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Perverse Roots 

By Emily Pritchard Cary 

 

 From early childhood, my husband was solemnly aware that the ghost of his 

great-great grandfather, Patrick Sheehy, unsung Irish poet and nature lover, hovered 

nearby, prodding him to cultivate his intellect and embrace the scholarly life. 

 Never heard of Patrick Sheehy? No wonder. Volumes of poetry discovered in a 

dusty trunk after his death were distributed to family members who misplaced or 

disposed of them over the years. It did not help that he wrote primarily in Gaelic, a 

language none could translate. So it was that his only extant booklet of poetry was passed 

down to my mother-in-law. Unlike those who scoffed at the time and effort Patrick spent 

pursuing his muse, she raised her son to revere the memory of the man whose sojourn on 

earth is defined by arcane, intricate penmanship. 

 Family journals describe Patrick Sheehy as the youngest boy in a family residing 

near Duagh in County Kerry, Ireland. A “pampered pet” who thrived on music and 

dancing lessons in his early years, he was fluent in both Gaelic and English and took 

advantage of the opportunity to seek an education at Trinity College in Dublin during a 

period when rules against admitting Catholics were relaxed. There he became even more 

proficient in the Gaelic tongue, filling one notebook after another with poetry, some 

original, some copied from texts he located among a forbidden collection stored in the 

college archives.  

 Patrick’s plan to devote his life to scholarship, and perhaps the priesthood, 

changed when he met Mary Stack, a “handsome” young girl with black hair and eyes and 

red cheeks. Although her family was Irish, Mary’s father served for a number of years in 

the British army. He may have died around 1849, for his son John emigrated to New 

York City in May of that year and Mary, then 18, followed in October. 

 Realizing that Mary could be lost from him forever, Patrick followed the next 

year and convinced her to marry him. They were wed in Hoboken, New Jersey, where 

Patrick found rooms with Mr. Williams, a relative who had emigrated from Ireland some 

years earlier and already was the stevedore boss over the Hoboken docks, a very good 

position for that time.  

 With Mary’s encouragement, Patrick sought to utilize his education and seek a 

career in New York’s thriving newspaper business. Despite the prejudice of many in the 

city toward the Irish, he soon was hired as a reporter for the New York Sun. At first he 

was assigned to a section called “Irish News” which listed the names of families arriving 

daily at the port from various parts of Ireland, together with queries from those wishing to 

locate relatives already living in the city. Once his competence was established, he 

advanced to local news. In time, he even adopted the sobriquet “The Peasant Bard” for 

his occasional contributions of poems extolling nature as he recalled it in Ireland. 

 Patrick should have been satisfied; instead, he fretted about the dirty, crowded 

city and the humidity of its summers. Within a few years, his longing for the life of a 

country squire overcame financial necessity. Ignoring Mary’s practical objections, he 



 

 

 
 

traded steady employment and his savings for a clapboard house on the shore of Schroon 

Lake in the Adirondack Mountains of New York State. But once the family was settled, it 

was soon apparent that he would have to choose between poverty or a menial job in the 

local tannery. Begrudgingly, he jettisoned the dream of life as a writer. For several years, 

he endured the vile smells of the factory, snatching every opportunity to excuse himself 

from work.  

   Preserved family letters allude to bitter strife between the practical wife and 

poetic Patrick. While Mary maintained their home as a boarding house for summer 

tourists and nursed the sick throughout their isolated community for want of a doctor, he 

played with words. Her mother, one child wrote, had scant patience with her father’s 

leisurely, scholarly ways. No matter, Patrick loved life in the woods and managed to sell 

some of his bucolic poems written in English to Forest and Stream nature magazine and 

local Adirondack newspapers for scant remuneration. 

 From early childhood, my husband was prodded to excel in school and maintain 

the academic standards set by Patrick. Alas, a century after his death, Patrick remained 

enigmatic. Even a Georgetown University language professor shrugged off his sole 

surviving manuscript after a cursory examination, telling my husband’s sister it was 

simply a running expense account. Believing it had no value, we stored it in a closet to 

languish for several decades until the advent of the Internet. There my husband happened 

upon a list of scholars fluent in Gaelic. He contacted each hoping that one would agree to 

translate the puzzling work.  

 Few responded; those who did had neither time nor interest. The lone exception 

was the University of Dublin where Bord na Gaeilge, a branch of the university dedicated 

to preserving the Gaelic language, welcomed the task. Packing it carefully, he mailed the 

fragile booklet back to its land of origin. Could it be that he was about to penetrate the 

heart and soul of his ancestor? 

 Three weeks later, the reply arrived.  It was tucked between pages of Poems of 

the Dispossessed, 1600-1900, a thick volume of hitherto unpublished works translated 

from the Gaelic. 

 “I’m sorry to disappoint you that this is not an original work, but a very long, 

rather earthy poem that was banned by the church until recently,” our scholarly 

correspondent wrote. “The author is Brian Merriman (1749-1803), the illegitimate son of 

a loose woman. It deals with a lament by the young women of a village complaining to 

the court about their husbands’ performance in bed, and proposing that vigorous young 

men - well-fed priests in particular - should be drafted into marriage. However, it is a 

very good copy and the Irish Manuscript Curator of the Royal Irish Academy is interested 

in acquiring it.” 

 My husband was surprised that so venerable a group as the Royal Irish Academy 

would care about such wanton poetry, but he was happy to donate the handwritten 

booklet for whatever purpose they had in mind. He began to suspect that he had the last 

laugh on the Georgetown professor who doubtless grasped the gist of what he was 

viewing and misled his sister rather than embarrass her by revealing the subject matter. 

 The first clue that the manuscript deserved more than passing merit came with a 

letter from Siobhan O’Rafferty, Librarian of the Royal Irish Academy, reporting that the 

academy made it the centerpiece of a display built around the lusty poem, “Cuirt an 



 

 

 
 

Mhean oiche” (The Midnight Court). Although portions of the banned work have seeped 

out of the literary underground during the past two centuries, Patrick Sheehy’s copy 

generated rave reviews.  

 “The hand is beautiful,” Ms. O’Rafferty enthused, confirming the Irish tendency 

to equate superb scholarship with a “fine fist.” She concluded her letter by assuring my 

husband that the Academy is “honoured to have it for our collection.” 

 The turn of the century arrived with further praise from the Academy for the 

manuscript that “excited great interest” while on display. Among its many admirers, we 

learned, was a gentleman from County Clare who photographed it for an article he was 

writing and has since published. Additionally, the manuscript was photographed for a 

Millennium calendar.  

 That admiring gentleman has written several times to learn more about Patrick 

Sheehy and thank my husband profusely for his kind gesture in returning the manuscript 

“back home where it belongs and is appreciated.” 

 Sadly, we know nothing beyond the facts mixed with rumors. To the dismay of 

his family, Patrick allowed Mary to shoulder problems he should have addressed while he 

sat by the banks of Schroon Lake penning Gaelic poetry destined for destruction. 

 We are left to wonder how Patrick Sheehy first encountered the forbidden 

writings of Brian Merriman, a mathematics teacher and poet who never traveled beyond 

County Clare. Did he discover them as a teenager and were they the catalyst for later 

rummaging through boxes secreted in the bowels of Trinity College away from the eyes 

of impressionable young men?  

 Were his professors aware of his transgression? 

 Did his misdeed cause expulsion from the school and hasten his flight to 

America? 

 We may never know what possessed the dashing young Patrick to painstakingly 

pen the copy currently thrilling Irish scholars, but its contents suggest that he felt 

obligated to forsake plans to pursue priesthood and, instead, do his part in meeting the 

poet’s challenge to rescue comely Irish lassies from the cruel fate of sexless marriages to 

wizened old men.   

 Would he have heeded the poet’s challenge had he foreseen the sadness and strife 

his lovely Mary would endure as the wife of a scholar with scant inclination to support 

their large family? 

 One hopes that his spirit was hovering over the Royal Irish Academy, just one 

block from Trinity College, as his copy of the Merriman poem was unveiled and excited 

scholarly visitors perused the manuscript that had found its way home at last.      


