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I TELL you an ancient story
Learnt on an Irish strand,
Of lonely Ossian returning
Belated from fairyland.

To a land grown meek and holy,
To a land of mass and bell,
Under the hope of heaven,
Under the dread of hell :

It tells how the bard and warrior,
Last of a giant race,
Wrestled a year with Patrick,
Answering face to face,

Mating the praise of meekness
With vaunt of the warrior school,
And the glory of God the Father
With the glory of Finn Mac Cool ;

Until at the last the hero,
Through fasting and through prayer,
Came to the faith of Christians,
And turned from the things that were.

When the holy bread was broken,
And the water wet on his brow,
And the last of the fierce Fianna
Had spoken the Christian vow,

In a sudden glory Patrick
Seeing the fierce grown mild
Laughed with joy on his convert,
Like father on first-born child.

“ Well was for you, O Ossian,
You came to the light,” he said ;
“ And now I will show you the torment
From which to our God you fled.”

Then with a pass of his crozier
He put a spell on the air,
And there fell a mist on the eyeballs
Of Ossian standing there.



Shapes loomed up through the darkness,
And “ Now,” says the saint, “ look well ;

See your friends the Fianna,
And all their trouble in hell.”

Ossian stared through the darkness,
Saw, as the mist grew clear,

Legions of swarth-hued warriors
Raging with sword and spear :

Footmen, huge and misshapen,
Stiffened with snarling ire ;

Chariots with hell-black stallions
Champing a spume of fire,

And all of the grim-faced battle,
With clash and yell and neigh,

Dashed on a knot of warriors
Set in a rank at bay.

Ossian looked, and he knew them,
Knew each man of them well,

Knew his friends, the Fianna,
There in the pit of hell.

There was his very father,
Leader of all their bands,

Finn, the terrible wrestler,
Griping with giant hands ;

Oscar with edged blade smiting,
Caoilte with charging lance,
And Diarmuid poising his javelin,
Nimble as in the dance ;

Conan, the crop-eared stabber,
Aiming a slant-way stroke,
And the fiery Lugach leaping
Where the brunt of battle broke.

But in front of all by a furlong,
There in the hell-light pale,
Was the champion, Gull MacMorna,
Winding a monstrous flail.

And still the flail as he swung it
Sang through the maddened air,
Singing the deeds of heroes,
A song of the days that were.



It swung with the shrilling of pipers,
It smote with a thud of drums,
It leapt and it whirled in battle,
Crying, “ Gull MacMorna comes.”

It leapt and it smote, and the devils
Shrieked under every blow ;
With the very wind of its whistling
Warriors were stricken low.

It swept a path through the army
Wide as a winter flood,
And down that lane the Fianna
Charged in a wash of blood.

Patrick gazed upon Ossian :
But Ossian watched to descry

The surf and the tide of battle
Turn, as in days gone by.

And lo ! at the sudden onslaught
The fighters of Eire made,
And under the flail of MacMorna,
The host of the foemen swayed,

Broke ; and Ossian, breathless,
Heard the exultant yell
Of his comrades hurling the devils
Back to the wall of hell.

And the sword-blades reaped like sickles,
And the javelins fell like hail,

And louder and ever louder
Rose the song of the flail,

As whirling in air the striker
Sang clear, or thudded dull,

When, woe ! the tug on a sudden
Snapped in the grasp of Gull.

Hand-staff and striker parted ;
The song of the flail was dumb,

On the heart of Ossian, listening,
Fell that silence numb.

And oh ! for a time uncounted
He watched with straining eyes

The tide of the devils’ battle
Quicken and turn and rise.



He watched the Fianna’s onset
Waver and hang in doubt,

He watched his leaderless comrades
Swept in a struggling rout.

But Gull, with a shield before him,
Crouched on the battle ground,

And there in the track of slaughter
Tore at what he found,

Until in the crash and tumult,
And dashed with a bloody rain,

He had knotted his flail together
With sinews out of the slain.

Then, as the gasping Fianna
Felt their endeavour fail,

Chanting their ancient valour
Rose the voice of the flail.

And again in the stagnant ebbing
Of their blood began to flow

The flood of a surging courage,
The hope of a crowning blow ;

And the heart of their comrade watching,
Stirred with joy to behold

Feats of his bygone manhood,
Strokes that he knew of old.

Again he beheld the stubborn
Setting of targe to targe,

Again he beheld the rally
Swell to a shattering charge.

And surely now the Fianna
Must slaughter and whelm the foe
In a fierce and final triumph,
Lords of the realm below,

As they leapt in a loosened phalanx,
Climbing on heaps of slain :
And again Gull’s wizard weapon
Flew on a stroke in twain.

For a time and times uncounted
Ossian endured the sight
Of the endless swaying tumult,
The ebb and flow of the fight.



His face grew lean with sorrow,
And hunger stared from his eyes,
And the labouring breath from his bosom
Broke in heavy sighs.

Patrick watched, and he wondered,
And at last in pity spoke :
“ Vexed is your look, O Ossian,
As your very heart were broke.

“ Courage, O new-made Christian :
Great is my joy in you :
I would like it ill on a day of grace
My son should have aught to rue.

“ Therefore for these your comrades
I give you a wish to-day
That shall lift them out of their torment
Into some better way.

“ Speak ! be bold in your asking,
Christ is strong to redeem.”
Ossian turned to him sudden,
Like one awaked from a dream.

His eye was fierce as an eagle's,
And his voice had a trumpet's ring,
As when at the Fenian banquets
He lifted his harp to sing.

“ I ask no help of the Father,
I ask no help of the Son,
Nor of the Holy Spirit,
Ever Three in One.

“ This for my only asking,
And then let might prevail,
Patrick, give Gull Mac Morna
An iron tug to his flail.”

Patrick is dead, and Ossian ;
Gull to his place is gone ;
But the words and the deeds of heroes
Linger in twilight on,

In a twilight of fireside tellings
Lit by the poet’s lay,
Lighting the gloom of hardship,
The night of a needy day.



And still the Gael, as he listens
In a land of mass and bell
Under the hope of heaven,
Under the dread of hell,

Thinks long, like age-spent Ossian,
For the things that are no more,

For the clash of meeting weapons,
And the mad delight of war.

Notes

A Lay of Ossian and Patrick.

OF all the songs and stories handed down from a remote past in Ireland, none have preserved
so strong a hold on popular imagination as those which tell of Finn Mac Cool and his Fianna
(or, a& we might say, his “ braves”), who defended the land from invasion in the days of
Cormac MacArt, High King of Eire. Most of them are represented as being told in a later day
by Ossian, last survivor of the Fianna, Finn’s own son, who accepted the fairy Niav’s
challenge, and went off with her to her own country ; where, after a little time as it seemed,
he “ thought long” for Ireland, and, against her warning, returned ; only to find that centuries
had gone over him, that he himself, as he touched the soil, grew old and broken, that his
comrades were dead and forgotten, and that a new faith had transformed the land. Men
brought him to St. Patrick, and the stories are told as colloquies between the old warrior
and his evangelisers : and always the bards delighted to throw the listener's sympathy on the
side of Ossian and the forbidden full-blooded joys of the past love, chase, and battle.

Much of the tradition has been preserved in manuscript, and much of this has been made
accessible in print. But the episode which I have versified will be new even to many scholars,
though it has been published, I find, by Dr. Hyde in some French journal. But the illiterates
have it by heart. My friend Mr. Seumas Mac Manus heard it from an evicted cottier in the
heart of the Donegal mountains, who lay bedridden in a kind of kennel formed by propping
sticks against the gable of his ruined cabin, and covering them with heather scraws. To sit and
write in this lair was impossible ; so the student lay at full length on the roof, beside the vent-
hole, at once window and chimney, while inside the shanachy, on his bed of rushes and
heather, chanted the lay. In another part of the same county I myself heard from a more
prosperous shanachy the same legend, identical in incident ; but in it the enchanted flail,
which led the Fianna in their labour of Sisyphus, was given to another hero than Gull. But I
think MacMorna had a right to the weapon, so I leave it in his hand. I write his name as it is
pronounced, as also that of Finn Mac Cool ; while Ossian has become traditional, and in any
case represents fairly the Ulster pronunciation of Oisin, who in the south would be Usheen.
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