The Archive of American Journalism
Stephen Crane Collection

Westminster Gazette
October 22, 1897

Ballydehob
The illimitable inventive incapacity of the excursion companies has made many circular
paths throughout Ireland, and on these well-pounded roads the guardians of the touring public
may be seen drilling the little travelers in squads. To rise in rebellion, to face the superior clerk in
his bureau, to endure his smile of pity and derision, and finally to wring freedom from him, is as
difficult in some parts of Ireland as it is in all parts of Switzerland. To see the tourists chained in
gangs and taken to see the Lakes of Killarney is a sad spectacle, because these people believe
that they are learning Ireland, even as men believe that they are studying America when they
contemplate the Niagara Falls.
But afterwards, if one escapes, one can go forth, unguided, untaught and alone, and look
at Ireland. The joys of the pig-market, the delirium of a little tap-room filled with brogue, the
fierce excitement of viewing the Royal Irish Constabulary fishing for trout, the whole quaint and
primitive machinery of the peasant life—its melancholy, its sunshine, its humour—all this is then
the property of the man who breaks like a Texan steer out of the pens and corrals of the tourist
agencies. For what syndicate of maiden ladies—it is these who masquerade as tourist agencies—
what syndicate of maiden ladies knows of the existence, for instance, of Ballydehob?
One has a sense of disclosure at writing the name of Ballydehob. It was really a valuable
secret. There is in Ballydehob not one thing that is commonly pointed out to the stranger as a
thing worthy of a half-tone reproduction in a book. There is no cascade, no peak, no lake, no
guide with a fund of useless information, no gamins practiced in the seduction of tourists. It is
not an exhibit, an entry for a prize, like a heap of melons or cow. It is simply an Irish village
wherein live some three hundred Irish and four constables.
If one or two prayer-towers spindled above Ballydehob it would be a perfect Turkish
village. The red tiles and red bricks of England do not appear at all. The houses are low, with
soiled white walls. The doors open abruptly upon dark old rooms. Here and there in the street is
some crude cobbling done with round stones taken from the bed of a brook. At times there is a
great deal of mud. Chickens depredate warily about the doorsteps, and intent pigs emerge for
plunder from the alleys. It is unavoidable to admit that many people would consider Ballydehob
quite too grimy.
Nobody lives here that has money. The average English tradesman with his backbreaking respect for this class, his reflex contempt for that class, his reverence for the tin gods,
could here be a commercial lord and bully the people in one or two ways, until they were thrown
back upon the defense which is always near them, the ability to cut his skin into strips with a wit
that would be a foreign tongue to him. For amid his wrongs and his rights and his failures—his
colossal failures—the Irishman retains this delicate blade for his enemies, for his friends, for
himself, the ancestral dagger of fast sharp speaking from fast sharp seeing—an inheritance which
could move the world. And the Royal Irish Constabulary fished for trout in the adjacent streams.

Mrs. Kearney keeps the hotel. In Ireland male innkeepers die young. Apparently they
succumb to conviviality when it is presented to them in the guise of a business duty. Naturally
honest, temperate men, their consciences are lulled to false security by this idea of hard drinking
being necessary to the successful keeping of a public-house. It is very terrible.
But they invariably leave behind them capable widows, women who do not recognize
conviviality as a business obligation. And so all through Ireland one finds these brisk widows
keeping hotels with a precision that is almost military.
In Kearney’s there is always a wonderful collection of old women, bent figures shrouded
in shawls who reach up scrawny fingers to take their little purchases from Mary Agnes, who
presides sometimes at the bar, but more often at the shop that fronts it in the same room. In the
gloom of a late afternoon these old women are as mystic as the swinging, chanting witches on a
dark stage when the thunder-drum rolls and the lightning flashes by schedule. When a grey rain
sweeps through the narrow street of Ballydehob, and makes heavy shadows in Kearney’s taproom, these old creatures, with their high mournful voices, and the mystery of their shawls, their
moans and aged mutterings when they are obliged to take a step, raise the dead superstitions
from the bottom of a man’s mind.
“My boy,” remarked my London friend cheerfully, “these might have furnished sons to
be Aldermen or Congressmen in the great city of New York.”
“Aldermen or Congressmen of the great city of New York always take care of their
mothers,” I answered meekly.
On a barrel, over in a corner, sat a yellow-bearded Irish farmer in tattered clothes who
wished to exchange views on the Armenian massacres. He had much information and a number
of theories in regard to them. He also advanced the opinion that the chief political aim of Russia
at present is in the direction of China, and that it behooved other Powers to keep an eye on her.
He thought the revolutionists in Cuba would never accept autonomy at the hands of Spain. His
pipe glowed comfortably from his corner; waving the tuppenny glass of stout in the air, he
discoursed on the business of the remote ends of the earth with the glibness of a fourth secretary
of Legation. Here was a little farmer, digging betimes in a forlorn patch of wet ground, a man to
whom a sudden two shillings would appear as a miracle, a ragged, unkempt peasant, whose mind
roamed the world like the soul of a lost diplomat. This unschooled man believed that the earth
was a sphere inhabited by men that are alike in the essentials, different in the manners, the little
manners, which are accounted of such great importance by the emaciated. He was to a degree
capable of knowing that he lived on a sphere and not on the apex of a triangle.
And yet, when the talk had turned another corner, he confidently assured the assembled
company that a hair from a horse’s tail when thrown in a brook would turn shortly to an eel.

