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AT the time which is commonly known as the Heroic Age in Ireland, which tradition places in the first century of our era, the ruler of the kingdom of Connaught was the celebrated Queen Maev. In the tale of "The Courtship of Ferb" we hear that the son of Maev and her husband Alill, was a youth called Māni, usually known by the name of Māni More or Māni the tall, who surpassed in beauty and skill all the young men in Connaught of his time. At the opening of the tale, it was told how Māni desired to wed Ferb, the fair daughter of Gerg, who was the chief of Glenn Geirg, and dwelt at Rath Ini within the domains of the neighbouring kingdom of Ulster, whose king at that time was Conor, the son of Nessa. A magnificently equipped party was prepared by Maev and Alill to accompany their son to the wedding; it consisted of a hundred and fifty young warriors of Connaught, divided into three troops of fifty each. The  ​appearance of these three troops was described in the tale, but in the manuscript account which we have of "The Courtship of Ferb," the first few pages are missing, so that the story commences abruptly in the middle of the account of the equipment of the second of the troops. As only a small part of the account of this second troop remains, and no part of the description of the first troop, the present translation commences with the account of the third; which we can see, from the fragment which we have of the first part of the story, was far the most magnificent of the three. The following translation, which differs very slightly from the German rendering of the Irish text made by Professor Windisch, describes the departure of the wedding party from Croghan, the capital of Connaught, and the events which followed after its arrival at Rath Ini.
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The Maiden Ferb——Incited him to the fight
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HERE we show how the third troop was equipped—even the troop wherein Mani was. Fifty chestnut horses were in it—they were big of body and of wondrous size—also fifty white horses with chestnut ears—their tails were long, and the manes and the tails were dyed to the colour of purple. On each horse was a bridle of two reins, shells of gold ornamented one of the reins and shells of silver were on the other. The bits of them all were of gold and of silver. At the neck of each horse hung a round plate of gold, to which little bells had been fastened, and the bells, as they swung to the horses' tread, chimed together in music as sweetly as lute strings struck by a master's hand. Each pair of horses was yoked to a chariot of white bronze, whose rim was made of silver and gold; fifty caparisons of purple, with threads of silver run through them, were bound to the bodies of the chariots: they had golden buckles to fasten them, and hung over the rims, marvellous figures were embroidered ​thereon. Fifty graceful youths with fair countenances stood in these fifty chariots; amongst them there was none who was not the son of a king and a queen, and of a hero and warrior of Connaught. They were clothed in fifty purple cloaks, whose borders were adorned with silver and gold; there were four bronze ears on every cloak, and each was fastened with a clasp of red gold purified in the fire. Close fitting garments, woven with silk, and with fastenings of glowing yellow gold, were girded on their white bodies. Fifty silver bucklers for the fight hung on their backs, the rims of the bucklers were of gold, and they were adorned with many kinds of carbuncles and with costly stones of every colour. Two gleams of valour shone from the five-pointed spears that were in the hand of each man of them; there were fifty rivets of white bronze and of gold upon every spear. If from each of these heroes a bushel of gold had been due, the rivets of his lance had been enough for the full payment of the debt. Each of the spears had about it rings of gold purified in the fire, and rested on a socket of carbuncles, which, in like fashion to the spears, had been embellished with many coloured costly stones. They shone in the night like the beams of the sun. At their belts hung fifty long swords; the hilts of the swords were of tooth, adorned with gold and with silver; the scabbards were of white silver. In their hands were fifty whips of white bronze with clasps of gold upon them.


 ​Very beautiful and splendid was the young prince whom they accompanied; long were his cheeks, radiant and broad was his countenance. Long, curling, and golden was his hair, and it fell to his shoulders; proud and glowing were his eyes, blue, and clear as the crystal. Like to the tops of the woods in May, or to the foxglove of the mountain, was each of his cheeks. You might fancy that a rain of pearls had fallen into his mouth, and that his lips were twin branches of coral. White as the new-fallen snow of the night was his neck, and such was the fashion of his skin. Seven dogs of the chase surrounded his chariot, with chains of silver upon them, and an apple of gold on every chain, and the tinkle of the apples on the chains made a pleasant music. No colour can be imagined that was not upon the dogs that were with him. Seven buglers with bugles of silver and gold went with the dogs; many coloured were the garments in which they were clad, and yellow was their hair. Before them went three Druids with crowns of silver on their heads; their mantles were of many colours, their shields were of copper, and the rims of the shields were brass. They were attended by three harp-players in purple cloaks, each of them kingly to look upon.


In this fashion then they came to Croghan, and three times they paraded upon the plain of Croghan. They parted from Maev and from Alill, and they turned to the road for the journey to Rath Ini. "Fair is the start that ​you make," said Briccriu, as he saw them go, " but will you look so fair when you return? for that I cannot tell."


"By the journey before us," said Mani, "shall the riddle you set us be solved!"


"Right well do I know," answered Briccriu, "that one day is enough for your march; nor for a night will you dare to remain within the kingdom of Conor to hold therein your feast."


"Now I pledge you my word," answered Mani, "that till for three days and three nights we have kept our feast at Dun Geirg, we turn not again to Croghan." No longer did he tarry to bandy words, but he gat him on his way for the journey.


Now when the news of their coming arrived at Dun Geirg, they commenced to prepare for the reception of the bridal party. The houses were strewn with fair-leaved, green-leaved birches, and with a deep litter of fresh rushes. And Ferb sent her friend and playmate, Findchoem, who was the daughter of Erg, that she might go with the woman who acted as herald, and observe the coming of that party in what fashion they came. Not long was the time that she needed. And when she had well beheld the host, and had noted their array, she hastened and came with sure tidings to the bower where Ferb was, and thus she spoke to her—


"I see," said she, "a host come to this burg; and ​never, since Conor has ruled in Eman, hath come nor shall come to the end of time a fairer host or one more skilled in dainty feats than this that comes across the plain. It seemed to me that I was in a sweet orchard of apples, such was the fragrance that came from their garments when they were waved by the gentle breeze that swept across them. And for the feats and the frolics shown by the prince that is among them, never before saw I the like. He casts his staff for the distance of a spear cast in front of him, his dogs springing behind, in such fashion that there are the dogs bounding between the staff and the ground, there is the prince leaning over between the staff and the sky, and the staff falleth not to the ground, for together between them they seize it."


The people of Dun Geirg pressed around as the party approached, so that sixteen of the beholders were stifled at the viewing of it. And they leapt from their chariots at the gate of the burg, and the chariots were let down, and their horses were unyoked, and they came into the castle, and a right fair welcome was bid them, and preparations were made for a goodly bath. They gave them that bath in the great hall of the warriors that was hard by the castle; and presently noble supplies came in to them of all those kinds of excellent provisions that can be found on the ridge of the earth.


But, while yet they had joy in the pleasure of the feast, ​a fierce and violent blast of wind arose; and it shook the whole hill on which the castle stood, and the house of wood, wherein the guests were, quaked at the blast; so that the shields fell from their hooks, and the spears from their places, and the tables were moved like the leaves in a forest of oak. The young men were astonished, and Gerg demanded of the Druid who attended upon Mani what this wind should betide. And to him answered Ollgaeth the Druid of Mani—


"Truly," said he, "to me it seemeth that no good omen is this with which we have come hither for the courtship this evening. Conor shall come upon you; beware of his coming, and at the dawn of the morning Maev shall be defeated in battle, whilst you all shall perish, as many as are within this house." And he made thereupon the following poem—a model for future times:—






I






The storm wind roars, its warning's clear, with dread we 
hear the cry; 

Pierced through the loins by charioteer, the kingly Gerg 
must die, 

Slain by the javelin's cast; a deed of poison! to and fro 

Fly lances, dripping shoulders bleed; to triumph rides 
the foe!



 ​
The hands flash white, as blows they heap on shields 
that roar and quake; 

A peaceful couch for men that sleep in death the cairn 
shall make. 

The king uplifts his spear, and slays a prince; sharp 
deeds are done;

A tomb above the dead they raise, and sad the tale will 
run: 

Badb[1] shall destroy! force wild and dread from Maev 
the field shall win;

The slain lie heaped, her host hath fled; how sad the
storm wind's din!






"If ye be obedient to my counsel," said the Druid, "this very night shall ye depart from the castle." And Mani was wroth, and with anger he rebuked the Druid for the words which he had spoken; and "No cause," said Gerg, "is there why ye should be in terror for him of whom he hath warned you, since no muster of heroes or of warriors from Ulster hath Conor with him at all. Even were you not here to defend yourselves," said he, "I myself with my two sons would give battle to Conor." And they lifted up their fallen weapons, and they paid no heed to the words which the Druid had spoken.


Now as Conor in the morning of that day lay asleep ​in Eman, his queen, Mugain Etanchaitrech, the daughter of Eocho Fedlech, lying beside him, he saw a fair woman who came to him as he lay on his couch. Her bearing was the bearing of a queen; her hair was golden and wavy, and was braided into a tress coiled about her head. Through a thin robe, woven of silken threads, shone her white skin, a soft and glossy kerchief of green silk lay on her neck. Two sandals of white bronze, rounded in front, appeared between her tender feet and the ground.


"All blessings be on thee, O Conor," said she.


"Tell me," said Conor, "what this vision showeth to me."


"In seven years from this night," said the lady, "shall the Raid of the Kine of Cualgne[2] be accomplished, and the land of Ulster shall be laid waste, and the Dun Bull of Cualgne shall be driven off, and the son of the man who shall do these deeds, even Mani Morgor, the son of Alill and Maev, he hath come hither for his wedding with Ferb, the daughter of Gerg of Glenn Geirg, three times fifty is the number of his companions. Make ready," said she, "three times fifty of the men of the Fomorians to match them, and victory shall be with thee." Up sprang Conor, and he waked his queen and told her of his vision.
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