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With childhood book as a guide, Ireland trip becomes reality



By Ellen B. Cutler
For The Inquirer
Ruth Sawyer's 1956 children's classic The Enchanted Schoolhouse is the story of young Brian Boru Gallagher ("named for a high King of Ireland in ancient times") who travels from County Donegal to Lobster Cove, Maine, to live with his Uncle Seumas and Aunt Delia. He brings with him a leprechaun, a magical "wee man" he has captured and contained in the brown earthenware teapot that had been his grandmother's only dowry.

To my fifth-grade imagination, Ireland was filled with schoolhouses, "white and pretty, with a fuchsia growing by the door, with primroses around the doorsill" and the whistling songs of a "throstle." I wanted to meet the people Brian Boru Gallagher described to the children at his American school: "you'll find nowhere in the whole world finer scholars, or people with more laughter to them, more kindness. And even the poorest is a grand teller of tales." Some tiny part of me clung to the possibility of an encounter with a fairyman's magic.

It took 41 years to get there.

About 10 days into a two-week visit, we stopped in Kilbeggan, in County Westmeath, halfway between Dublin and our destination, Athlone in the Irish midlands. At the edge of the River Brosna, at a cafe called The Loft, rhubarb crumble buried in clotted cream dispelled the gloom of yet another damp afternoon. Through a window, we watched as a fellow dressed in boots, worn trousers, green quilted vest and a tweed cap ambled by, fishing rod in hand. He went down to the edge of the water and disappeared from view. Right about then the hovering clouds finally let out their rain.

A few minutes later, our paths crossed in the parking lot. I looked at him and smiled. Salmon weren't biting in such rain, he said.

His rod was old and had frequently been repaired with electrical tape. Cars and trucks passing by rumbled over a brogue so thick I had trouble understanding him at all. But we chatted about the weather - "I come in soaking wet," he said, "and the wife thinks they should send me up for such foolishness." We spoke of the beauty of the early hours of a morning when birds twittered, of dogs panting for a walk, and of the pleasure of a cup of hot tea.

James - I did not catch his last name - told me about a friend of his. The friend was an old man, even older than James (who had turned 76, he said with pride, on the 9th of May). "If I can lace up mah boots," the friend had been wont to say, "yeh know it's a bloody good mornin'."

James' blue eyes twinkled, crow's feet deepening into creases. He mentioned he had 13 children and that 11 of them lived up - he gestured over the road and another passing truck drowned out his voice.

"You have 13 children!" I interrupted him in amazement. His next words were painfully audible.

"Thirteen children and 11 are buried up there at the church. They all died of the Rhesus sickness."

While modern medicine has all but eliminated the problem now, 50 years ago, the prognoses for second and subsequent pregnancies for a Rhesus-negative mother were grim.

His face softened.

"Sometimes," he mused, "I think they're all up in heaven praying for me."

It was getting late. We said our farewells and continued on our separate ways, in the light rain and the darkening gray of the afternoon in Brian Boru Gallagher's Ireland.



Ellen B. Cutler recently reread "The Enchanted Schoolhouse" at her home in Maryland.

© 2003 Philadelphia Inquirer and wire service sources. All Rights Reserved.
http://www.philly.com
