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Study Ireland: storyteller

The Poacher and the Baliff

Key words 

Quarry, Sixth Sense, Stealth, Stalking, 
Relentless, Trespasser, Trophy, 
Poacher, Bailiff, Fishing, Licence, 
Galling, Mockery, Swaggered, Scorn, 
Toady, Humiliate, Dignity, Lose Face, 
Revenge.

The poacher and the bailiff know each other well, perhaps too well. They live in the same village, 
drink in the same pub, know each other�s habits as well as they know the habits of the Þ sh in 
the waters they work. The poacher attempts to outwit the bailiff with the same wiliness he uses 
to lure the Þ sh. His is proud of his nickname �The Fox�, both hunter and hunted. He is hunted 
by the bailiff, who stalks the riverside, hoping to use his deep knowledge of nature to trap the 
poacher. As old adversaries, they may have learnt to respect each other�s skills, but there is no 
love lost between them. They both despise the other personally and each other�s way of life. 
But one evening in the pub, and in front of their neighbours, the poacher oversteps the mark 
and mocks the bailiff beyond his tolerance. The bailiff throws his drink in the poacher�s face. 
Humiliated, the poacher knows that people will expect him to get revenge, but he is also more 
aware now that he is the hunted. Then the next morning, he Þ nds Jack the Bailiff drowned, 
entangled in his Þ shing lines. He is afraid that he will be blamed and attempts to dispose of the 
bailiff�s body away from his poacher�s patch. But the next day the locals Þ nd that the fate of the 
poacher and the bailiff were entwined to the very end.

� The poacher thrives upon his reputation as a popular outlaw. But does this dependence upon  
reputation and popular acclaim bring about his downfall?

� How do you think the bailiff died?

� Does the bailiff live up to his nickname �The Fox�?

� Were you expecting the story to end as it did?

� Did you enjoy the ending?

� What was it about the ending that you most enjoyed?

� Can you think of a different ending for this story?
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The Undertaker

Key words 

Second Sight, Bean Sí, Spectre of Death, 
Miser, Undertaker, Insurance, Funeral

Martin Gallagher from Tyrone told me his 
mother said it was like a butterß y. It cried 
in the room at the wake. Someone let it out 
the window. It was a butterß y banshee.

P. Lysaght  The Banshee - The Irish 
Supernatural Death Messenger - page 111.

The Undertaker is a man with an obsession for money. He loves money more than people or life 
itself. As an undertaker, he makes his money from burying the people of the district, but he is also 
the local insurance agent, and so he makes money from his neighbours, living and dead.

He has �second sight�. The �Bean Sí� and the Spectre of Death appear to him. This is accepted as 
normal in the community. But what happens when the undertaker is personally visited by these 
supernatural apparitions? Can he accept it? He can try to cheat his fate, but he cannot escape it.

Activities

Find out about the Bean Sí and the people whose death she foretells, originally the families 
�whose names begin with an �O� or a �Mac�.

but there was a sad one among the glad fairies - the banshee - the little white woman who, in the 
middle of the night, on the eve of a family death, seated herself on the limb of a tree close by the 
home, and there, combing her long black locks, raised three heart-rending wails that sent a deadly 
shiver to the hearts of all within hearing, and apprised them that death was coming to claim 
another toll.

Seumas MacManus Yourself and the Neighbours

I saw the Banshee when oul� Boyle�s mother died. I wus comin� home in the dusk with a load of 
sods, an� the oul� grey horse an me mother with me. An� says she till me, �Some poor woman has 
lost her man or mebbe a son.�  An� the thing wore a shroud as if had come from a cofÞ n, an� its 
hair wus streamin� in the wind. We both saw it. An� me mother, she said a prayer or mebbe two. 
�That�s the Banshee,� says she.  Ay, it cried for many an oul� family here, an� some say it�s one 
that has gone before. Be that as it may, no human heart cud utter such grief, so, mind ye, I doubt 
it.

T.G.F.Paterson County Cracks (Co. Armagh) - (1945) page 75.

� Find out about traditions and customs connected with wakes and funerals.
� Imagine you are one of the brothers at the wake. Tell your story.
� Have you ever heard a noise at night that scared you? What do you think caused the noise?
� Find some other stories about misers.
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The May Altar

Key words 

May ß owers, Tradition, Regeneration, 
Bereavement, Grief, Consolation, 
Bitterness, Doubts, Desecration, 
Intruder, Vandalism.

The month of May has come round again, but Fr. O�Mahony�s housekeeper, Annie, has died. The 
priest is grief-stricken and he feels the wound of bereavement more deeply for being confronted 
by it at a time of year when people and the Church, and Annie in her lifetime, normally celebrate 
regeneration in nature and the arrival of summer. As a mark of mourning, Fr. O�Mahony places 
the ß owers which normally decorate the May altar on Annie�s grave. In a break with tradition, 
the altar will remain bare. But when he comes to open the church one morning, he is appalled to 
Þ nd that the ß owers have been removed from Annie�s grave and placed on the church altar. His 
anger is equalled only by his confusion, his inability to explain what has happened. The same 
thing happens over the following days. Finally Fr. O�Mahony sets up a video camera to catch the 
perpetrator, refusing to accept that these eerie occurrences could be the actions of a ghost. Next 
morning, the camera reveals the truth -  not a ghost, but a most surprising revelation, which sets 
his mind at real ease.

May Day in tradition

To judge by the hundreds of customs and beliefs which were associated with May Day, it must have 
been the most important annual festival in ancient Ireland. Both the eve of May Day and the day itself 
was important as signifying the start of Summer and the coming in of the milk and butter produce 
which were staple foods for our forefathers. Almost every custom and belief associated with them seems 
to have sprung from the need people felt to protect their livestock and preserve their luck at this crucial 
time.
Summer was welcomed in by the carrying of green branches around the doors and windows. 
�Thugamar féin an Samhradh linn� (We have brought the Summer with us) is the name of an Irish 
song which was associated with this custom, which is still popular in many rural districts.

A description of the precautions taken to protect the livestock at this time of year would Þ ll a large 
volume.................

In olden times, and still in some districts, people did not work at all on May Day. 

Being associated with a ceann féile (chief festival), May Eve and May Day were supposed to be times 
of greater than usual activity among supernatural beings. Every lios (�fairy fort�) in Ireland was 
said to be open that night, and their inhabitants moved abroad in great numbers, often changing their 
residence at that time. Thus, people were loth to be out late on May Eve, and many stories were told of 
the strange experiences of those who took the risk.

Seán Ó Súilleabháin  Irish Folk Custom and Belief - pages 65-67.
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The May Altar
May Day The Þ rst day of May: observed as a spring festival everywhere in Europe, the United States, 
and Canada, and as a labour  festival in certain European countries. The typical European May Day 
celebration includes: 1) the gathering of green branches and ß owers on May Eve or early May Day 
morning; 2) the choosing and crowning of a May queen (often also a king) among the young people, 
who go singing from door to door through the village, carrying ß owers or the May tree, solicitating 
donations for a merrymaking in return for the �blessing the May�; 3) the cutting, setting up, decorating 
of the May tree (bush, pole) and the dance around it. Sometimes this is a communal dance around the 
beribboned tree set up in a central location; in some villages, however, a May tree or bush is set up in 
every front yard, decorated by the family, and danced around by the family group.

The going out and picking of ß owers and branches and bringing them home is the symbolic act of 
bringing home the May, i.e. bringing new life, the spring, into the village.

Funk and Wagnalls Standard Dictionary of Folklore, Mythology & Legend. 

Activities

� Find out about May celebrations in Ireland and other countries as:

- A Pagan Festival
- A Christian Festival
- A Labour Festival

� The priest maintains that he doesn�t believe in ghosts, yet he sees Annie�s ghost. Discuss how 
his grief feeds his self-doubt and confusion. 

� The priest has been sleepwalking. Note how he looks up at the video camera at the end. His 
subconscious wants to let him know what is happening. Have you or anyone you know had 
any �paranormal� experiences which can be explained by stress in your own life?

� Discuss grief and bereavement as a topic in the cross curricular themes of Health 
Education.

Music

Popular song �There�ll be Bluebells early in 
the month of May�
Schubert �Ave Maria�
Goreçki �Totus Tuus�
Hymn �Queen of the May�
Traditional �Thugamar féin an Samhradh 
linn�
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The Thorn Tree

Key words 

Fairy Tree, Emigration, Gentle Place, 
Exorcise, Change, Entrepreneurial 
Flair, Development, Modernisation, 
Scenery, Subconscious. 

After many years in London, Seán returns to the remote boyhood farm which he has now inherited 
following the death of his Uncle Mickey. He left in the Þ rst place because he saw no future in the 
area, but now he hopes to turn it into a leisure project.  He sees his native district in a new light now, 
and it is a very different light from that which Uncle Mickey saw it in. Mickey had loved the land as 
it was; it did not give him an easy life but it was a contented life, in balance with the environment 
and the spirit of nature.

To achieve his goals, Seán must redevelop the land, and that includes the destruction of a fairy 
thorn, �hallowed ground�, a �gentle place� as Mickey described it. The Thorn Maiden inhabits 
the tree, and Mickey always warned that it should be left alone, not out of fear, but because he had 
always been on good neighbourly terms with �them�, the fairy folk. He had only been caretaker of 
the land, holding it in trust.  But Seán must destroy the tree, for progress� sake, and to escape from 
the clutches of the past. When the locals refuse to cut down the tree, he does the job himself. But the 
Thorn Maiden remains alive in his mind, and Seán has to leave for the second time. 

Activities

� Find out what you can about fairy trees and bushes.

� Are there any trees or bushes in your district which were connected with supernatural beings 
(e.g. fairies or the dead)? Where are they situated? What species of tree are they? What do 
people call them - fairy bush, fairy thorn, lone tree sceach, bile? Why do people consider these 
bushes or trees signiÞ cant, rather than others? Were fairies or the dead supposed to live in or 
under the tree, or go there at certain times? Find out if cutting or interfering with a local tree 
or bush would bring bad luck. Does a lone tree scream or bleed when cut?

� The land is the source of fertility and food. The preservation of this fertility is all important, and 
so in ancient times many customs and beliefs grew around it. Fairy wells and fairy forts were 
considered good to have on one�s land since they meant that the land would be fertile. Care 
for these traditions also meant care for the land. What �pagan�customs and practices have 
come down to us as Christian practices - holy wells, Hallowe�en, St. Johns Eve/Midsummer 
bonÞ res, Midwinter/Christmas etc.
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The Thorn Tree
�  Consider how Mickey�s �superstition� is also an environmental concern.

� Do you think that the thorn maiden really appeared to Seán, or was she only in his  
imagination?

� Seán is aware of his subconscious gnawing at him. Is it just the story of the tree that he is 
trying to conquer, or do you think that he might be trying to come to terms with other parts 
of his life?

� Consider placenames with �thorn� (Lisnaskea - Lios na Sceiche, Ring Fort of the Thorn) and 
other trees(Derry - Doire, Oak Grove).

� Why did Seán leave? �Afraid to go forward, unable to go back�. 

� �Give me back my dear boy, my innocent, give me back my thorn tree�.  Seán plants another 
tree, why did he do that?

Music

St. John Irvine �The Hawthorn Tree� set 
to music by Dorothy Parke (collection �By 
Winding Roads)
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The Camping Holiday

Key words 

Blacksmith, Horseshoe, Holiday, 
Adventure, Value for Money

A young man wishes to escape for a while from his stressful ofÞ ce job in the city by going on a 
camping holiday. After buying all his gear, he has only a little money left, but he sets off with a light 
heart.

On the way he loses his tent pegs and so can not pitch his tent. Fortunately, he remembers passing 
a blacksmith�s forge and he retraces his steps to ask the smith to make some pegs. The smith agrees, 
but asks £20 for his work, since he made the pegs from magic horseshoes.
The young man cannot afford £20, so he comes back later when the smith has gone, takes the pegs 
and leaves £5, all that he can afford.

Having pitched his tent, the young man goes to sleep. But next morning, he Þ nds himself marooned 
on a tiny island in the middle of a lake. Over the following few days, it gets worse, as he wakes up 
each morning in a different dangerous place. Eventually, he wakes up in the forge, and offers to pay 
the smith what he owes him. The smith tells the young man that he has paid enough by now, but 
would he like a pair of magic boots?

Activities

� Find out what you can about the role of the blacksmith and iron in folklore and early literature. 
Why is the smith such an important Þ gure in early society? Take, for example, the smith, 
Culann, in the story of Cú Chulainn. King Conor and his court went to visit him because of his 
position of importance. 

� Consider the use of iron in making weapons, utensils and tools.

� What folklore is there around smiths and iron? The lucky horseshoe, the Þ re irons etc.? The 
curse of the smith particularly feared.

� Forges were never locked. Try to Þ nd out why not.

� Find out about amazing journeys - Immrama, St. Brendan, Sinbad, Jason and the Argonauts.
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� The iron horseshoe enabled early societies to use the horse effectively, for agriculture, travel 
and war. What role has the horse in modern life? Why has the position of the horse changed 
today? What effect has this had on the craft and trade of the blacksmith?

� Recount some strange adventure or incident that happened on holiday.

� What kind of place would you be frightened to be in?

� What magic items would you like to have and how would you use them?

� Discuss the young man�s actions in taking the pegs. Was he justiÞ ed in taking the pegs at what 
he considered a fair price?

The Camping Holiday
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STORYTELLER

We often use the term �Ghost Story� to describe tales of the supernatural. But are these �Horror 
Stories�? The Þ lms in our series work most often in the mind of the characters and the audience, not 
on our senses, not frightening us by nasty scenes of blood and murder or by piercing screams and 
shrieks. But what about the tree-cutting scene in �The Thorn Tree�? If the maiden only appeared to 
Seán in his mind�s eye, did the way it was Þ lmed seem horriÞ c to you? Did you Þ nd the other stories 
frightening? If so, why or how were they frightening?

The �bean sí� and the spectre of death in �The Undertaker� are presented as realities. But does the 
Thorn Maiden appear to Seán in �The Thorn Tree�, or is she conjured up in his imagination from the 
stories he had been told as a child? The superstition or �pisreog� becomes real in his mind.
The priest in �The May Altar� is bafß ed by the reappearance of the ß owers. He tries to break with 
tradition, but, again, some �geis� or taboo in his subconscious preys upon his mind.
Is psychology the modern way to understand folklore?

KEYWORDS

NORTHERN IRELAND CURRICULUM

English
Attainment Target 1 Talking and Listening
Attainment Target 2 Reading
Attainment Target 3 Writing

Consult the English Programmes of Study and Attainment Targets, Levels 3-10 for relevant 
statements.

Cross-Curricular Themes

�Storyteller� should provide plenty of opportunities for cross curricular theme work. Cultural 
Heritage features particularly strongly throughout. EMU  is often relevant, in �The May Altar�, for 
example. Grief and bereavement are topics within Health Education which arise in �The May Altar�. 
Economic Awareness issues arise in several stories.

Folklore  Folktale  Legend  Storyteller/Seanchaí  Supernatural  Superstition/

Pisreog  Taboo/Geis  Irish Language  English Language  Local  International  

Imagination  Subconscious  Media  Communications  Cultural Heritage
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General Questions and Activities -   Apply to each programme.

� General class discussion on each story. The teacher might focus on �words and images�, 
and the relation between the two. What were the most effective parts of the story? How 
well do you think the story was told; how well do you think the story was depicted?

� Divide the class into groups of about six. Let one person in each group be the storyteller. 
Tell the story using words and body language only. Try to make it as frightening as 
possible. Then write a piece about �The strangest thing that ever happened to me� or �The 
most mysterious moment I ever had was...�

� Let the children imagine some weird or unusual incident. Divide the class into pairs: 
one talks about it, the other plays the part of a reporter from the television or the local 
newspaper. Then swap roles.

� Ask each child to write a short report on the story for the television or local paper.

� Ask people at home or in your neighbourhood if they know any ghost stories. Tell your 
story to the class. Have you any explanation for what happened?

� Are there any legends connected with your area?
- Historical Legends
- Local Legends
- Personal Legends
- Religious Legends
- Supernatural Legends

� Have a discussion about whether or not such things as ghosts, gnomes, fairies, banshees 
etc. really exist. What kind of evidence can the pupils give for their views?

� Some of the �Storyteller� Þ lms have unexpected endings. Ask the pupils to rewrite the 
story in their own words and give it a different ending, or to write their own �Tale of the 
Unexpected� with a surprise ending. Remember that magical and supernatural stories can 
have as unusual and fantastic endings as they can imagine.

� Provide short stories with surprise endings, e.g. the stories of O. Henry.

� The teacher might want to follow �Storyteller� up with other stories or poems dealing with 
the supernatural: e.g. �The Raven�, and other poems and stories by Edgar Alan Poe; �The 
Monkey�s Paw� by W.W. Jacobs; �The Legend of Sleepy Hollow� by Washington Irving.

� Ichabod Crane in �The Legend of Sleepy Hollow� was fascinated by tales of ghosts and 
spectres, listening to them at every opportunity. But he was really frightened by them. 
Have you ever read a book or seen a Þ lm that affects you like this?

But if there was a pleasure in all this, while snugly cuddling in the chimney corner of a 
chamber that was all of a ruddy glow from the crackling wood Þ re, it was dearly purchased 
by the terrors of his subsequent walk homewards.  What fearful shapes and shadows beset 
his path amidst the dim and ghastly glare of a snowy night!

Washington Irving The Legend of  Sleepy Hollow.
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� The quotations from the Ordnance Survey Memoirs seem to regard the traditions and 
folklore as ignorant peasant superstitions. Is this a fair and informed assessment, or does 
it display another kind of ignorance and intolerance on the part of the Memoir writer?

� Do the Ordnance Survey Memoirs for your area give any account of storytelling?  Are 
there any other local sources of evidence?

� Storytelling is a part of our oral tradition. How does the visual approach of television 
enhance the story and the drama? Discuss the effectiveness of the visual element. How 
successful is the narration technique together with the visual in �Storyteller�.

� Draw a picture with a banshee, fairy thorn, or some other such subject.


