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      ot many twelve-year-old girls in this world keep their own stallion. Doreen Joyce of Inishnee was certainly the only one in Connemara. “And I’m beginning to see why,” the girl sighed to herself, as she trudged across a rough field one icy cold morning in January.

         It was dark; the sun arrived late in this westerly part of Ireland. Remnants of the previous night’s gale still raged around her, tore at the armful of hay and straw she was carrying, sent specks of stalks and seed whirling like a cloud around her head. It was too dark to see the tiny particles but she felt them as they hit her face. Now and then there was a crackle of ice breaking under her feet. Finding the path leading to the shed at the far end of the field was no problem. She knew it well enough, having walked this way and back twice a day every day for months.

         That misty day in October when she was able to buy Cuaifeach, the pony of her dreams, at the big fair at Maam Cross, she had truly believed that she would never again be unhappy. The future had stretched ahead of her as an endless series of beautiful rose-coloured days: warm sunshine, gentle southwesterly winds, the whole of the world open for her and her pony to explore together. Reality had turned out to have little in common with this vision. All that her life with Cuaifeach had amounted to so far was this never-ending haul of hay and straw across a boggy wet field, early mornings and late afternoons, in all kinds of weather, with nothing better at the end of it than a murky shed containing a disgruntled pony.

         It was not as if Doreen was a stranger to hard work. Like most Connemara children she had been used to giving a hand at the farm for as long as she could remember. There were many things even a small child could do to help: feed the chickens, drive the cows, bring tea to the men working on the bog. Such work they often preferred to playing. It made them feel useful, as if the grown-ups couldn’t quite manage without them.

         If they ever complained, they were soon reminded of the life children in Connemara had had in the old days. Doreen had often heard the story of her grandmother, who had gone to work in Mullins Hotel in Roundstone at the age of fourteen. Her working day had begun at five o’clock in the morning, when she had to climb Errisbeg, the huge sprawling mountain behind the village, to find the hotel’s cow, milk it and bring back the pail in time for the hotel breakfast. The desperate hours she had spent running over that mountain, barefoot in the pouring rain, searching for the wayward cow! Anyone who has ever been on Errisbeg mountain, let alone tried to locate a stray animal there, will appreciate the difficulty of her task. And that was only the start of a long working day.

         No, Doreen thought, it wasn’t the hard work of looking after the colt that she minded. As far as she was concerned, no effort in the world would have been too great if it was a matter of keeping her pony happy. But that was the whole problem: Cuaifeach was not happy. He was miserable.

         If only they had been able to have him gelded as soon as he was bought! That had indeed been the plan. Castration would have made him unable to sire foals and the level of male hormone in his blood would have been reduced to make him docile and content. That, anyhow, was how the vet had explained it to Doreen, though she found it hard to believe that a slight operation could have brought about such a complete change of character. Still, the main thing was that as a gelding he would have posed no threat to other people’s mares. He could have been let out of the shed to run around freely without any risk of unwanted foals all over the place. As a stallion he had to be kept in isolation. Doreen had been warned in no uncertain terms about the stiff penalties for stallion owners who let their animals stray. The pony could be taken away by the guards, even be put down. Ponybreeding was a serious business in these parts, and there were laws and regulations to protect the purity of the Connemara breed. Only specially approved stallions could be used if the offspring was to be recognised by the official stud book. And while a pure-bred Connemara pony could be worth a lot of money, you’d be hard put to get any price for a foal without proper breeding papers. For this reason alone, there was no sympathy and no mercy for those who broke the rules.

         In these circumstances, it was obviously essential that Cuaifeach should be gelded without delay. But when the vet was called in, he had advised strongly against it. November was too late in the year to geld a colt, he said; it would take too much out of him. He could get sick, his growth could be stunted. Much better to keep him entire over the winter and have the operation done in the spring. Much better for the pony.

         Doreen did not need much persuasion. She was secretly relieved that the surgery had been postponed. The vet assured her that, undertaken at the right time, it was only a minor procedure; with modern methods there were rarely any complications. But Doreen still had her misgivings. The doctor had said much the same thing when her Mam was taken in to have her gall-bladder removed and she still wasn’t well, though months had passed since she came home. No one could explain what had gone wrong, why her mother did not recover. All Doreen knew was that the operation somehow seemed to have been the cause of it.

         Then the vet had gone on to explain that Cuaifeach would have to be kept in for the winter. “You’re a lucky boy,” he said, patting the neck of the pony who looked him suspiciously up and down. “No winter storms for you this year. You’ll be pampered and waited upon like a king in his castle.”

         The vet, of course, had no way of knowing— any more than Doreen at the time—that if there was one thing Cuaifeach could not stand, it was being shut in. Looking back, Doreen thought, she really ought to have guessed as much. A pony generally referred to as the wildest colt in Connemara, how could they have expected him to settle down to being under lock and key? Wasn’t he born under the cuaifeach itself, and named after it, the wicked fairy wind that took no heed of anything standing in its way? Try containing a whirlwind in a shed if it didn’t succeed in blowing the place to pieces, it would…it would simply expire.

         The girl quickened her step. The day was beginning to break in all its greyness and she could see the dim outline of the shed. Cuaifeach would never be able to wreck that solid structure. It had been a house once, home to a large family. It had a proper chimney and windows on all but the north wall, though there was no glass in them. They were boarded up for the winter to stop the high winds lifting the roof off from inside.

         Cuaifeach, hearing her footsteps, was calling impatiently for his breakfast. At least he hadn’t gone off his food; on the contrary, he had given himself to compensatory eating. It was as if he could never get enough. Doreen’s post office savings were dwindling rapidly, eaten up in the shape of hay and nuts. But she was determined that he should never go hungry.

         She opened the door of the shed carefully against the wind and shut it again behind her before groping in the dark for the torch hanging up on a nail. The yellow beam fell on the floor. From the shadows the stallion glared at her, his ears in his usual unfriendly position halfway back.

         “Oh, don’t feel so sorry for yourself!” Doreen burst out. “Here I come, through the ice and wind, just to keep you fed and watered, and you haven’t even the sense to be grateful. What would you say if I didn’t come at all, I wonder?”

         Cuaifeach snatched at her armful of hay and, presumably by mistake, caught her little finger.

         “And don’t be so damned bold!”

         Doreen didn’t normally swear, but she felt this was the only language that Cuaifeach in his present frame of mind would understand.

         In reply he snatched again. Doreen smacked him hard on the nose, and he retreated sulkily.

         “There’s a good boy,” she said, as he stood aside to let her remove last night’s empty haynet and refill it. Then, as he attacked the hay, she went on to clean out the dung and prepare a fresh bed of straw. It was easy to keep the place clean, Cuaifeach was a neat pony who used different corners of the shed for his different functions. As usual she chatted to him while she worked:

         “I can tell you no other pony has such a fine stable to live in. Look—you’ve even got a fireplace. I wouldn’t complain if I had to spend the winter here. Who’d want to be out in this awful weather anyway?”

         Cuaifeach took no notice of her, just munched away greedily. To him it was all nonsense, Doreen thought; of course he wanted to be out, it was all he was pining for. He didn’t mind the weather as long as he could run around a field, greet the new day with a frisky gallop, climb the highest rock to gaze out over the wide open spaces, call out towards the Big Bens and hear the distant reply from the wild herds roaming there. He wanted to have freedom of movement, like generations of Connemara ponies before him, like hundreds of ponies around him at this very moment.

         Freedom if only to roll in the mud, doze in the midday sunshine, nibble at lichens and pale winter grass.

         But it was not to be. For the time being, Cuaifeach was a prisoner. And worst of all was the fact that she, Doreen, she who loved him more than anything, whose only wish was to see him happy, had to act as his jailor.

         Last weekend she had gone all the way over to Ballyconneely to see her grand-uncle Christy and ask his advice. Couldn’t she let Cuaifeach out in the field for an hour or two now and then? At weekends, when she could stay with him? After all, it wasn’t the breeding season and most of the mares in Inishnee were in foal anyway.

         But Uncle Christy had shaken his head sombrely. “With another horse you might have chanced it,” he said, meaning by the word “horse” a pony stallion. “But not this one. He’s too mad. I can tell he is one of them fellers what lose their head when they see a skirt. There’s no accounting for what he might do.”

         “Skirt?” Doreen asked, confused.

         “Oh well,” said Christy, remembering that mares don’t wear skirts, “you know what I mean…females.”

         He uttered the word with some distaste, being as he was a confirmed old bachelor. “You think he’d go for the mares?”

         “Like a bullet,” Christy replied. “He’d be over the fence and across the causeway, up the mountains before you had time to shut the door after him. And once he spotted the mares roaming up there, he’d never come back. No one would ever be able to catch him. He’d have to be shot.”

         Doreen had armed herself with a number of suggestions, like having him on a rope, or building up the fences, even putting him in the garden. But she never had a chance to put these proposals forward. Christy had dismissed the idea and was off on another tack, reminiscing about the past the way old people do. Oh, the days when he and his friend Patsy, the official stallion-keeper for Ballyconneely, used to take the stallion up to the wild herds in the mountains! There would be fifty or sixty mares running together, never caught by man, and they had to be rounded up and driven into a pen. Then the stallion was brought along on a rope at least a hundred feet long…

         “He spent days in there,” Christy told his grand-niece, excited at the memory. “I was the one holding on to the other end of the rope. That was work fit for a man, I can tell you!”

         “Why did you have to hold on to him?” Doreen asked innocently. “Why didn’t you just let him off into the pen?”

         “Well that just shows how much a girl understands about stallions!” Christy snorted. “Let him loose amongst sixty mares? Don’t you know, he’d be there to this day!”

         Doreen looked at Cuaifeach. With the worst of his hunger appeased, he was beginning to settle a bit. How handsome he looked in his sleek shiny coat, so unlike the rough shaggy ponies who spent the winter out of doors! If only she didn’t have to see that terrible resentment, or rather, sadness in his eye!

         “It’s only another three months,” she told him. “What’s three months in a whole lifetime? Then, Cuaifeach, spring will be upon us, you’ll have your operation, and after that you can run around to your heart’s content. Just think of all the lovely green grass you’ll be eating! And then it will be summer…the sun will shine, and we’ll go riding together. We’ll go for gallops on the beach and we’ll swim and…Oh, I promise you, we’ll have lots of fun, I’ll see to it that we do! I know you’re awful bored, Cuaifeach, I know you’re sorry you came to me. But I’ll make up for it, I really will. Before you know what has happened, you’ll be as happy again as ever, I swear!”

         The pony had turned away from the haynet and was looking at her intently as if he wanted to understand her words but couldn’t quite make it. In the end her pleading tone must have got to him for he came up and rubbed his face gently against her stomach, something he hadn’t done for a long time.

         “Oh Cuaifeach,” she whispered, scratching the base of his ear, “wouldn’t I give anything just to set you free?”

         The desire to open the door was so great that she had to remind herself that she was responsible not only for protecting other people’s mares from Cuaifeach. She also had to protect him from the dangers lurking outside. There was a very real danger that another pony had recently fallen victim to.

          
   

         Doreen and her brother Tom had come home from school the previous day to find the lights on in the cottage, a fire blazing in the kitchen and a pot of potatoes boiling away merrily over it. Their Mam was up and dressed, busy making tea, and there was a lovely smell of fresh soda bread. It was almost like it used to be in the old days, when their Dad and their elder brothers and sisters were still there, when the cottage was like a real home, alive with food and chatter and with a fire that never went out. Nowadays the two remaining children often came home to a cold grate. Their mother would be in bed in the dark back room, and they had to get their own dinner.

         The reason for the sudden change was a visitor seated at the kitchen table. They knew him well. His name was Johnny Conneely, though everyone referred to him under his nickname Johnny Tass, given to him by some humorous person after the Soviet news agency. Johnny was a great one for passing on information. He seemed to know everything that was going on in Connemara, sometimes he even knew things before they had happened. His tidings weren’t always a hundred per cent accurate; Johnny was not above filling in a few missing details, and his love of a good story occasionally led him to invent a little extra gossip. However there was always a measure of truth in his reports and everybody knew that they could not be readily dismissed. As someone had once put it: “The problem with Johnny Tass is, half of what he says is true, but you never know which half.”

         This day he was standing in for the postman, who had gone down with flu. This temporary task, regularly undertaken by Johnny, was an absolute godsend to him, as it provided a readymade excuse to visit all the households in the area and form a complete picture of things as they were—or were made out to be. He dutifully went to every house, whether or not there was mail to deliver, and spent a little while gossiping in each place. The later it was in the day, the more news he had to impart, and so his visits became more extended as time wore on. People looked forward to his calls for the wealth of information they brought and overlooked the fact that their mail was delivered hours behind schedule.

         Whenever the regular postman did not turn up on time, it could be safely concluded that a visit from Johnny could be expected, and the housewives of Connemara, like Roisin Joyce, Tom’s and Doreen’s mother, set about making cakes and preparing tea, anything to keep him at their table for as long as possible.

         At the moment Johnny was sitting silently at the table, thoughtfully stirring his tea. This was unusual for him but then his silence was more like a dramatic pause in anticipation of delivering a sensation.

         Mrs Joyce put a plateful of the homemade bread in front of him.

         “You were on the verge of telling me somewhat,” she prompted him. She looked bright and cheerful and her cheeks were flushed, from excitement as much as from the heat of the fire.

         Johnny gave an expressive sigh and waited for the children to settle next to him. Then he said, slowly: “Bernard’s mare was killed.”

         “Killed?” Doreen exclaimed. “That lovely grey mare?”

         Johnny nodded. It was obvious that he, too, was distressed by the news for he was not normally a man of few words.

         “I saw her only yesterday,” Doreen went on. “She was heavy in foal.”

         “That’s right,” said Johnny. “To Abbeyleix Owen,” he added morosely, as if this somehow made the matter worse.

         “How was she killed?” Tom asked.

         “On the road, just in front of Bernard’s cottage. He heard the crash in the dead of night. By the time he got out, all that was there was the glass of a shattered windscreen and the mare stone dead beside it.”

         “Some drunk, of course,” Mrs Joyce muttered. “Sure now,” Johnny agreed. “But no one will be able to prove it.”

         “That’s terrible,” Doreen said in a trembling voice. “That: someone could do such a thing, and then just drive off, without checking if the mare was suffering.”

         “How is Bernard taking it?” Roisin Joyce enquired.

         “Devastated,” Johnny replied. “I never saw a man so devastated. That mare was his pride and joy.”

         “Did he call the guards?” Tom wanted to know. “Surely they can work out who done it?”

         But Johnny said no, this was not a case for the guards.

         “Why not?” Doreen demanded. “Drunks like that shouldn’t be allowed to go around killing people’s ponies!”

         Johnny, well informed as ever, explained that there was a new law: anyone who let an animal stray on to the road was responsible for any accidents it caused. So Bernard could be getting himself into trouble.

         “Perhaps we could try and find out who it was,” Tom suggested to his sister.

         There was no need for that, Johnny told them, a note of pride creeping into his voice. “Don’t forget,” he said, “that I’ve spent the day going round the country. And I can tell you this: only one car had a broken windscreen.”

         Then, with a modest smile, he went on to tell them that he had it on reliable grounds that the owner of the said car had been seen leaving a certain bar in Roundstone late the previous night.

         “Oh Johnny!” Mrs Joyce exclaimed admiringly, “you’re like one of them detectives on television!”

         “Who was it?” Doreen asked grimly.

         But Johnny wouldn’t tell them, he could only offer them a clue: the man drove a blue Toyota with a brown side door.

         That was no help to them.

         “All right then,” Johnny continued, “why does it have a brown door? Because it’s no more than three weeks since the night he crashed his car into a tree in Ballinahinch Forest!”

         “I know who it is!” Tom cried. “I heard about that! It’s Pad—”

         “No names!” Johnny interrupted. “The less said the better. And whatever you do, don’t say anything to Bernard!”

         “You haven’t told him?” Mrs Joyce asked, astonished.

         “He wouldn’t get it out of me, if he had me on a rack,” Johnny vowed.

         Doreen stood up. There were sparks flying from her eyes. “And you’re supposed to be Bernard’s friend!” she cried out. “Some friend who protects a useless drunk who ought to be in prison for what he done—”

         “Now wait a minute,” said Johnny good-humouredly. “Of course I’m Bernard’s friend. That’s the whole reason why I don’t want him to know.”

         “He has a right to know!” Doreen cried. “And if I told him, what do you think would happen?” Johnny asked her.

         “He’d be going straight over to that—that villain and give him what he deserves! Bernard is no coward. And he’s the strongest man I know!”

         “That’s just it,” said Johnny. “If Bernard was let into that house, he’d come out of it a murderer. And then who’d be going to prison?”

         It took a few moments for the argument to sink in. Then they all understood and there was no more to say.

         “So you see,” Johnny concluded, “Bernard must never know.”

          
   

         All this was very much on Doreen’s mind, as she stroked her own pony’s silky warm coat, ran her frozen fingers through his wild black mane. Poor Bernard and his lovely grey mare.

         “One thing I’ll tell you,” she said to Cuaifeach. “You may be killed with boredom—but it’s a whole lot worse to be killed dead.”
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T hroughout history, people in Connemara have found ways to thrive in spite of their harsh living conditions. Sheep and cattle were reared on the meagre hillsides and the lean meat, strong hides and thick fleeces were shipped out to faraway countries as early as the Middle Ages. The overseas trade occupies many people to this day: from the intrepid fishermen who brave the seas to catch salmon and shellfish for the most discerning continental palates, to the housewives who spend dark winter evenings knitting sweaters that will go on sale in the fashionable stores of London and New York.

But not only has Connemara always had much to offer other parts of the world: for such an isolated region, it is also, by tradition, remarkably open to influence from outside. Foreigners are met with an enthusiastic welcome, their ideas taken in with keen interest and, if proven to be sound, soon assimilated into the Connemara way of life.

So it was in the early decades of this century, when officials from England and the East arrived on the scene, informing the local people that the rough ponies roaming their mountains possessed rare and sought-after qualities that were well worth preserving. Ponies were to be caught and brought down for inspection and registration, and breeding was to be strictly. controlled. The inhabitants of Connemara decided to give their full support to the project, and we all know the result: the foundation of one of the world’s most celebrated pure pony breeds.

Then there are of course all the regular incidents of helpful strangers turning up and telling the natives of better, more efficient ways of sailing their boats, feeding their stock, catching their fish. Their advice is usually received with politeness and an open mind—not even the wildest suggestion is dismissed out of hand but given the benefit of the doubt. Until, that is, it can be put to the test—and preferably in public, in regattas, pony shows or angling competitions. Great interest is shown each time a clever foreigner pitches his methods against the survival skills developed over many Connemara generations. And there is no end to the mirth when—as often happens —the expert stranger comes to grief. On the other hand: if he should prove himself to be successful, he will be granted all the respect and credit due to him.
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