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“You’re not hurt, Colum?” his uncle demanded. “This blood? It is not yours? Thank God! Thank God for all! It is victory, man – a great victory. The unbelievers are vanquished, quite. They flee. All flee. Diarmid amongst the first, I swear! God’s cause triumphs.”

Colum looked from him to the wounded man at their feet and then at all the bodies lying around, and shook his head, wordless.

But Ernan was not to be deflated. “All is well, I tell you. There was little or no resistance. They knew not what overwhelmed them. Fled without fighting, treading each other down. It has been scarcely a battle, no real fighting. Donald of Ailech has had little to do. Now he pursues Diarmid. But they will not stand, I think, nor rally now. It is victory, Colum – and so greatly thanks to you!”

“Then . . . then Lord forgive me. If even He can! This slaughter . . .!”
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FOR JOAN

who greatly helped
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BRUDE MAC MAELCHON: High King of Alba.
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BAETAN MAC CAIRELL: King of Ulster.

AED MAC AINMERE: King of Donegal, later High King of Ireland.

DROSTAN: Colum’s nephew, later Abbot of Deer.
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PART ONE



1


The tall, yellow-haired man with the vitally grey eyes stared at the younger man, flushed and dishevelled, as he panted out his all but incoherent account. Then the elder held up a quite imperious hand to halt the jerky spate of words.


“You killed this man? This player at the hurley? He is dead? At a game!”


“Dead, yes – so they declared. But – I did not mean to kill him. He hit me first. With his stick. A foul blow. Here, at my knee. See – it is swollen. In anger I hit him back. Any man would have done the same, Colum. As he saw my blow coming, he leapt back. Stumbled. All but fell. To save himself, he sank on one knee. My hurley-stick, aimed at his body, struck the side of the neck. Here. He went down like a felled ox. They said that he died at once. Neck broken . . .”


“God have mercy on you both! You, and him. To kill a man at sport!”


“I tell you, it was not intended. I raised my stick in a flash of anger. And this, this happened! Now, now I need sanctuary, Columcille.”


The tall man, stroking his shaven chin, said nothing.


“Colum – you must give me sanctuary! They will be after me. He was of the Southern O’Neill – the High King’s clan. Diarmid hates us of the Northern clan, you know well. He was there, watching, Diarmid the Ard Righ. He will have me if he can! I must have the sanctuary of Holy Church. Or I am a dead man this day! I am innocent, but Diarmid mac Cerball will have my life . . .”


“That sanctuary Christ’s Church cannot deny you, Curnan. But, dear God – your moment of anger is like to cost us all dear, I fear. You will have to stand trial. And pay the blood-price. But until then you shall have sanctuary here, at Kells . . .”


“Then quickly, Colum! For they will guess that I have come to you. To your monastery here . . .”


“You came at once?”


“Yes. I had to. To horse from the playing-field. Riding my hardest. The ten miles from Teltown and the festival.” Prince Curnan gestured towards his foam-flecked, quivering horse. “They will be after me . . .”


“So be it. Come with me, to the church . . .”


Colum mac Felim O’Neill, Abbot of Kells and Derry, led the way through the gardens and monastic buildings within the rath or outer ramparts, to the sizeable but simply-designed church. He walked long-strided – but then he always moved thus, vehement and energetic yet without seeming to hurry, a man giving the impression of authority, assurance, decision, even though at times he possessed a deal less than that. The prince hurried to keep up with him. At the church-door, the older man pointed.


“Go – and pray!” he said simply.


The other all but ran into the sacred building.


The abbot strode back, thoughtful indeed – as he had cause to be. He did not require the second-sight, the prevision, with which he was often credited, to foresee dire consequences arising from his kinsman’s act. And not only for Curnan. The present High King of All Ireland, Diarmid mac Cerball, would be gravely offended – and he was a violent and difficult man. As chief of the Southern branch of the great clan of O’Neill, he was conditioned to dislike those of the Northern branch, the Hy-Neill, although they were all descendants of the mighty Niall of the Nine Hostages, the most famous warrior-king of Ireland. But particularly he did not love Aed, King of Connaught, Curnan’s father. Today’s folly would be a stick with which to beat Aed. Moreover, Diarmid had no affection for Colum himself; for, some years before, he had been offered the position of Ard Righ, or High King, himself, by the electing sub-kings, but had courteously but firmly refused it, electing the Lord Christ’s way, as he said, rather than the monarchial way which was his birthright; and Diarmid had been chosen, as second-best, to sit on the throne at Tara.


Back at the monastery gatehouse, he ordered a student monk to see to Curnan’s sweating horse, himself stroking its velvety quivering nostrils – for he had a great fondness for animals and all living things. Then he went outside, to peer down the road to Teltown, from which the trouble could be expected. He was turning over in his mind how best to seek to deal with the High King’s men, if they did come chasing after the fugitive, when he bethought himself of prayer. He had told his kinsman to pray – he himself ought to be praying. Colum was a great believer in the power of prayer – although he was all too apt to act first and remember to pray afterwards.


So he went to the elaborately carved Celtic stone cross which stood on a plinth in the centre of the monastic courtyard, and there knelt, monks and students watching from doorways and corners, intrigued no doubt. Not that there was anything unusual about their abbot doing the like at any time of day or night; but a monastic establishment is by its nature a notable place for rumours, tales and gossip, and Prince Curnan’s sudden and agitated arrival had not gone unnoticed.


On his knees, Colum sought to marshal his thoughts and petitions in suitable order and humble fashion to put before his Maker. But he had not got far in the process before the drumming of hooves, many hooves, resounded, indeed all but caused the ground to tremble beneath his knees. Hastily apologising to his Creator, he started up, recollected the courtesies sufficiently to add “Thy will be done!” and then turned back towards the gateway.


A large mounted company was thundering up the dusty road, banners flying; and amongst these last, one twice the size of any other. Colum’s strong but pleasing features set grimly as he recognised that flag.


The majority of the horsemen reined up as they neared the turf-and-stone ramparts of the rath, but the leaders rode on into the gatehouse entrance. In the forefront, magnificently mounted, was a thick-set, bearded man of about Colum’s own age, some forty years, richly clad, with a purple riding-cloak flung back from wide shoulders and a golden circlet around his brows and sandy-grey hair. Those heavy brows were dark-frowning. He pulled up his white, arch-necked stallion savagely, so that it reared, forefeet pawing the air, in front of the dark-cowled, white-robed abbot.


“Is Curnan mac Aed here?” he demanded harshly, without other greeting and remaining in the saddle.


“Welcome to this poor house of God, Highness,” the other returned, inclining his head, although not very deeply. “Prince Curnan is here, yes. He is in the church, at prayer. Seeking God’s mercy.”


“Have him out, then.”


Colum raised his own eyebrows in the broad forehead, tonsured, but slightly, in the Celtic Church fashion. “Did I mishear, Highness? Pardon me if I did.”


“You heard, Colum mac Felim. Have Curnan out. I want him. He has a debt to pay.”


The abbot shook his head. “No, Highness. That is not possible. Curnan is in sanctuary.”


“Not possible? By the gods – you refuse me? The High King!”


“Until trial and judgement, he is in the care of a higher king than you, Diarmid mac Cerball!”


For moments these two princely descendants of Niall of the Nine Hostages stared each other in the eye. Then the monarch angrily jerked his beast’s head aside and spurred on past the other, towards the church. His immediate companions rode after him.


Colum clenched fists and bit his lip – for he also was a hot-tempered man – seeking to control himself. Then he strode in the wake of the horsemen.


It did not take him long to reach the church, but long enough for the mounted men to have got there, dismounted and disappeared inside the building. Not all of them, for the High King still sat on a horse outside. Even as Colum came up, the three of the royal bodyguard emerged, part-dragging, part-carrying the protesting Prince Curnan, to manhandle him right up to the monarch’s mount.


Diarmid wasted no words. He jabbed a pointing finger at the prisoner, and then made a plunging gesture with his clenched fist.


Obediently, and grinning, two of his henchmen snatched out dirks from their belts, and without hesitation plunged them deep into their wide-eyed victim, one into his throat, the other between his shoulder-blades.


Prince Curnan mac Aed of Connaught sank to the ground, choking in a flood of blood. His corpse was only twitching as Colum came up.


Horrified, appalled, the abbot stared from the body to his killers and then up at the High King, for the moment speechless.


“He has his deserts!” the monarch said flatly, and pulled his horse around.


“Wait, Diarmid mac Cerball!” That was commandingly authoritative enough for even the High King to draw rein – after all, Colum mac Felim was of as royal blood and breeding as was he, and could on occasion show it. “How dare you! How dare you! You . . . savage. You, you have done the unforgivable! Assassin! For this deed, I say, you are accursed . . .!”


“You name this justice? You, the High King. I name it murder. And in cold blood.”


“What you name it matters nothing to me, Colum mac Felim.”


“He slew a man – my own servant, thus he is slain. Justice is done.”


“You think that? Perhaps that is true. What I may deem it is unimportant. But what Almighty God deems it should concern you. And God is not to be mocked, even by you! For, as well as murder, you have committed the sin of deliberate sacrilege. You have broken God’s sanctuary.”


“Sanctuary! A device of priests to shelter rogues!”


“Holy Church says otherwise. The Church, in God’s name, offers sanctuary to those who seek it, until such time as they may be brought to judgement, men’s judgement. You have defiled it, in direst shame.”


“Curnan has had his judgement. Mine!”


“And now you face God’s judgement! For the double sin of sacrilege and murder. You are accursed, Diarmid mac Cerball!”


“You curse me? You dare! Me, the Ard Righ!”


“God will – that I promise you!”


The monarch hooted a harsh laugh, turning to his watching bodyguard. “You hear this insolent priest? He thinks to curse the High King of all Ireland! In the name of his Christian god. A fool, as well as insolent!”


The others looked away, uncomfortable. Hard, tough men, they were less sure of being impervious to the abbot’s curses than was their master; also Colum mac Felim was a prince of the blood even more highly descended than was Diarmid.


The king shrugged, spat at Colum’s feet, kicked heels into his beast’s flank, and without another word rode off. Glancing at neither the abbot nor the corpse, his people mounted and spurred after him.


Colum stood for a few moments, trembling with emotion. Then he went to kneel beside his fallen kinsman. Clearly Cuman had died almost instantly, one of the expertly wielded daggers having reached the heart. Head bowed and shaking, he stared. Then he rose and stooping, grasped the dead man’s shoulders at the armpits, and started to drag the body back into the church. He was a well-made and physically strong man in the prime of life. No doubt some of his monks and lay-brothers watched from windows and corners, but none came to help – for they knew their abbot.


In the church, plain, simple to the point of austerity, Colum dragged the corpse up the single step to before the altar. There, beside it, he sank down on his knees, to pray. At first prayer would not come, only passion, anger, hatred. Fiercely he sought to discipline his all too vehement emotions, thoughts, will, as not infrequently he had to do – but seldom indeed so desperately as now he did. At length he schooled himself to address his Maker in some sort of fashion that he felt might be reasonably acceptable.


Colum prayed for Curnan’s soul, for the soul of his victim on the hurley-field, and for his own, that he might learn God’s will in this harrowing matter. He even tried to pray for Diarmid mac Cerball also, but failed; but he did ask, beseech forgiveness, if his angry condemnation, his cursing, was wrong. He well recognised that his anger should be against the sin committed rather than the sinner, but found it difficult on this occasion to convince himself.


Eventually he rose and went for his people to attend to the body, prepare it for the burial service and interment. He must send a messenger to King Aed of Connaught, Curnan’s father – a message which inevitably would be the beginning of troubles, major and dire troubles, God help them all.


It requires no divine gift of prophecy to visualise some of the troubles which did erupt in Ireland thereafter. The Northern and Southern branches of the great clan of O’Neill, the descendants of the semi-legendary hero, Conn of the Hundred Battles and the later Niall of the Nine Hostages, had long been in a state of mutual antipathy and rivalry, not to say outright hostility. The Northern, or Hy-Neill, to which Colum and the dead Curnan belonged, was the senior and generally more influential, and was more apt to provide the High Kings; but after Colum’s refusal of that honour, Diarmid of the Southern branch, a noted warrior, was offered it, and this had given a major lift to his clan – a circumstance for which by no means all the Northern O’Neills had forgiven the abbot. It did not take a great deal to spark off enmity, and this murder of a Connaught prince, in sanctuary or none, was a recipe for conflict.


But as well as this, and totally unexpected by Colum, was a move by Diarmid to strengthen his own hand and at the same time exacerbate the situation by seeking to divide the rival clan. He made a declaration that Colum mac Felim, as well as publicly insulting himself and the office of High King, and harbouring a killer fleeing from justice, had shamefully digressed against his own new Christian faith, in which he arrogantly claimed leadership. The man was a traitor and a danger to both the old faith and the new.


This was a tardy reopening of an old sore, not so very dire and long since healed and forgotten by most converts to Christianity. As a student monk in his twenties, at the monastery of Dromin, Colum had translated, from Latin into the Gaelic, St Martin of Tours’ version of the Psalms, and this without the authority of his mentor, tutor and superior, Bishop Finnian. The bishop had been offended, for he had intended to perform this important task himself, copies of the Vulgate Gospels and Psalms being in short supply indeed, and the providing of them, in translation, a distinction much admired. Finnian was scarcely to be blamed, for he himself had earlier brought the Latin copy to Ireland, for safety, from Candida Casa in Strathclyde, when the pagans overwhelmed that mission – and, moreover, it was he who had taught Colum his Latin. So the younger man had been less than tactful, however enthusiastic. But ardent, and seeing the need for the Scriptures as vital for the spread of Christianity, he had refused to halt his work. He had long been forgiven by Finnian. But the bishop had been of the Southern O’Neill, and the old controversy was now remembered and used.


Conditions in Ireland, as in all the northern lands, had changed since Finnian’s day. Now, in 561, the Christian faith was endangered, and paganism was reasserting itself almost everywhere. Diarmid was pagan, and the Druid priests were strong and influenced him greatly. He, and they, saw this present trouble as an excellent opportunity to advance their cause by seeking to create division amongst the Christians, by accusing the Abbot of Kells and Derry of schism, heresy and ambition, as well as rebellion against the high kingship. The objective was not only to pit Southern O’Neill against Northern, but Christian against Christian.


At first Colum was scarcely aware of all this; and even when rumours began to reach him at Kells, scarcely believed it, or the scale of it. However, when a friend came secretly to the monastery, from Tara, to warn him that a group under the Arch Druid, including some Christian priests, were planning to come and arrest him, with the High King’s agreement, as an offender against both Church and State, to stand trial at Tara before a joint court of the religious and secular authorities, he recognised that it would be wise to be elsewhere meantime. That sort of wisdom did not come naturally to Colum mac Felim, for his was a nature apt to meet challenge head on, too much so, many held; but he realised that he had responsibilities other than personal here, to this monastery and others which he had founded, and which could suffer if he made resistance. Also to the Northern O’Neill clan itself, which might well feel impelled to take to arms to rescue or avenge one of its princes and so precipitate war.


That very night, leaving Kells monastery in the care of its saintly sub-Abbot Liban – whom even the most accusatory would find difficulty in accusing of anything combative – Colum slipped quietly away, on horseback, with only the student-monk and personal attendant Lugbe as companion, both dressed inconspicuously, and headed northwards. Kells was altogether too near to Tara, seat of the High Kings, for comfort in present circumstances, even though that was why he had founded his monastery there.


All night they rode through the sleeping land of Meath, ever northwards, without seeing a soul, although dogs barked at them from sundry villages and farmsteads, seeking to avoid the habitations of men as they did. Lugbe, at only twenty years, had never done anything like this in his life, and was excited and just a little fearful, even his beloved master’s presence and spiritual authority not entirely insulating him from dread of the alleged terrors which stalked by night. Colum, to be sure, had travelled thus many a time – not always unpursued, his Christianity being of the sort which had tended to arouse passions of opposition as well as of adherence.


Kells was a long way south of their ultimate destination, Derry in Donegal, over one hundred and fifty miles, where stood the first monastery Colum had founded. He had indeed been instrumental in setting up more than these, for he was a man who did not do things by halves; but Derry and Kells were under his own abbacy, the others not. And one hundred and fifty miles would not be too far to be away from the clutches of the High King and Arch Druid.


In the early hours of the morning they followed the Blackwater River valley out of Meath and into Monaghan, into hilly country now, although the mountains loomed only dimly in the September night. On well into the forenoon they continued, with the young man all but asleep in the saddle, before Colum halted at a lonely hill-farm where they obtained oaten porridge, honey and milk before moving further into the privacy of a birch-wood where they could tether their beasts and sleep unseen. But only for a few hours. If young Lugbe did not already know it, he was learning that life with Colum mac Felim was not apt to be easy, ever.


Across the narrows of Monaghan they took their hilly way, and by now had ceased any looking backwards for fear of pursuit, eventually to ford another Blackwater River, into Tyrone of the lakes and the bogs. They were into Ulster now, Northern O’Neill territory. Colum felt safer here, but only somewhat, for the High King of All Ireland could go where he would, his writ running the length and breadth of the land, in theory, even though one of the Southern O’Neill would be apt to be more cautious in the Northern territory. Colum’s concern was not only with his own safety; knowing Diarmid, he recognised that any giving known shelter and comfort to himself, as fugitive, might well suffer for it.


On into another night they rode, the weather kind at least, choosing byways and avoiding towns and villages where possible, even though this involved much fording of difficult streams and bogs. Eventually they had to halt, for their horses’ sakes if not their own. But they were now halfway to Derry, and surely they might take it more easily hereafter. That Diarmid and Bec mac De, the Arch Druid, would learn of their flight quickly, Colum was in no doubt; someone would find it worth his while to inform on them without delay. But even so, any pursuit must be far behind, guess as they would that he would almost certainly head for Derry.


It took them three more days, at a more relaxed pace, to reach that far northern oak-wood on the River Foyle, the gift of Curnan’s father, King Aed, where Colum had built his first monastery sixteen years before, as a young enthusiast for the faith, after turning down the high-kingship, impatient to spread the Gospel, almost to force it upon his fellow-clansmen and compatriots. He had learned, in the years that followed, a little of the follies of impatience and the need for forbearance, the acceptance of God’s will and timing rather than his own, and so had moderated his pace and all too princely ambitions in the field of religion – even though at times he had wondered whether, after all, he ought to have accepted the high kingship and so been able to impose Christianity on druidical, sun-worshipping Ireland. He had learned too, as the years went by, that Derry, in farthest Donegal; was too isolated to make much impact on mid and southern Ireland; and while there were numerous other monasteries and churches scattered over the land, and had been since St Patrick’s time a century before, none of these, in his urgent opinion, was in fact making sufficient efforts to stem the rising tide of paganism. So he had founded those other establishments, aided by his princely revenues, in strategic situations, first Durrow, then the one at Kells, near to Tara, the most vitally important; and there, in due course, he had based himself as a missionary soldier of Christ.


They came to Derry on that fifth afternoon, tired but thankful, a lovely place in its woodland setting on an eminence by the riverside, only three miles from the mouth of the Foyle and the great sea-lough. The abbot’s unexpected arrival created a great excitement amongst the monks and lay-brethren. Word of Curnan’s death, and possible repercussions, had reached even this remote community, but no least notion of personal threat to Abbot Colum. He did not dwell on this, but changed back into his white monastic robe and black abbot’s hood, and led thanks for his safe home-coming, for he looked on Derry as his true home still. This small church, his very first building, had been erected largely with his own hands and was the only one in all Ireland facing north-and-south instead of east-and-west. This was on account of a magnificent old oak tree sharing the mound, and which he had refused to have cut down to make room for the church, asserting that it was God’s creation as distinct from man’s. Now he made the obligatory quick tour of the establishment, commending all and schooling himself to make his sundry criticisms later. Then he set off again, alone, to stride the mile or so along the riverside to another house, not a religious one this time, quite large, indeed more imposing than anything at the monastery where simplicity was the rule. Amidst a flurry of barking dogs and bowing servants, where he was addressed as Prince Colum rather than Abbot, he asked if the Princess Eithne was at home, and was conducted to the orchard, where a number of women were picking apples from the trees for the cider-making. Some of the younger ones were up ladders and one or two even perched on the branches, to reach the topmost fruit; and more than one of these found opportunity to make a great outcry of pretended modesty at a man’s appearance, with so much feminine leg on view, Colum waving appreciatively.


One older woman, bidding them to be quiet, came to greet her son, almost as long-strided as was he, with open arms. “Colum, my dear, my dear!” she cried. “Heaven be praised that I see you here! I thank God that you are come. Safe! Safe!” Her strong although melodious voice all but broke – which it seldom did.


They embraced with great warmth, for they were very close, these two. Then Colum held her from him, to eye her fondly, proudly, shaking his head.


“Mother – I swear that you grow but the younger every year! And the more beautiful! How do you do it?” he exclaimed. “Soon your son will look older than you – if he does not already! For my failures and follies but add to my years. Do you have none?”


“Shame on you! Is flattery not a sin? Like hypocrisy? You, a man of God!”


“A man of God seeks – but does not always find!” he amended, in changed, deepened, voice.


“Nor you only, Colum. But at least He has brought you safely here, to me, again. Heard my prayers, if not yours. I have been sorely worried for you, these many days. I have seen you in dire need and danger. Evil threatening you. Almost I thought to come to you myself, at Kells. Not that I could have achieved anything to your aid . . .”


Still gripping her shoulders, he eyed her. “Mother – you know! Or . . . did some tidings reach you?”


“I knew. I did have word from Aed of Connaught, yes. But before that, I knew . . .” If Colum sometimes had the second sight, as reputed, it was from his mother that he inherited it, a woman renowned for that strange and not always welcome gift.


The Princess Eithne of Leinster, now in her mid-sixties, was endowed with other qualities in plenty, a woman of beauty, intelligence and strength of character. Hers had been the dominant influence in her son’s upbringing, rather than that of his father, for Prince Felim, long dead, had been cast in a gentler mould, studious and retiring – although it was he who had embraced Christianity in his quiet way, leaving it to his wife to imbue their son with the burning zeal which came more naturally to them both.


Curious, he asked her. “What did you know, Mother?”


“Only that you were in danger. That evil men conspired against you. That some whom you would trust would betray you – as Judas betrayed his Lord. That you must flee – or die! So I prayed. And here you are . . .”


He nodded, and as they left the orchard for the house, he told her all that he knew himself, of his friend’s warning, of the murder of Curnan, the cursing of Diarmid, the resurrection of that old offence against Bishop Finnian over the Psalms, of the shameful alliance of some Christian priests and abbots with the pagan Druids and Diarmid.


“Diarmid mac Cerball is a barbarian! Quick with his sword but a fool, a witless oaf! Almost as great fools, and much to be blamed, were the kings who elected him High King when you refused, Colum.” The Princess Eithne was one of those who believed that her son ought to have accepted the Tara throne; although once he had made his decision she accepted it, supported him loyally and had not kept bringing up the matter. “But Bec mac De, the Arch Druid, is different,” she went on. “He is clever, and without scruple. And he can twist Diarmid to his evil will. He hates our Holy Church, and sees you, Colum, as its champion. That he should win over some Christians to his wicked plotting is despicable, utterly shameful.” His mother’s fine eyes blazed with her indignation and contempt.


“They are, no doubt, some of those hereditary abbots,” Colum asserted. “You know their sort. They can be the curse of our Church.” The Celtic Church, unlike the Romish, with which it had had no real links since St Patrick’s day, did not insist on celibacy in its priesthood; and heredity and clanship being so strong a principle and preoccupation amongst the Irish and the Celtic peoples generally, the notion that an abbot’s son could succeed his father had grown up, especially in the south, and there were now even third generation incumbents of monastic seats, some of whose Christian learning and observance was rudimentary to say the least. There were good men amongst them undoubtedly; but Colum, for one, was utterly opposed to the entire concept.


“Those wretches, yes. Their faith can be but skin-deep! So – what do you do now, Colum?”


“I must go see King Aed. Tell him how it was, with Curnan. The least that I can do. Seek to give him such comfort as I may, little as that must be.”


“Aed will not accept this murder lightly – nor should he! A proud man, Aed.”


“That is what I fear. Yet – the deed is done. Curnan has gone to a better place than Ireland, and nothing will bring him back . . .”


Colum asked after his family, for he had a brother and four sisters, all married and scattered over Ulster and Donegal. He stayed with his mother until late evening, sharing an excellent meal, such as he had not tasted for a long time; for the Princess Eithne lived in some style, with quite a court of women, mainly young – for young at heart herself, she preferred youthful company. Not that she did not enjoy male company also, but on this occasion her son was the only man present, apart from servitors, and he did not fail to derive full relish from the fact. Colum was fond of women, although he had never married, not out of any matter of principle, nor even, at times, lack of desire, but because he recognised all too clearly that the course he had set for himself could scarcely be run in harness with a wife, however patient and understanding. It was a deliberate decision and no easy option, for he was attractive to the other sex, and apt to be left in no doubt of it, and his warm, vehement nature was not slow in responding. So that evening, round the table, and later at the music and song, he played his part in the badinage and playful pleasantry, even mildly flirtatious repartee, giving as good as he got, and had his mother pretending to be censorious, glad to put from his mind, for the moment, the problems and fears besetting him. He had a good tuneful voice and joined in the singing after the meal, even sang them one or two of his own compositions, bardic lays and ballads, both gay and sad, for he had been writing verses and setting them to melodies from boyhood, and still did so, by no means all of them hymnal.


However, when he left that congenial house for the spartan simplicity of his monastery, he did not omit to ask, in no mere formal fashion, God’s blessing on it and all therein, nor allowed his benediction to sound in any way incongruous after the jollity, even hilarity, of the evening.


As he walked back through the woodland in the September gloaming, he felt better in his mind and spirits than he had done since Curnan’s death. He would spend the next day or two encouraging his people here, and putting to rights certain minor matters he had noted on his brief inspection of his Derry establishment, and then take himself south-westwards for Connaught and King Aed.
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The journey to the Sligo area of Connaught, where King Aed made his headquarters, turned out to be quite other than Colum had anticipated. As the crow might fly it was some seventy-five or eighty miles from Derry, but as the horseman must ride it meant well over one hundred, to avoid the bogs, loughs and river-crossing which so complicated travel in Ireland, especially in the north-west. He went alone, and being a good horseman reckoned that he could cover the ground in something under three days of steady riding. But it was not to be.


The first day was uneventful, as it was comparatively straightforward, following the River Foyle due southwards the twenty miles to Lifford, where its two major headstreams, the Mourne and the Finn, joined; and another fifteen up the Mourne, in Tyrone now, still southwards, in more hilly country, to a second major confluence where the River Derg came in from the west. This he reached by early evening, without incident or any real delays. But on entering the wide strath where these two rivers joined, he knew an end to his solitary but timely travel. For the long valley was full of armed men, either still on the march or already camped for the night, and all clearly heading westwards, as now was he. The strath was part of the main east-west route from Tyrone, Eastern Ailech, Antrim and Ulidia, the Ulster provinces north of Lough Neagh, all Northern O’Neill territories; and it was all too evident that the Hy-Neill was on the move in a large way. In parties of scores and hundreds the fighting-men were on their way towards the Western Sea.


With a strange mixture of emotion, excitement plus a sinking at the heart, Colum saw and conjectured. He had no illusions that this might be a cause for rejoicing.


A man on horseback, and on a handsome beast at that, and dressed for the road in sober but fine clothing beneath a fur-trimmed deerskin travelling-cloak which could serve, at a pinch, as blanket for sleeping out of a night – his abbatial garb for the present in his saddlebag – he did not fail to attract attention from the marching men. But his air of quiet authority and general appearance, and his riding in the same direction as the troops tramped, ensured that he was not halted or otherwise challenged, although he was the recipient of sundry gestures and not always polite pleasantries from the bored men-at-arms; these he accepted with a smile. When he came up with a larger column, pacing behind an O’Neill banner differenced for O’Conall, he reined in beside its leadership group.


“Friends,” he greeted them. “Here is great marching. You are of Donegal with that flag. Where march you, and why? I am Colum mac Felim O’Conall, from Derry.” O’Conall was the patronymic of the kings of Donegal branch of O’Neill.


His hearers stared.


“You – you say you are Colum mac Felim? The Prince? The Abbot-Prince?” one demanded. “He who, who . . .!”


“I am, yes. I greet you, in God’s good name. And would know where you go, and why?”


“But – do you not know? Have you, of all men, not heard? It is war. You must know it. For you it is who is at the heart of it, Prince Colum.”


“War, you say! Dear God – war! How mean you? What is this? I have heard of no war, sought no warfare. I have been at my monastery of Derry . . .”


The column had halted behind its leaders as they eyed each other and the mounted men, clearly astonished.


“Grianan is none so far from Derry, they say. And you do not know? All Ireland knows, if Derry’s monastery does not!” their spokesman said. “The King of Connaught has demanded vengeance for his son’s murder – as well he might. And the High King has named you rebel. And all who support you. He has declared war on Connaught and Ailech, and marches westwards. And all Hy-Neill rises to assist King Aed. And you know it not!”


Appalled, Colum shook his yellow head. “This is . . . terrible! Scarcely to be believed. War! And in my name! Merciful Father – not that! How can this be? In so short a time? I have been gone from Kells for little more than two weeks . . .”


“Much can happen in two weeks, Prince! You have been condemned by some court at Tara, they say – I know not what. But the flaming torch has gone out to all Ireland – if not up to your Derry! The call to arms . . .”


“But – over one man’s death!”


“And your sin, Prince Colum – if sin it was. Some matter of wrongful writings,” another man put in. “I do not understand these things. But those who do are blaming you . . .”


“That old story of Bishop Finnian’s Psalms! Twenty years ago, and more. Here is folly, beyond all understanding! I knew that there would be trouble. But not this, never this, outright war. Who first declared it? Aed? Or Diarmid?”


“I know not. Such as we are not consulted! But war it is.”


“Our King, Ainmere, is not far ahead, Prince,” another said. “With a great company. He will know all, tell you all. He will be camping for the night soon, no doubt . . .”


Nodding, his mind seething, Colum heeled his mount into a canter and rode on.


Passing other parties of men without pause, with the dusk he came presently to the village of Dergbeg, where a broad grassy shelf above the boggy valley-floor provided firm ground. Here the low-browed, turf roofed cot-houses and hovels were all but lost in a tide of men, with cooking fires sending up their blue smoke into the evening air. He could see some horses tethered near one of the larger houses, and for this he made his way through the throng.


Outside the house a group of better-dressed men sat around a fire of birch-logs, eating and drinking. They eyed him curiously as he came up. Then one, probably the youngest there but wearing the slender gold circlet of kingship around his brows, started to his feet.


“Colum!” he cried. “Colum – by all that is wonderful! Colum mac Felim himself – come to the battle!” Around him the others, hearing that name, rose also.


Dismounting, Colum went to embrace his cousin. Ainmere mac Setna O’Conall was a ruddy, fresh-faced, smiling youngish man. His late father, Setna, although the younger brother of Prince Felim, had been appointed King of Donegal when their father, Colum’s grandfather, King Fergus had died, because of Felim’s gentle and studious character – the Celtic system being elective in the royal families, and the most likely to prove a suitable leader chosen. So Ainmere was now king.


“Come yes, Cousin – but not to battle!” Colum declared. “Not that! But – it is good to see you. Even in these circumstances. This folly.”


“What mean you – this folly?”


“War, Ainmere. If it is indeed war, as they tell me. And not but a gesture, a flourish in the face of Diarmid?”


“It is war, to be sure. And not before time. Diarmid, and Bec mac De who leads him by the nose, have been asking for this for long. Now they have it! We will teach them their lesson! Thanks to you, Colum!”


“No – of a mercy! Do not say that. I want no part in war. It is all wrong, I tell you. What happened is no excuse for battle, the death of men . . .”


“Curnan died, did he not? And you cursed Diarmid – and rightly. All honest men hail you for that, Colum. Now that curse will be brought about.”


“I said that he was accursed for breaking sanctuary. Murder also – but deliberately to defile God’s sanctuary, sacrilege . . .!”


“To be sure. So say we all. So what troubles you?”


“God cannot desire war, the deaths of men, many men, innocent men. Even for the sins of sacrilege and murder.”


“Tell that to Diarmid and the Arch Druid! They it is who have declared war, mustered the Southern O’Neill and their friends – of Kildare, Offaly, Leix and the rest. They march. The south against the north. This war has been brewing for long, almost since Diarmid gained Tara. He but required excuse. Now you have given it to him. And he will discover his mistake!”


“Not me. I tell you, I will not be blamed for this, for war.”


“But you are blamed, Colum, whether rightly or wrongly. By our enemies. And not only for the cursing and what Diarmid calls rebellion. But for dividing the Church of God! This convention they held at Teltown, called by Diarmid and the Arch Druid and some of the abbots – a plague on them! They found you guilty of schism and heresy, as well as rebellion. Over some nonsense of the Psalms. Declared that you had stolen Bishop Finnian’s property, for your own glory . . .”


“They were not Finnian’s property. How can the Word of God be any man’s property?”


“Those apostate abbots said that it was. And Diarmid pronounced judgement. ‘To every cow its calf’ he said. ‘So to every book its copy.’ Bec mac De’s words, no doubt – but Diarmid pronounced them against you. So – they declared war, on you and all who support you. The war they have been wanting for long. And they will regret it!”


The growl of agreement from the listening group was eloquent.


Colum spread his hands helplessly, and held his peace meantime.


He spent the night with the Donegal contingent. They would have had him continue the march with them next day – for astonishing and utterly unsuitable as it seemed to him, they all looked on him as some sort of hero, for having been responsible for the situation. But he preferred to press on faster, for they had to restrain their horses’ pace to that of the marching men behind. He wanted to see King Aed of Connaught just as soon as possible.


All day, proceeding up the River Derg, he was passing columns of men, some of whose leaders he knew, from Antrim, Ulidia, Down and elsewhere in the north. He did not allow himself to be delayed more than was inevitable. At midday he circled Lough Derg itself, cradled in hills; and after that it was soon downhill for another ten miles or so to Donegal Bay, with the glittering Western Sea spread before him, a lovely sight which at any other time would have lifted his heart.


There he turned south along the wild and picturesque shoreline, to reach the Connaught border where the River Erne joined salt water at Ballyshannon. Here there was a great hold-up of marching men at the only available ford and ferry. Not wanting to become involved in more argument and discussion with enthusiastic warriors, he avoided chiefs and leaders and bedded down amongst the ordinary fighting-men, without revealing his identity, sharing their simple fare gratefully. His heart went out to these who, unless he could prevent it, might be called upon to die before long in a cause, mistaken in the first place, and of which they could know little or nothing.


Thereafter he and the marchers left the coast, to cut inland across the fifteen miles of the Dartry peninsula, to the next great inlet of Sligo Bay. Connaught was a large kingdom, one of the largest in Ireland, with many centres of population, wide scattered; but King Aed’s favourite seat was in the north-west here, at Drumcleeve, near Sligo; and thither all were making – although having to make it in this round-about fashion on account of the great barrier presented by Lower and Upper Loughs Erne and their related marshlands, which effectively sealed off this Sligo area from the east, for some thirty miles – a defensive feature for which Aed favoured the place. Through the Dartry Mountains, then, the columns wound their way to Drumcleeve.


They found that place an armed camp indeed, men in their thousands congregating around the great hall-house on its mound behind earthen ramparts, which served as the palace. This last was crammed to overflowing with the great ones of Connaught, Ulster, Tyrone and the Hy-Neill. But Colum’s arrival and identification gained him prompt entry and lively acclaim, less than appreciated in the circumstances. He was escorted by cheerful chiefs and captains to the great hall, where King Aed sat drinking with his princes and principal supporters.


At the Connaught Sennachie’s, or royal herald’s, beating of a gong and announcement of the arrival of the Prince-Abbot Colum mac Felim mac Fergus mac Conall mac Niall, a silence descended on the company. Then all who were sitting got to their feet, save only Aed himself – who of course could rise for none, except perhaps the High King, in his own kingdom – but who held out both hands in greeting.


“Welcome, Columcille!” he cried into the sudden quiet. “A thousand welcomes from all here for Columcille, the Church’s Dove Militant!” Columcille, literally Colum of the Church, was a nickname given him as a youth on account of his enthusiasm for the new faith – although few would think so to address him now; and the name Colum meant dove or pigeon in the Gaelic.


Urgent words of denial rose to Colum’s lips but he restrained them. This was not the time. He bowed. “I thank you, Highness. And all here. As ever, I come to your house with great esteem. And, I pray, bring God’s peace.” That was as far as he would let himself go at this present.


“God’s peace we can do with! Man’s, you will agree, is another matter! Come – sit by me, here.”


Aed was a man in late middle years, square of features as of build, thick-set, normally jovial. He was not jovial that day.


Gesturing greetings towards the others, Colum went to sit by the King, the Prince of Tyrone making room for him. Servants were ordered to bring the new arrival food and drink.


“I looked to see you, my friend,” Aed said. “Curnan . . .!” He left the rest unsaid.


“Curnan, yes.” Colum touched the older man’s arm. “What can I say – save that he is gone ahead of you to a fairer land even than Connaught? And will await you there.”


“Perhaps. But woe to the man who sent him there, before his time!”


“He, too, will have his reward, one day. Nothing more sure. God is not mocked!”


“Nor am I! As Diarmid mac Cerball will find out, and before long.” Aed’s fists clenched. “But . . . tell me. Curnan – did he die quickly?”


“At once, yes. Diarmid’s ruffians at least knew their trade! Two dirk-thrusts only. One to the heart, the other in the throat. Cuman was gone to his Maker before ever I reached his side – and I was but a few yards off.”


“Diarmid, I pray, will take longer to die, I have cursed him – but it may be that your curse, Colum, will be the more effective. But I shall do more than curse!”


“I could do no other. He deliberately defiled God’s sanctuary. Broke the girth-refuge of the Church. Even an unbeliever knows that to break a girth is forbidden . . .” Colum recounted the sequence of events, from the hurley-field at Teltown, to a grim-faced hearer.


“Aye – that is Diarmid. May he burn in hell! But – before that, Curnan shall be avenged.”


“Almighty God will avenge Cuman, in His own good time, Highness.”


“Then I shall assist God, my friend!”


Again Colum almost started to urge, plead, against battle as the answer, but he recognised that here, in front of all these drinking, loud-voiced chiefs and warriors, was not the occasion. Instead, he asked for the king’s second son, now his heir, his own namesake, although they had appended another letter to his name, Columb mac Aed. He was told that that young man was in fact away leading the scouting-party which was out shadowing the progress of Diarmid’s army on its north-westwards march.


It was later, when Aed went out to show himself to the assembled troops, and coming back was ordering singers and storytellers to be fetched to entertain the company, that Colum found opportunity to have a word with him alone.


“Highness,” he began, “must there be battle? Surely war is not God’s way. The shedding of blood, innocent blood. Christ came to speak peace amongst men, not war. Can we not settle our differences, even so grievous, with Diarmid, without bloodshed?”


“Diarmid marches. He is on his way, with a great host. Too late for aught but fighting – even if we so desired.”


“But you have a great host assembled here, also. And still growing. Let Diarmid know it. Tell him. Send to tell him that you are ready for him. That he will meet more than he bargains for. That he heads for disaster . . .”


“As, I pray your God, he does! He has earned it. Let him pay the price!”


“But . . . it is not only he who will pay, Highness. Scores, hundreds of others will, if it comes to battle. These, your own friends, and mine. And their men. You cannot wish that?”


“Who dies is in God’s hands.”


“Not so – or not if they die at men’s bidding. Choosing war when peace could be maintained.”


“There can be no peace with Diarmid mac Cerball. I tell you, Colum, he has declared war. And on you. On all your kindred and all who support you. In truth, it is on all the Hy-Neill, whom he hates. And on me, Aed, of Connaught. He is on his way. And no messenger from me would turn him back, even if I would send one – which I will not! He has chosen war. So be it.”


“If I went to meet him, myself . . .?”


“He would slay you out-of-hand! You are already condemned, by this Druids’ court. Nothing more sure. Then he would come on, to battle. He is a man of the sword, see you. He will find that I am a swordsman also! But – what ails you, Colum? You yourself are a fighter. In God’s cause. Always have been. Why this holding back now? Diarmid is the enemy of your Church. High King he may be – but he has proved himself unworthy. Is it not your duty to help destroy him?”


“Not thus. Not by bloodshed and the deaths of men . . .” But Colum recognised that he was not going to persuade his friend. He said no more.


Next day there came a courier from Prince Columb to report that Diarmid’s army, reckoned now to be up to ten thousand strong, had passed Enniskillen on the east side of the two Loughs Erne, and so was less than forty miles away.


These tidings much agitated all at Drumcleeve. The size of the enemy force made for serious thinking – for earlier estimates had put it at little more than half that number. So Diarmid had been reinforced, presumably from the south-western kingdoms, Munster and Clare, of the O’Briens. But grave news as this was, it was the word that he was moving up the east side of the long Erne valley which most concerned them all. For the assumption hitherto had been that he would come by the west, the natural route from Tara and Meath in making for the Sligo area. Since the two great loughs, which to all intents formed one thirty-mile barrier, could not be crossed by any army, and the foot of the nearer, lower one came to less than ten miles of Donegal Bay, at Ballyshannon, this must mean that Diarmid intended to attack from the north, the direction least to be expected – the way that Colum himself had come – although it added to the enemy’s march considerably. This surprised all.


Aed immediately called a council of war in his hall – and, unsuitable as he himself felt it to be, Colum found himself sitting in at it. Ainmere of Donegal, his cousin, had just arrived, and he sat beside him.


Aed announced the situation tersely, and pointed out that their own strength would barely reach six thousand. More might be on their way to join them, from North Antrim and East Down, but since Diarmid was advancing on the east side of Erne, any such aid might well be cut off from them by the enemy army – which was probably why Diarmid had chosen to come on that side. And if he was past Enniskillen when Columb sent his rider, he would be considerably nearer by now. So large a force, admittedly, would not move more than some ten miles each day; but even so the enemy would now be only twenty-five or so miles away. So they had but two or three days before battle could be joined. And they could be outnumbered two to one.


There was a period of silence as that sank in. Then half a dozen voices were raised at once. Since two were kings’, those of Donegal and Ailech, others restrained themselves; and Donald of Ailech being the older, Ainmere gave place.


“Diarmid chooses the east side of Erne, so must attack from the north,” King Donald said, a handsome man in his mid-thirties. “Why? I do not believe that it is only because he might cut off further aid from reaching us here. I say that it is the mountains that he seeks to use against us, the Dartry Mountains, where he can trap us between mountain and sea.”


“We need not enter such trap. We can wait for him, here. Leave him in the mountains, while we await our people from the east.” Various voices were upraised.


“We know our mountains better than will Diarmid, I swear!” Aed said. “Could we not put them to better use than he? If that is his plan.”


“It need not be,” Ainmere put in. “Coming here, we were greatly held up at the crossing where the River Erme meets the sea. Might not that be Diarmid’s plan? To hold the north bank of that river. So that we must cross, to attack him. Giving him great advantage.”


“We need not cross. Leave him standing there,” somebody pointed out.


“He could do both,” Tyrone declared. “Send part of his army over the river and into the Dartry Mountains. Keep the rest lining the north side of Erne, since he has so many. Then, either we split up also, and are the more weakened. Or go into the mountains to deal with those; or else face the rivercrossing.”


That gave all pause.


“Diarmid is an oaf and a fool in some matters, but he is a cunning fighter,” the prince went on. “Else he would never have been appointed High King. There is no such wide river to cross, nor mountains nearby, south of here. He has chosen the northern approach I say for good reason. He would divide us in the field, as he has sought to do in clan and Church.”


“And if we sit here, at Drumcleeve? Or nearby?” Aed asked him. “Let him come to us, not we to him? Choose our own battle-ground.”


“Can we risk that?” Ainmere demanded. “Give him time for more men to arrive, to his support? Suppose that there is another force coming from the south? Not by the Erne valley at all, but up through Mayo or Roscommon. To threaten us from behind. Have you got scouts out on that side?”


Aed shook his head. “Not a party, no. That would be a slow and difficult road to reach Sligo. But . . . my people living there would warn me.”


“But not necessarily in time. The ordinary folk of the bogs . . .”


Voices were loud now all around that hall-table, as men argued and theorised. Aed gave them their head, for a little.


Out of it all, the general opinion was that they must wait and see, sending out scouting groups north and south to watch developments; and some into the mountains. Aed accepted that.


Then a new voice spoke up – the Abbot Colum’s – and he had a loud and strong voice when he chose so to use it. Almost he was surprised to hear himself speak – although none other there was – for he had had no intention of taking any active part in all this talk of war and battle. But he found that he could not sit there silent when so much was at stake.


“See you,” he exclaimed, bringing a fist down on the table – and other voices died away. “Why go north, to meet Diarmid? At the Erne or in the mountains? Let him come south to you. South of here. This Drumcleeve is no defensive site, no place to stand for a great battle – that is clear. But just south of here – yes! The peninsula of Cooldrevny. There you could stand, secure. It is small, but three miles or so long. And narrow, only a bare mile at its neck, the sea all around you, save at that neck. You could not be assailed there, but on that one front. Diarmid would have to attack over that narrow neck of land. And this small stream of Drumcleeve here, entering the bay, does so through bogland, further narrowing that neck. Abandon this house and township, I say, meantime, and occupy the Cooldrevny peninsula – a small price to pay for victory. Go south, not north.”


All were gazing at him, weighing up his proposition. Aed was frowning, no doubt at the thought of having to abandon his palace and township to the hated enemy.


“We would sit secure there, yes,” King Donald of Ailech acceded. “But as good as under siege. Is that what we came here for? We have come to do battle!”


“If you are sorely outnumbered, you may be glad to be only besieged! You could be supplied, on that peninsula, by boat. But here, in the north, amidst your own lands of Connaught, Ailech, Donegal, Tyrone and the rest, you are more likely to have aid coming to you than will be the invaders. Diarmid may well find himself menaced from the rear, at any time. Then you would be in a position to go over to the attack.”


There were exclamations for and against this suggestion.


Ainmere of Donegal was in favour. “Here is wise counsel,” he declared. “I have more men coming, when they can be mustered from my farther lands. Donald of Ailech also, he tells me. Even your own Connaught, Aed, can raise more men, I swear? A few more days, given us, and we will have as many as Diarmid, if not outnumber him. Even if he does receive aid from the south. I say Colum mac Felim’s advice is good. Let it be Cooldrevny.”


By the increased murmurs of agreement, it was evident that the majority there accepted that.


King Aed shrugged. “So be it. Although I will grieve to think of Diarmid mac Cerball sitting here in my house. Perhaps destroying it.”


“So long as we beat him in the end, we can set your house to rights afterwards,” Ainmere said. “And you have other houses aplenty.”


“Better to lose a house than many men’s lives,” Colum said. “You can rebuild a house. But – I do not think that Diarmid will destroy it. He will dwell in it, rather, while he ponders how to engage us.”


So it was agreed, and the council went on to discuss the movement of men and provisions to Cooldrevny, the collection of boats both for their supply and for the preventing of the enemy using them, and other details.


Colum, while admittedly having involved himself in war plans, had done his best to limit the bloodshed.


A start was made at once, on the task of transferring the thousands of galloglasses the three miles southwards to the low-lying, grassy peninsula which jutted into Sligo Bay. Cattle and sheep were already pasturing there, so meat would be available; but meal and ale and other victual in great quantities would also be necessary, and foraging parties were sent out all around.


Aed and a group of the leaders rode down to inspect the terrain closely, and Colum, feeling in some way responsible, accompanied them.


The peninsula thrust out from the Cooldrevny and Magheragillerneve area. This, as the name implied, was a low-lying machair, sandy levels and tidal flats, with much marshland; which had the effect of narrowing the neck of the promontory very considerably; indeed to less than half its mile of width for all practical purposes, as a battleground in especial. From there the horn of land projected into the great bay for over two miles, a central modest spine of rock nowhere reaching more than one hundred feet above sea-level, flanked on each side by grassy slopes down to more sandy machairs. The central ridge, if such it could be called, ended in sandhills at the Rosses Point, and at its landward end crouched a few fishermen’s hovels at Cregg. There was a small offshore island near the tip of the peninsula.


Viewing all this, the inspecting party had little difficulty in planning their strategy. In effect they had only a bare half-mile of ground to defend, the rest being tidal, undrained marshland. A ditch dug across that half-mile, with the spoil and stones used as a rampart, which they would man, would present a formidable obstacle for any attacker, whatever his numbers; and there was no other access to the promontory, save by boat – which anyway would be quite impracticable for an army of thousands. Diarmid would be held there, all agreed.


So there were three priorities now: to set their men digging that long ditch-and-rampart; collect every boat, curragh and coracle for miles around; and send out urgent couriers to their supporters and hoped-for reinforcements to speed their arrival and threaten Diarmid from the rear. Supplies were also being assembled for what might develop into a siege; fortunately there was plenty of water at Cregg’s well and at a small pond halfway along the ridge.


That evening, scouts sent to inform Aed that the enemy had reached Ballyshannon, and finding it undefended had sent across a contingent to hold the south bank.


The next day was busy indeed. Fortunately, although the ditching and digging and piling up of stones for the ramparts was heavy work, they had thousands of men to do it. And all day the boats were being brought in, with peats and wood for cooking fires. The weather, for early October was kind – although this of course would aid the enemy also.


All waited to hear which route Diarmid would choose now. He could advance due southwards from Ballyshannon, leaving the Dartry Mountains on his right, the way that Colum and the others had come; or he could cling to the coast, by Bundoran and Cleevony, round the mountains with their proud peak of Ben Bulban at the westermost tip. In the end, reports came in that he was doing both; no doubt he had his own scouts out, who would inform that no army was seeking to block either route. He would be chary about those hills, however, and hidden forces therein which might assail his flank.


Settled behind their defences at the peninsula neck, the northern host waited, Colum, at least, doing some praying. One or two small contingents of the Hy-Neill reached them, having come up the south side of the Loughs Erne. These included Colum’s uncle, Prince Ernan, younger brother of Felim and Setna, with seven-score men.


They heard the enemy, before they saw them, in the constant and eerie ululation of horns, the following forenoon. This was no mere bravado and flourish. The Druids were very strong on horns, from long-horned cattle, using them in their sun-worship and ritual, sacrificial and funerary ceremonies; and the sound of them was calculated to arouse superstitious fears, apprehensions and doubts in an enemy. Christianity was still only a century old in Ireland, much less for most of the present hearers; and the ages-old religion, with all its mysticism and terror, could not be far from the surface in most men’s minds. So those horns could have their effect on the rank-and-file of the northern force, if not on the kings and chiefs. Also it meant that the Druids were indeed a prevailing influence in Diarmid’s army, something very much to be reckoned with.


Presently the great host began to appear over the Cooldrevny hillocks and grassy ridges, and even the boldest watchers quailed a little at the size and extent of it all, as the seemingly unending ranks and columns and cohorts kept coming into view, under a forest of banners and standards. Soon it was being sworn that there was more than any ten thousand there, that it was as well that they had chosen to sit it out here rather than seek open battle. Even Aed grumbled no more at having left Drumcleeve.


The enemy’s scouts must have kept them well informed, for the mighty host came on without pause or hesitation, horns still blowing, right to the Cooldrevny area, and its forefront did not halt until it reached a low ridge facing the neck of the peninsula, less than a quarter-mile from the defensive ditch-and-rampart. There the leadership drew up, and the horsed great ones dismounted. The flags and standards were planted. The two armies faced each other.


Presently a small group came forward from the mass, on foot, all clad in the druidical robes, with four horn-blowers sounding in accompaniment. These advanced to within about one hundred yards of the centre of the defensive line, and the horns falling silent at last, the most handsomely-robed of the walkers raised a hand.


“I am Bec mac De, Arch Druid of this land and nation,” he called. “I come in my own name, but also in that of the mighty and exalted Diarmid mac Cerball, High King of All Ireland, here in person. I would speak with Aed, King of this Connaught.”


“I am king here – and did not invite you, Bec mac De, nor Diarmid mac Cerball, into my kingdom,” Aed shouted back. “Why bring you an armed host into Connaught?”


“Because you rebel against the High King. And because you give shelter and comfort to the man Colum mac Felim, who cursed the High King, and who offends against all religion, the new with the old both.”


“The Prince Colum is of my kin. And he offends nothing to honest men. Begone, Bec mac De, with your wailing horn-blowers! And tell Diarmid mac Cerball to leave my territories forthwith.”


“You speak loud words, King Aed, which I prophesy you will not be long in regretting! But render up the man Colum, and I shall advise the High King not to assail you with his might.”


“I render nothing and no one. Go, fool!”


The Arch Druid turned back, with some dignity, amidst jeers and shouts from some of Aed’s supporters, although not all. The horns resumed.


The sun was setting by this time, and Aed ordered wood and peats to be brought, to build fires along the ramparts, and to be kept alight throughout the night to ensure that no assault in darkness could take them by surprise. Soon fires were gleaming from the huge enemy camp also. It was unlikely that Diarmid would seek to attack that night anyway, for his men would need rest after their long marching. However, relays of sentinels were organised, to patrol the perimeter barrier and beyond, before the defenders fed and bedded down. Colum led some hearty psalm-singing around the fires, to help counter all the druidical horn-blowing. He had a great fondness for the Psalms of David – and after all, it was their translation into his own tongue which was being held partly responsible for all this trouble.


Thereafter the night passed relatively undisturbed, save for the calls of the sentinels and the everlasting wailing of the horns, which was kept up throughout and which undoubtedly had its effect on many of the northern galloglasses, other than merely tending to keep them awake; superstition and the fear of magic was by no means dead amongst them.


Sunrise was, of course, the major druidical worship-time, and the southern army made a great show of it, with hailing and chanting and play-acting sacrifices, as well as the unfailing trumpeting. Again Colum responded with psalm-singing, admittedly rather inadequately.


As the light strengthened, however, it became evident that all of the enemy had not spent the night sleeping. For an enormous heap of stones had been collected and piled up there on the ridge facing the ramparts, and was being added to all the time. Since most of the local stone readily available had already been gathered by the defenders and used to strengthen the said ramparts above the ditch, this development indicated an urgent purpose as well as much labour. Presumably hovels and cot-houses had been demolished over quite a wide area to provide all that stone.


Few amongst the defenders failed to recognise the implications. This was a great cairn which was being erected, a burial cairn, to symbolise the defeat and death of the opposition.


It took them until midday to complete that pyramidal cairn, thirty feet high at least. When it was finished, the Druids formed up, to lead a circling procession round and round it, the High King and his lieutenants following on, all chanting, whilst the cow-horns ululated. Those watching and listening, could not distinguish the words spoken but none doubted that they would include the names of those to die, Colum’s and Aed’s foremost. It was all part of a war of nerves.


Nor was that all that was conjured up. The afternoon was spent by the enemy largely in the creation of another erection, this time mainly in token, and again it was the Druids who were in charge. It consisted of bringing wooden posts and more small stones, to make little heaps, and with these to form a symbolic fence facing the ditch-and-ramparts, for its full half-mile length, although there were gaps between the posts and heaps often as wide as a score of feet. When at length this was finished, the Druid phalanx came forward again, to pace back and forth along its length, weaving snake-like in and out amongst the posts, chanting, and under their strange standards of skulls, human and animal and long-haired scalps, on poles, with sunbursts of polished gold. They kept this up hour after hour, an act of sorcery, the creation of a mystical barrier, well-known to all, across which, in druidical theory, no man might venture without not only dying but incurring everlasting torture, shame and even rejection by his ancestors.


Mummery as it might be named, all this could not fail to worry the defending leadership, Colum not the least. For the cumulative effect on their clansmen and galloglasses was evident. The men-at-arms went about looking apprehensive, not meeting their chiefs’ eyes; indeed not all the chiefs looked happy either. The lack of activity on their own part did not help. Colum’s psalm-singing was not really an adequate retaliation.


Aed came to Colum in the late afternoon, in some agitation. Could he not think of something to counter all this devilment and sorcery? They required something that men could see. Like those Druids’ standards. Was there nothing that he could think of?


“Only Christ’s cross. We could, and should use that, carry the cross as a standard.”


“That would help, yes. But we need more . . .”


“Could we have more than the Lord Christ’s crucifix?”


Aed shook his head. “Not for the believers, the faithful. But . . . not all are so strong in faith as you, Colum. These are ordinary fighting men. What will they see? Only two pieces of wood, a cross-bar on a pole! They need something more than that. Or, not more but different. Something they can look on with wonder. Something that the Druids have not got. Have you nothing, man?”


“I have only my Psalter. My own copy of David’s Psalms. The book I always carry with me.”


“A book! Save us – a book! But . . . that might be better than nothing. Few of them will ever have seen a book, writings. How large is it?”


“It is scarcely a book, in truth. Rolled up sheets of parchment. Written on and illuminated with colours. Painting and designs. I have made many such. But this is my own copy. Much worn and tattered, I fear.”


“None the worse for that. Could it be hoisted on a pole? For all to see?”


“If so you wish. But crosses would be better.”


“Have both. Get it, Colum. We must do something . . .”


So spear-poles were produced, and the sheets of well-thumbed manuscript unrolled and tied to their tops, with cross-bars of wood lashed to others to make crucifixes. Aed commanded their entire host to be drawn up in orderly ranks and contingents, with spaces left between each unit. Then, with Colum, dressed now in his black-and-white abbot’s robes, to lead, a cross-bearer and psalter-carrier in front and two more behind, the kings and princes and chiefs following, interspersed with more crosses and parchment-sheets, they commenced a parade through all the ranks, up and down, back and forward, singing the best-known psalm-tunes, Colum’s rich and powerful voice resounding – although even he was hoarse before that procession through the thousands was done.


It all took much time, but had its effect undoubtedly, the rough galloglasses eyeing those written and coloured parchments in especial with something like awe, as objects of magic and the supernatural.


Aed and his lieutenants were reasonably satisfied that something of the Druids’ display had been countered, even though their wretched horns still sounded. How they kept that up, night and day, was itself a mystery; presumably they had teams of blowers.


Later, round the leaders’ camp-fire, as they ate their evening meal, Colum listened to the talk, and impatiently brushed aside congratulations to himself on the successful impact of what was being looked on as demonstration, and what he insisted should have been an act of worship.


“See you,” he said, raising his voice challengingly, “has it not come to any of you that all this of the Druids and their demon-craft is not to be feared, but is indeed possibly an excellent augury? Let us thank God for it, I say. For it could well be Heaven’s gift to us!”


Men stared at him, in the firelight, incredulous.


“Do you not see? Everything that has been done, thus far, is the Druids’ doing. Not Diarmid’s. Diarmid is in their hands, clearly. He has made no gestures, or demonstrations of armed force, no warlike challenges. He is leaving all to the Druids, meantime, despite his great numbers. Why? He must have his reasons. I believe that it may be because he has many Christians amongst his army. And cannot be sure of them to fight other Christians with whole heart. Some of his leaders, also, may not be eager for battle against us. The banner of the King of Leinster is there, my own cousin, son of my mother’s brother. There are others kin to many of us here. So – Diarmid is cautious, hoping, I think, to avoid pitched battle, if he may. To seek to affright and unman us by his sheer weight of numbers, and all this druidical mummery.”


“What then?” Aed demanded. “He must fight, in the end. As must we.”


“In the end? I say, sooner, Highness! Here is how I see it. Diarmid, at this present, is holding back from attack, perceiving our position strong, and unsure of some of his support. He and his people are much relying on Bec mac De and his Druids, the spirit of darkness. That is their state of mind. So – let us, who have the spirit of light to aid us, take the full advantage.”


“What do you mean? How can we? What advantage can we take?” voices asked.


“Attack! Since Diarmid does not!” Colum answered simply


He had them silent, now.


“My friends – I believe that God shows us the way. Since this is His struggle, as well as ours. If we go down, our Christian faith goes down in Ireland also. For long, perhaps. So we strike.”


“How can we strike, man? Attack?” King Donald demanded. “They are double our numbers, on higher ground, with that airbhe, that druidical fence between us, which our men will fear to cross and that cairn overlooking all.”


On all sides his objections were supported.


“We need not cross that fence. Nor our own ditch. In darkness of night we could divide into two hosts, left and right. Move out quietly round the ends of our long defensive line. There is bogland and saltmarsh at both ends, for so we chose it. But, taking our time, and without horses, we can get our people through that marshland. We cannot hurry through bog, but we can pick our way, given time. Then, at dawn, we will be on firm ground again, below them yes – but they will not look for us there. Or then. They will be preparing for their sunrise worship of their false gods, unready for battle. Then up with us, and attack, from north and south. We will have them when they least expect it. And, God willing, in God’s good cause, we will prevail!” That last came out in quivering intensity and emotion, despite all the man’s hatred of war and bloodshed.


The reaction, now, was vehement, vociferous, some loud in acclaim, others in opposition. For minutes on end there was altercation and heated argument.


Then Prince Ernan of Donegal, Colum’s uncle, managed to make himself heard. He was the most religiously-inclined of the sons of Fergus, and a sound Christian, only a year or two older than his nephew. “Colum is right. Let us surprise them. The better while they are at their devil-worship. God will be with us, not them!”


King Ainmere, his other nephew, felt bound to back them up; and Aed, who was becoming much concerned over maintaining the food supply for their thousands in these conditions, came round to agreement. The thing was accepted.


Thereafter, although some were eager to start the readying of their forces for action right away, it was decided that, even in the darkness, a great stirring of their camp might become evident to the enemy; so they should wait until after midnight, when the other host would have few awake, to make a move. There should still be plenty of time before dawn. But all leaders and captains were summoned and given instructions. They were, above all, to impress on their men the need for silence once the venture commenced.


Only the most carefree slept during those hours of waiting.


At one hour past midnight, with still five hours before the October dawn, they started, in two great columns, King Donald and the Prince of Tyrone leading the north-about one, Aed and Ainmere the south-about, which was likely to be the more difficult, with wider and wetter marshland to cross. Colum went with the latter division.


Both companies retired westwards a little way before turning down from the central ridge, left and right, to the shoreline – this to avoid, if possible, any telltale movement or sound thereof becoming evident to the enemy sentinels. Fortunately, the Druids’ horn-blowing, still maintained, would help to cover any unavoidable noise.


Down on the south shore, Colum’s party proceeded slowly, heedfully, eastwards now behind local guides who knew every yard of the way, carefully avoiding the village of Gregg, where barking dogs might raise the alarm. The real difficulty began when they reached the actual junction of peninsula and mainland, where were the tidal flats and saltmarsh to cross, fully quarter of a mile of them. They could, of course, have taken the access road from Cooldrevny to Gregg over the higher ground, but this would have brought them dangerously close to the south end of the enemy encampment, and possible discovery. So it was a matter of each man picking his way as best he could, wading, leaping, bog-trotting, plowtering, but trying not to splash unduly. Silence was essential – plus of course safety – and all were told they had ample time. But in the dark it was an awkward, messy and even dangerous business. It was a wet, bedraggled, muddy host, high and low alike, which eventually reassembled on firm ground at the far side, after the slowest quarter-mile march any could recollect.


Even so, they reckoned that they still need not hurry, calculating that they had almost two hours till first light. The plan now was to form three groups, of about eight hundred each, to move forward and uphill from south-west, south and south-east, under Ernan, Aed and Ainmere respectively, Colum going with the centre party. Each group had one of his psalm-sheets, on a pole, as had the north-about host. It all had to be carefully carried out and timed, all three keeping in touch, so that, despite the differing ground conditions and any natural obstacles, all would arrive at their chosen positions approximately at the same time, and silently. They should then be only around three hundred yards from the enemy, and hidden therefrom, it was hoped, by the lie of the land and some scrub woodland of hawthorn and ash – although undoubtedly some of the trees would have been cut down to provide posts for that Druids’ fence.


It was at this stage that Colum became aware of a new circumstance – dampness on his face. Too fine for rain – sea-mist. This, he recognised, could be a complication if it persisted. It would make keeping in contact with the other units difficult, at dawn, and hide the enemy’s exact movements and positions; but also, to be sure, it could blanket sound and give their own advance cover. He did not know whether to be troubled or the reverse. He chided himself; have faith in God.


From the sandy machair of the shore there was barely two hundred feet of rise to the level of the camp, sand-dunes at first then grassy, gorse-grown slopes, uneven, with occasional outcrops of the underlying rock. Normally cattle would have been grazing or sleeping here, and, bolting possibly before the advancing men, might have given the alarm; but undoubtedly all such had been taken and slaughtered, to feed the enemy. Their progress uphill did arouse some wheepling curlews, as it had done mallard and widgeon down in the marshland, but it was to be hoped that this would not be significantly noticeable to the foe.


Near the summit of that rise, such as it was, a sort of broken escarpment made a brow to the plateau. This, and the scrub woodland, had to serve them as cover. Reaching it, in turn, the three parties settled down to wait.


It made uncomfortable waiting, both physically and mentally. The mist was chill, the grass they crouched on wet; and men were now impatient for action. Indeed some of the leaders proposed that they did not wait. Why not up and assail the sleeping camp right away? Surely that would be surprise enough? Aed was inclined to heed this point of view, but Colum urged otherwise. For one thing, their other north-about force under Donald might not be in position yet; and anyway would be waiting for the agreed start at sunrise when the worship began. But more important, a surprise attack on a sleeping host might well succeed, on a small camp; but not on ten thousand and more. They would reach only the edges of the enemy before all would be roused, giving ample time for the great mass within to rise, arm themselves and resist. Much better to await the worship ceremony, when arms would be apt to be left behind.


So they crouched amongst the branches of felled trees and prickly gorse-bushes, and shivering with the cold and damp, they listened to those horns at their wailing. It seemed a long wait.


Eventually, almost imperceptibly, a vague lightening of the gloom was sensed rather than actually seen, to develop and increase equally slowly. Its effect, however, was not to increase their range of vision so much as to reveal the thickness of the mist. Dark grey at first, this gradually grew whiter, but none the more transparent for that. They could not see a score of yards, much less the enemy positions, or even their flanking friends.


Presently they could hear the great camp above them stirring. The horn-blowing took on a new and different note and volume, and being taken up all over the occupied area, rousing men and calling them to worship. Calls and shouting prevailed.


In agitation, the attackers had to restrain themselves, hearing all and seeing nothing.


When the mist still had not lifted, the noise and stir above lessened somewhat, presumably indicating that Diarmid’s cohorts would now be in whatever positions they adopted for greeting the first sign of the rising sun – however much they must take that on trust in this opacity. Colum himself was now perturbed, and suggested to Aed that they might creep forward some way further, since they would not be seen. They might, in the end, just have to attack in this mist – to what effect Heaven alone knew! But none to do so until signalled. The king was only too glad to agree.


One hundred yards further, and then a little more, and it was clear, whatever else was not, that they were now very close to other men. Druidical chanting was going on, with deep chorus responses, rising and falling with the ululating horns, strange-sounding, weird enough to raise hairs at the backs of men’s necks. Colum was thankful for the noise at least, for he was all too conscious of their advancing men’s mutterings, tripping over fallen branches, rustling leafage, the clink of arms, and the like.


Still there was nothing but white sea-mist to be seen.


“Lord – why, oh why!” Colum whispered. “Why, now, do you hide our enemy, and your own, from us? Oh, God, why do you not clear away this mist, so that we may reap your judgement on the idolators?”


There was no noticeable reply from aloft, and the situation was desperate. Any moment, some member of the two parties might be discovered and the alarm raised. Should they just charge in now, mist or none? There would be complete confusion, their own as much as the enemy’s perhaps – and they would be outnumbered two to one.


Then the matter was taken out of their own decision. Noise, different noise, suddenly erupted from the north, distant but vehement, shouting and yells and the clash of steel. Obviously King Donald’s force had started the attack, whether out of similar impatience or because they were discovered.


Aed waited no longer. “Forward!” he cried. “Forward!” And the cry was taken up right and left. Colum’s more powerful voice was raised also.


“God is with us! In the name of Christ the Lord!” He grabbed one of the psalter-poles from a man at his side and held it high. “Come, and smite! God’s Word leads!”


Everywhere men shouted and surged forward, swords and dirks drawn.


What followed was pandemonium, indescribable chaos. All that could be said was that the chaos was worse for the attacked than for the attackers, who at least had purpose, leadership and some faith of a sort – as well as steel at the ready. Into the drawn-up ranks of the enemy, who already were turning in alarm and astonishment to face the north and sounds of conflict, the three southern units flung themselves, smiting at any who loomed up before them. It was a ragged rush, to be sure, uncoordinated inevitably, but even so, surprise was complete. Yells and curses, screams and shrieks, turned the mist-shrouded plateau of Cooldrevny into a white hell.


It was small wonder that panic overtook the lined-up ranks of the sun-worshippers. Unready, they could not see nor know who was assailing them, from where or how many. Possibly they did not realise that it was in fact their foemen from behind the ditch-and-rampart; it could have been a new host altogether, or two, from north and south. Mainly unarmed and no doubt many sleep-dazed still, men’s instinct was to flee from the immediate dire threat – and since they could not flee westwards, into the ditch, they fled eastwards.


Nothing can be more infectious than panic. Here, no one could see what went on elsewhere, no leadership was available, and the attacked were anyway superstitiously concerned in a clash between the gods. A tide of fleeing men crashed into the columns of their fellows, with disastrous results. Little knots of attempted resistance developed here and there, but were quickly overwhelmed. At last the horn-blowing had ceased, superseded by a more horrible din, as men trampled each other down in a flood of terror.


For how long this stampede and slaughter went on there was no knowing – for time, in such circumstances, ceases to have meaning. But presently Colum, at least, came to be aware that the mist was thinning and that the first orange-red rays of the rising sun were penetrating and tinting it with strange, unearthly light. Swiftly, at last, the now coloured mist rolled away.


It revealed a sight of horror, bodies lying all around, still or threshing or twitching, men being beaten down and stabbed, the enemy streaming away eastwards in an unending spate, blood everywhere, even on Colum’s abbot’s robes, groaning, moaning, screaming, beseeching, mingling with the fiercely triumphant yells of the attackers.


Appalled, Colum halted, still clutching his psalm-standard – and was all but knocked over by the onward rush of their smiting galloglasses – appalled at what he saw and heard, at the agony of men displayed on every hand, at the savagery unleashed – and at his own part therein, the wild exultation which had been his also, and now was suddenly gone. Staring about him as though awakening from some continuing nightmare, he stumbled over a writhing body, to sink down on his knees beside it. Gazing at the staring eyes of the sufferer, he bit his lip and then reached out a hand as in supplication, pleading forgiveness. But he could not long face those tortured, twisted features, and he bowed his head, his own eyes closed.


But he could not pray.


It was thus that Prince Ernan found him presently, and hastened to raise him up.


“You’re not hurt, Colum?” his uncle demanded. “This blood? It is not yours? Thank God! Thank God for all! It is victory, man – a great victory. The unbelievers are vanquished, quite. They flee. All flee. Diarmid amongst the first, I swear! God’s cause triumphs.”
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