels of prudence.

‘You’r a mane, dishonourable, skulkin’, cringin’ coward’! cried Shawno with a passion, gathering himself up from his prickly couch. ‘I ask you agin, are you going to come out. I won’t delay you longer than while I’m givin’ wan sthroke, if that same is in you. Will you come ‘?

But an irritating silence was the only answer.

Shawno was rather loth to face another frontal attack on the enemy’s citadel. But there was nothing else for it. Accordingly, with redoubled caution and preparedness, he advanced. The other, emboldened by success, had this time come forward to meet him. Just on the threshold of the portico some of Shawno’s advanced forces, sent out on an exploring mission, brushed against the enemy’s beard when a volley of terrific blows again compelled an ignominious retreat. Time after time did Shawno, with undaunted courage, and with undiminished determination, advance to the attack, and time after time was he with more prompt and severer punishment repelled into the yardway. At length, however, with one bold dash he closed with his wily enemy, and though no voice proceeded from the interior of the portico it was evident from the commotion that ensued that a fight of a desperate and dubious nature was raging. After a fearful struggle Shawno succeeded in dragging his enemy out into the open, where the astonished cattle, attracted by the unusual uproar, had in the meantime gathered in crescent formation around the portico, and now gazed on the scene in mute bewilderment. The enemy, however, managed to writhe himself free from Shawno’s detaining arms, and catching him under the jaw with a smashing back-hander, sent him flying into the middle of the frightened line of cattle, while he himself, with a victorious chuckle, retreated once more to the shelter of the portico.

‘Is it here you are, Shawno’? said Mr. Mackey, on going into one of the outhouses next morning. ‘That’s a cold place; get up and come in to breakfast.’

Shawno was in the habit of sleeping in some of the outhouses on Sunday nights, as he had sometimes a delicacy about waking the sleeping household to give him admittance on his late arrival.

‘Why what happened to you ‘? asked Mrs. Mackey, when Shawno sat down to breakfast. ‘Your hands and face are quite swollen.’

‘Oh, ‘tis nothin’, ma’am,’ said Shawno shamefacedly, hanging his head. ‘Only a few words I had with that fello yesterday evenin’ at the Cross, and the blackguard hid himself in the portico outside and attacked me when I was comin’ home.’

‘Some one must have opened the stable door last evening,’ said Mr. Mackey, coming in. ‘The donkey seems to be out all night. Oh, oh, Shawno, I see yourself and the Cork man had it. It seems he must have given you enough of it.’

‘That’s a bad way,’ said Shawno, anxious to turn the conversation, ‘to be tratin’ the poor donkey, an’ all the work that’ll soon be before him. The poor fello seems to be hungry, too,’ said he, as he put on his hat after standing up from the table. ‘Look at him picking up the sops there out av the portico. Poor Neddy, poor fello,’ he cried, patting him affectionately on the back; but in the depth of his commisseration for the poor, neglected Neddy, he forgot that he was trespassing on forbidden territory till the animal’s two hind legs reminded him of the gravity of his unwitting offence. Neddy planted his legs almost on the very spot where Shawno’s opponent of the previous night had landed his most telling blows. There was something in the kick decisively suggestive of his encounter with last nights enemy. A wild, maddening thought shot through Shawno’s mind. His brain became almost on fire. Could it be? he asked himself. He examined the scene of the late struggle. It was battered with the threads of donkey’s hoofs; donkey hairs clung to the walls and door posts and strewed the floor and yard outside. He looked at his own person and clothing. There was abundant evidence in both of having recently had some very particular dealings with a donkey. Shawno never felt so exasperated, so inexpressibly humiliated in his life. Seizing up a sweeping-brush, he fell to belabouring the unfortunate animal with all his might, punctuating his blows with such remarks as: – ‘An’ ‘twas you! You devils imp! Would nothin else but fightin’ plaese you? Wasn’t I well employed getting’ new shoes on ye last week (whack), an’ ornamenting ‘em wid cocked heels (whack)’!

Mr. Mackey, who was passing near, begged of Shawno not to kill the poor animal.

‘He’s got to lave the place boss, an’ to lave it this very day. Look at the cut of me after him. Luck nor grace, nor paice nor quietness there isn’t in the place since he came into it.’

‘And how are we to manage the creamery, Shawno’? asked Mr. Mackey, with a quiet smile.

‘Craimery be d------d,’ cried Shawno, forgetting in his passion and excitement the respect he usually showed to his master, ‘That craimery, from what I’ve lately heard about it, is a regular humbug; a robbin’ institution. Calves raired on craimery milk never come to nothin’.’ 

And leave the place, with Mr.Mackey’s hearty goodwill, the donkey soon did. Indeed, some members of the household afterwards asserted, and there were, we understand, some grounds for the assertion, that ‘twas Mr. Mackey himself undid Neddy’s fastenings that night, and that he afterwards enjoyed the whole scene from one of the lobby windows overhead.

* See also the poem on page 43  (ed)
