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Author’s Note


This is a book about possibilities – forgotten possibilities and overlooked ones. And it’s a book about women. I have often wondered what kind of life I might have had if I lived in a different era. History books brought me some of the way. Archaeology opened up other perspectives, while myth and lore helped to flesh out the picture.


Drawing on all of them, I imagined myself into a real-life version of Doctor Who’s fictional time machine, the Tardis, and touched down at several points throughout Irish history to ‘meet’ an Irish woman and force open a little aperture into her life and times.


I reported back to my niece Ciara Finn in an attempt to get a bit of perspective. She was born into a world more receptive than the one I experienced and, in turn, both of us enjoyed more opportunities than my mother and her three sisters – to whom this book is dedicated. But our shared experience of three generations did not prepare us for what we found. We were struck to discover that Irish women’s lives were far more varied than you might ever know from reading conventional histories. To misquote the old rhyme, there were thinkers, toilers, soldiers, sailors and many more besides – pioneers and painters, scientists and writers, innovators and powerbrokers, yet few are widely known.


This collection of capsule biographies is an attempt to capture that heartening fact. It begins in the Burren in Co. Clare in 3600 BC, where we meet a 55-year-old woman whose partial remains were discovered under the prehistoric portal tomb at Poulnabrone. Her age alone makes her exceptional. Women in the early Neolithic were lucky to reach the end of their twenties. Now, thanks to revolutionary new technology, we also know what this early colonising farmer might have looked like – a modern-day Sardinian woman.


At the other end of the historical spectrum, Jemma Redmond brings the story right into the digital age. She was an award-winning biotechnologist who set out to 3D-print a better human being. She was also born intersex and campaigned on gender issues.


In the intervening millennia, there were women who had been forgotten and others who were cast as wily temptresses driving men into battle. One such woman, Gormlaith, a queen to three different kings, was said to have caused the Battle of Clontarf in 1014. While it is not always possible to rescue a complete version of women’s lives from the existing records it is, at least, worth trying to tell the story from a female perspective.


In some cases, such as that of Queen Macha, the myth was inscribed on the landscape: the archaeological remains of the ancient capital of Ulster, where she once lived, are among the most important in Europe. In others, such as St Dahalin, the real woman was hard to find but her memory – or to be exact her miracle – endured with remarkable force. Thousands still visit Tobar na Súl, the Well of the Eyes, in Co. Kerry, where there are many recorded cures for eye complaints.


We’ve heard so much about Strongbow (Richard fitz Gilbert), but what of Aoife MacMurrough, the woman who played a central role in her father’s political manoeuvres but was never allowed to take the stage herself? What might life in the twelfth century look like from her perspective? A century later, Anglo-Norman Roesia de Verdun became a successful landowner in her own right. After her husband died, she built Castleroche Castle in Co. Louth and was said to have successfully defended it against Irish raiders. How was life for her?


The fifteenth-century Margaret O’Carroll was ‘the best woman of her time in Ireland’ according to the Annals of the Four Masters, yet she does not feature prominently in the history books. Katherine FitzGerald, the old Countess of Desmond, is better known because her longevity has prompted several debates. She reportedly lived to be 140 years old, a feat that opens a window into health, ageing and the tried-and-tested methods of combating age in the sixteenth century. One of the best ways to stay young, it was said, was to rub salt butter on the body as if it were a seasoning, then to set yourself, naked, before a fire.


For some years I have been gathering the stories of people, who happen to be women, whose considerable contributions have been ignored, overlooked or forgotten. Why, for instance, has Lady Ranelagh, the older, brilliant sister of Robert Boyle, the father of chemistry, not made it into our history books or onto the national curriculum? She was one of the most prominent women of science and politics in seventeenth-century Ireland and England, yet she is largely unknown.


Ireland’s first female botanist Ellen Hutchins is gaining more recognition, but what of Lady Sligo, a woman who spoke out against slavery with her husband in Jamaica and later helped her tenants in Mayo during the Famine of 1845? Or Jennie Hodgers, from Co. Louth, who fought as a male Union soldier during the American Civil War?


If the name Jo Hiffernan is familiar, it might be because she was thought to be the model for French realist painter Gustave Courbet’s L’Origine du monde [the Origin of the World], the 1866 painting of a woman’s genitals. But she was not. ‘La Belle Irlandaise’, as she was known, had much to say in her own right and tried to make it as a painter in London after her family left Ireland to escape the Famine.


There are a number of firsts too – Clotilde Graves, dubbed the first female journalist by one of her contemporaries in 1880s London; Lizzie Le Blond, the trailblazing mountaineer elected first president of the Ladies’ Alpine Club in 1907; Mabel Colhoun, a pioneering archaeologist and educationalist; and Rosemary Gibb, clown and magician, the first Irish woman to be admitted to the International Magic Circle in the 1990s.


The stories of women in war continue to emerge. The hundreds of women who participated in the 1916 Easter Rising have recently been remembered and acknowledged: here, we look at those who did much to help the often-forgotten Irish soldiers who fought in the Great War. Dublin sisters and motoring enthusiasts Letitia and Naomi Overend might not be best remembered for their humanitarian work, though both of them volunteered at the Irish War Hospital Depot in Dublin during World War I. When the war was over and public attention shifted to the War of Independence, Sr Concepta Lynch and her community at the Dominican Convent in Dun Laoghaire, Co. Dublin, remembered the local boys who died on the Western Front by building a simple oratory on the convent grounds. Sr Concepta spent 16 years painting it in the magnificent Lynch Method of Celtic illumination she had learned from her father, Thomas J Lynch.


In 2020, it will be 100 years since she first took up her paintbrush. There is a certain symmetry about that date, which prompted me to write 20 chapters telling the stories of Irish women, from the Neolithic to the digital era. They are not, however, in any way designed to offer a complete history nor, sadly, are they representative: the women in this collection were often privileged and had opportunities unavailable to millions of others. Many come from the Church of Ireland tradition. For others, the Catholic Church offered opportunities that women otherwise might not have had.


What follows, then, is an attempt to offer 20 different ways of looking at what has gone before – but this time through her eyes.
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Woman of the Burren


ONE OF IRELAND’S EARLIEST FARMERS


(CIRCA 3600 BC)


As an elder, she would have been a source of knowledge that was highly regarded. She would have known the social and cultural environment, known where the best foraging grounds were and she would have remembered the lore and history of the past.


Dr Barra O’Donnabhain


If she were alive today, the Woman of the Burren – let’s call her that after the place she was found – would look most like a woman from modern-day Sardinia. Analysis of her DNA tells us that. The same scientific data suggests that she wasn’t very tall, genetically speaking, at least, but she was certainly strong and exceptionally healthy. Her bones confirm that she lived to be at least 55 years old, several decades more than the average woman could expect to survive in the fourth millennium BC.


This robust elder also had a remarkable story to tell because she was among the first wave of farmers who swept into Ireland almost 6000 years ago. They brought with them agricultural techniques and a tradition of building conspicuous monuments for their dead. Sometime after they arrived in Co. Clare, most likely from northern France or Britain, they built a tomb that still looks imposing in the dramatic landscape of the Burren.


Poulnabrone portal tomb is one of the most photographed archaeological sites in Ireland today – a symbol of an ancient past that is so often embroidered with myth and supposition. Yet we know what really happened at this singular place: it is now possible to capture a snapshot of Ireland’s earliest farmers going about their daily business, thanks to the enlightening work of archaeologists and genetic researchers.


We can say, for example, that the Woman of the Burren looked nothing like the Irish population alive today. ‘If you want an idea of what this person would have been like, look at modern-day Sardinians,’ says Dr Lara Cassidy, a post-doctoral genetic researcher at Trinity College Dublin. ‘[They] are not completely the same, but genetically they are the most similar alive today.’


We can also say that this woman from the early Neolithic (or New Stone Age) was one of the first farmers who came in a mass migration of people into Ireland almost 6000 years ago. For decades, opinion was divided on how agriculture got here, but now there is evidence for significant movement into Ireland.


It’s interesting to recall the earliest Irish origin legends that traced the history of Ireland back to a series of ‘ancient invasions’. The word ‘invasion’ is too blunt, perhaps, as there is evidence that some of the newcomers mixed with those already here, yet there was conflict too, as excavations carried out under Dr Ann Lynch at Poulnabrone have shown.


Analysis of bones by archaeologists Dr Barra O’Donnabhain and Dr Mara Tesorieri (who, coincidentally, also has Sardinian connections) open an unrivalled window into life – and death – in the fourth millennium BC. One of those buried with the Woman of the Burren was struck from behind with such force that the tip of a projectile lodged in his or her hip. It’s not possible to say if the victim was male or female but the weapon, made of chert, penetrated the bone. The person died shortly afterwards, although probably not from this injury.


In any case, a new understanding of those interactions – violent or otherwise – is now emerging thanks to pioneering technology that is coaxing information from ancient DNA in a way that was never thought possible. Dr Cassidy, with collaboration from Queen’s University Belfast, the National Museum of Ireland and a number of Irish archaeologists, has succeeded in analysing DNA taken from prehistoric bones. In 2015, for instance, a study of a 5200-year-old female farmer from Ballynahatty, near Belfast, showed that her ancestors came from Anatolia, or modern-day Turkey, a centre of early agriculture and domestication.


It seems the ancestors of the people who arrived in Co. Clare around 3800 BC also made the same journey. They spread out from Turkey, all over Europe, and eventually settled in northern France. Some 6000 years ago, something happened to make them seek out new ground – a changing climate perhaps, or a growing population. They ventured north by sea, to England, Scandinavia and Ireland. When they arrived, one small group established itself in the Burren.


‘It must have been a very dynamic time of colonisation – because that is what it is – with these people coming in who were adept at farming,’ says Dr Cassidy:


They were establishing themselves and building these megaliths. One of the big questions I wanted to answer was whether the hunter gatherers already here had any input into these new farming communities, and indeed we are finding some evidence that there was small input from these groups.


There is evidence of violent interaction at Poulnabrone, though it’s not possible to say whether the newly arrived farmers clashed with other new arrivals, or those already living in the Burren. In any event, they went on to build a structure that was visible and permanent. Standing 1.8 m high, it was their statement in limestone – their claim on the landscape perhaps, or a concrete expression of the community’s shared identity.


When the Woman of the Burren was born some 200 years later, that monument would have been a constant in her life. And, as Dr Cassidy muses, she would have seen an awful lot of ceremonies centred around it in her 55 years: ‘I wonder if she knew that she would end up there herself?’


The remains of only a select few survive. Over a period of six centuries, just 35 individuals (18 adults and 17 children) were interred there – a fraction of the general population. Or at least, only that number survive. Dr O’Donnabhain and Dr Tesorieri have suggested that this may have been a place of temporary burial and the remains may have been moved on elsewhere. We don’t know how or why they were chosen, but we can at least strike certain criteria off the list. Age or gender didn’t appear to be a factor, as archaeological excavations revealed in the mid-1980s. Men and women are equally represented – and there are children too, of all ages.


Blood ties didn’t appear to matter either, with little evidence of genetic kinship between the individuals sampled from this house of the dead. That was one of the more surprising findings from a study of their DNA at Trinity College Dublin.


‘It’s hard to figure out why a group of unrelated people end up in this tomb,’ says Dr Cassidy. ‘Maybe they were spiritual ancestors or maybe they were chosen because of when they died – on a solstice, for example – or how they died? We can only guess.’


If they were members of some kind of social elite, it was an elite who led physically strenuous lives. There is significant wear and tear to their joints and many of the bones in the tomb bear the marks of degenerative arthritis in the upper spine. Like those buried with her, it’s likely that the Woman of the Burren was accustomed to balancing heavy loads on her head and shoulders. Many of the community had arthritis in their upper limbs too, which was most severe in the wrists and hands. It was more pronounced on the left side, suggesting that many of these early farmers were left-handed.


It’s astonishing to think that a detail, such as possible left-handedness, might be evident after five millennia, and so much more can be gleaned from the remains unearthed during conservation excavations in the eighties. The bones of this small farming community were intermingled and disarticulated so it is hard to establish individual narratives. Yet, the remains – fragmented and commingled as they were – force open a crack through which we can glimpse the very first farmers and how they lived over 5000 years ago.


Thanks to the artefacts they left behind, we can also imagine them at their daily work as potters, toolmakers, jewellers or craft-workers. We can say something about how they worshipped, conducted trade and even, at times, did battle: three adults bear the scars of injuries most likely inflicted in combat.


Life would have been difficult – and turbulent. The Woman of the Burren would have witnessed a lot in her lifetime. She lived at a time when sudden, unexpected death was a feature of everyday life. Hunger was common, disease too, and broken bones would have been an occupational hazard. One person had a compression fracture on the foot, probably caused by a heavy weight falling on it. It led to severe arthritis and deformity, yet this person must have been cared for in the community.


Others must have been nursed through their injuries. One young man who suffered a fractured skull lived to tell the tale. He was hit with a blunt object, possibly a stone from a sling, but the wound healed. Another suffered a fractured rib, maybe caused by a blow to the chest, but that injury healed too.


There was, however, one issue that didn’t appear to trouble this community: dental health. The early farmers of the Burren had good teeth, a testament to an abrasive diet low in sugar and high in protein; a Paleo diet, Neolithic style! Of the 585 adult teeth found in the tomb, just one had tooth decay. Analysis of children’s teeth, where they were found, also showed they were relatively healthy and suffered less physiological stress than medieval children in Ireland.


The rate of tooth loss was low too. The Woman of the Burren may well have had all, or most, of her own teeth when she died. She might, however, have used them as a tool to power-bite or crush various foodstuff or materials. Grooves in some of the teeth also suggest another activity – the regular threading of fibres through the teeth, perhaps to make string or fabric.


That fabric may have been used in clothing or as some kind of bedding in houses that probably would have been more comfortable than the mud cabins of the poorest in the lead-up to the Great Famine of the nineteenth century, says archaeologist Dr Barra O’Donnabhain. Neolithic houses, he adds, were typically rectangular and made of timber; equivalent to a comfortable thatched cottage with a central hearth.


The Woman of the Burren possibly lived in a cluster of houses and although we don’t know for sure what sort of clothing she wore, it would be wrong to think that her community were in any way primitive or brutish. As Dr O’Donnabhain explains, ‘They were so skilled when it came to making clothes to suit their environment.’ You need only look to the clothing worn by Ötzi, the so-called ‘iceman’ whose remains were preserved in the ice of the Tyrolean Alps for over 5000 years. His clothes would have been similar to what early Irish farmers wore, he says.


Ötzi’s coat, leggings, loincloth, hat and shoes were all so well preserved that it was possible to see that they were made solely from leather, hide and braided grass. They were stitched together with fibres, animal sinews and tree bast (fibre made from bark) and even repaired several times. There were loops on the ends of his leggings that fastened to his shoes. The shoes themselves were made of several layers of material (tree-bast netting, deer hide and fur) and were stuffed with dry grass for insulation. Experiments with reconstructed shoes showed that they were warm and comfortable, even over long distances.


Ötzi also had a well-equipped tool kit complete with copper axe, longbow arrows and quiver, flint dagger, a retoucher to sharpen tools, along with material to start a fire and two pieces of birch fungus, probably kept for their antibiotic properties. Like some of the people in Poulnabrone tomb, Ötzi was also the victim of an attack. He suffered a severe head injury but it was the arrow wound to his shoulder that caused his death.


Although no traces of clothing survive in the Burren, several pieces of what we might call jewellery do, including a finely crafted bone or antler pendant made by a specialised craftsperson using flint or quartz tools. He or she was working to a well-thought-out design, as evidenced by the incised outlines. Did the Woman of the Burren wear it? Did the polished beads, also found in the tomb, belong to her too? What of the honed antler toggles; did they once fasten a garment she wore?


The 26 stone tools that also survive give us a glimpse into daily life. They were made from local material and used to whittle and shave wood and plants (rushes or reeds), perhaps to make baskets, ropes or thatch. A study of the pattern of wear shows that those tools were not often used to scrape hides or cut meat. These early farmers did not eat much meat, even if they did keep cows, pigs and sheep or goats. ‘Only pigs were native to Ireland,’ says Dr O’Donnabhain. ‘The rest had to be introduced by the earliest generations of farmers by whatever flimsy boats they had. So, in those first years of agriculture, animals like cattle and sheep would have been new and probably a bit wonder-inducing for the local Mesolithic [8000 BC to about 4000 BC] population.’


The animal remains that survive were of young animals and their bones don’t show any sign of butchering, further evidence that the community in the Burren did not eat much meat (there is little sign of animal protein in their bone collagen) although they did drink animal milk. They supplemented this with whole grains, fruits such as berries and crab apples, nuts and maybe vegetables. Surprisingly, these early farmers did not make use of the sea and its bounty of fish, seabirds and shellfish at nearby Ballyvaughan Bay. Theirs was a wholly terrestrial diet.


Yet they did trade with people overseas. A polished stone axe and a fragment of another were made of dacite, a volcanic rock that is not local. Perhaps it was a gift used to forge relationships between two distant communities, as archaeologist Gabriel Cooney suggested about similar objects from the period. It certainly seems to have been a treasured object as great effort was taken to polish it. Two quartz crystals, also found in the tomb, seem to be imbued with a deeper, though unknown, significance.


The Woman of the Burren would have known their meaning – and much more besides. Her advanced age meant she would have been a keeper of stories, a guardian of community history. As Dr O’Donnabhain explains, most traditional societies value age and in a society where child mortality was high and parents typically didn’t live beyond their thirties, the wider community – and its elders – assumed a great importance:


It really did take a village to raise a child. They depended on the wider community to survive so the community becomes much more important and, within that, the elder is a very important person, one who is central to knowledge and skills. As an elder, she [the Woman of the Burren] would have been a source of knowledge that was highly regarded. She would have known the social and cultural environment, known where the best foraging grounds were and she would have remembered the lore and history of the past.


Dr Cassidy suggests that her knowledge of the past probably extended to how her ancestors came from France or Britain and established themselves for the first time in Ireland.


She also probably told stories about the building of the tomb itself, a feat that demanded skill, organisation and considerable collective effort to quarry and transport the stone, possibly using timber rollers and ropes, to the site. The archaeologists who excavated it evocatively described what that process might have been like:


The positioning of the large slab-like capstone must have been a nerve-racking but exciting operation, especially as the dramatic profile began to take shape. A ramp, presumably of stone and clay, must have been constructed against the back of the chamber to allow the capstone to be manoeuvred into place.


The Woman of the Burren, however, would have been able to explain why they chose this particular spot in a landscape that was then heavily wooded with pine, oak, elm and hazel. There were only pockets of exposed limestone here and there when the first settlers cleared scrub by setting fires. They picked a place along a routeway into the Burren and one that was near water.


Perhaps that was just a practical consideration but portal tombs, with their covered chambers and enormous capstones, are often found near water. ‘Water’, as the Poulnabrone excavation report explains, ‘tends to be an intrinsic part of most spiritual beliefs. The fact that this particular source is a spring where the water bubbles from the ground and creates a pond when the water table is high might suggest a symbolic association with birth.’


The tomb’s entrance is also aligned with the entrance to a ravine, which leads to an amphitheatre-like space that is now covered in hazel scrub. We can’t say how – or if – these people used this natural enclosure as a public space but its existence opens up an intriguing possibility of a community gathering to entertain, perform, maybe pray.


The burial of the dead was a highly complex process that involved extensive manipulation of skeletal remains. Bodies were first left to decompose, but not outside. Some bones were burned or deliberately broken and then moved in and out of the tomb. Some body parts – feet and skulls – seem to have been lined up along the edges of the burial chamber while other bones were jammed into crevices, such as the fragment of mandible (lower jawbone) that tells us the Woman of the Burren lived to such a great age.


The funerary rituals were deeply significant to the people carrying them out, says Dr O’Donnabhain. There is evidence of the dead being treated in a very similar way at a Neolithic burial site in a cave in Annagh, Co. Limerick. ‘The bones may have been considered treasured ancestral “relics” to be passed among the community. Maybe they were moving between tombs. Is that how they forged alliances?’ he wonders. Others have suggested that such complex burials were a way of emphasising the solidarity of the group at times of social change.


And it was a time of immense social change. As Dr Cassidy explains, Europe was shaped by two major episodes in prehistory – the advent of agriculture and, later, the introduction of metalworking. Both innovations brought profound cultural change and genetic change, which is now beginning to be charted. She adds:


Now we have this immense power to look at how populations are related to one another … We have Irish genomes from all time periods from the Mesolithic [8000 BC to 4000 BC] to modern times. With that data, we propose to plot a demographic scaffold for the island.


Genetic research at Trinity College has identified three distinct Irish populations and two mass migrations. The earliest people, the hunter-gatherer or Mesolithic population, were very similar to Cheddar Man, the famous human male skeleton found in England whose DNA revealed that he had blue eyes, curly hair and dark skin. Researchers at Trinity College Dublin and the National Museum of Ireland found similar results in Ireland. Dan Bradley, Professor of Population Genetics at Trinity College Dublin, said the team analysed two people from about 6000 years ago whose ancestors came here at the end of the last Ice Age.


‘There is nobody like them alive today,’ Dr Cassidy explains.


The first migration were the early farmers who swelled the country’s population tenfold to an estimated 100,000 people. Some 1500 years after that, the second wave – and the foundation for the modern Irish population – arrived in the Copper and Early Bronze Age. A huge influx of people moved in from the steppe above the Black Sea in Russia, bringing with them oxen and a society that appears to have been hierarchical, male-driven and probably violent. They also brought with them the so-called ‘Celtic curse’, haemochromatosis. One of the Early Bronze Age men studied at Trinity College Dublin and Queen’s University Belfast was a carrier for the iron overload disorder that is particularly prevalent in Ireland.


Over time, there were other movements into Ireland. The Vikings made their mark as did the Anglo-Normans, but nothing on the same scale as the influxes that took place in the Stone Age and early Bronze Age. The Woman of the Burren was not one of the very first farmers to come to Ireland but she probably knew the stories – or possibly earliest legends – about those who did.
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Macha


THE CELTIC HORSE GODDESS OF ULSTER


(EARLY IRON AGE)


Macha was, and still is, the Horse Goddess because her female spirit was akin to that of an unbroken horse. Wild, free and strong. She could run fast and never became prey to the dominant male power of the day.


Kate Fitzpatrick, myth-writer and


teacher of Celtic spirituality


Macha is a goddess with many different faces. This powerful, otherworldly woman gave her name to the city of Armagh (Ard Mhaca, meaning Macha’s height) and to the ancient capital of Ulster, Emain Macha (anglicised as Navan Fort). But she also assumed human form and it is the story of her traumatic experience as a mother-to-be that is, perhaps, the most poignant.


While heavily pregnant, she was forced to race against the ancient King of Ulster’s prized horses to prove a point. She pleaded with him to wait until her child was born, but the king was not for turning. Macha’s husband Cruinniuc had let it slip that his wife could outrun the royal steed and the king, incensed, threatened to put him to death if the race did not go ahead.


To save him, Macha went to the starting line, her swollen belly visible to the crowd assembled at Emain Macha. The chariot led by the king’s horses drew alongside her. A mark was set in the sand and the race began. The horses’ long manes straightened in the wind as they galloped on the track. But next to them Macha was an arrow. She had emerged from the otherworld like lightning on a stream and now she sped past the horses with the grace and lightness of the wind. She passed the finish line with seven lengths to spare.


The exertion of the race, however, took an immediate and terrible toll. She fell to the dusty ground and went into labour. Writhing in agony, she cried out for help as she gave birth to twins. ‘A mother bore each of you, help me now, please … help me,’ she implored the onlookers, but nobody came forward to help her. Not one. Instead, they jeered and mocked, afraid that any assistance would be seen as an insult to the king.


Macha must have had an inkling of what was to come. Earlier, she had warned her husband not to say anything of their life together when they were invited to enjoy the king’s fair day with its feasting and music. Cruinniuc promised he would not. Life had improved beyond measure since Macha came to live with him at his remote hilltop home. He was a widower with four children when Macha arrived, suddenly, from a place beyond the waves and began to care for them all. Now she was pregnant herself and the family was happy and content.


Despite the warning, Cruinniuc forgot himself during the merriment of the feast and boasted of Macha’s supernatural speed. He could not take it back now and watched in horror as his wife, alone and humiliated, gathered up her babies – a boy and a girl – and returned to the otherworld. Before she went, she told the men of Ulster they would pay dearly for disrespecting a woman in her condition. She condemned them to feel the pain of labour for five nights and four days whenever they needed their strength in battle most. The curse would afflict every warrior of Ulster – with the exception of Cú Chulainn – for nine generations.


And, finally, she said: ‘This place will bear my name and that of my children.’


This place, Emain Macha (meaning the twins of Macha), still bears her name as it has done for centuries. The name – or an earlier version of it – appeared on the first known map of Ireland created by Ptolemy around 140 AD. And the famous goddess continues to influence: a new Irish-language cultural centre called Aonach Mhacha (the Assembly of Macha) is due to open in autumn 2019.


Her name has been stitched into the landscape over millennia, but there is more to the place names than legend. Emain Macha (or Navan Centre, as it is now called) was at the centre of the heroic sagas of the Ulster Cycle but it was also a very real ancient capital. In the same way that archaeologists unearthed a real-life version of the legendary city of Troy depicted in Homer’s Iliad, Irish archaeologists have found the physical remains of the place so evocatively described in the ancient Cycle.


‘We have a real place to situate the myth,’ says Damien Houlahan, a guide at Navan Centre, as he climbs a drumlin where a grassy mound covers the tangible remains of a vast temple built in Macha’s time. ‘It is very rare in mythology that you get a block of stories and a place as well. There is a Troy, and there is an Emain Macha. The Ulster Cycle is Ireland’s Iliad,’ he explains.


Macha’s story marks the beginning of a cycle that has brought the exploits of Cú Chulainn and Medb, the warrior queen of Connacht, among others, into the fabric of many an Irish childhood. While Macha, Cú Chulainn and his Homeric counterpart Achilles are mythical figures, the descriptions of chariots, feasting and weaponry have real-life counterparts in the Irish Iron age when Emain Macha was experiencing something of a golden age.


In 95 BC – we know the precise date – the hill on this singular site was a hive of activity. Visitors to the centre today are invited to turn back the clock and imagine the scene: ‘Something remarkable is happening,’ they are told. ‘There is a tangible excitement in the air. From all over, people arrive with earth to pack into the growing walls of a massive temple, 45 metres in diameter, now in the last stages of construction.’


What they were building was a great circular temple of wood that has no parallel in Ireland.


‘Its true purpose,’ continues the narrative, ‘remains a mystery, but it was no mere burial ground or ritual sacrifice site. The Celts were in retreat in Britain, pushed to the fringes of England and Wales by the Romans and under threat in Scotland. But in Ireland their society and pagan religion still dominated. And Emain Macha … is a vital part of that society.’


When excavations began at Navan Fort in the 1960s, archaeologists expected to find the remains of an Iron Age royal site; glimpses perhaps of the court presided over by King Conor Mac Nessa. His palace is described in the Tochmarc Emire (The Wooing of Emer) as a place of state, rank and plenty with ‘fruits and fatness and harvest of the sea’. The king’s chamber, it was said, had carvings of red yew and a ceiling made of silver. Its bronze pillars stood 30 feet tall; each one inset with glittering gold so that it was bright by day and by night. The site did yield some tantalising real-life echoes of King Conor’s palace. In 1992, for instance, archaeologist Chris Lynn found a structure that was similar to the description of Conor’s great hall.


The hilltop complex has seen many waves of people over the centuries, but it assumed particular importance around 400 BC. During that time, it may have been a royal centre with visitors coming from as far away as North Africa or Gibraltar – or so it seems, as the skull of a Barbary ape was found in one of the high-status round houses. Was this a valuable gift from a visiting dignitary? Or maybe even an exotic pet? Some classical references suggest exotic animals were traded as pets, although only the animal’s skull was found. In any event, it travelled a very long way to get here. The astonishing discovery shows the incredible reach of those early communities – they had contact with countries very far away.


And, despite the name Navan Fort, the ancient people who lived here were not trying to keep those visitors out. It was never a fort and has no fortifying defences. Instead, it was surrounded by an immense earthen bank with a ditch inside it. (Forts have the ditch on the outside to make access difficult.) As Damien Houlahan explains: ‘So instead of trying to keep something out, in many ways they are trying to keep something in. The ditch goes the full circumference of the whole drumlin and it’s man-made, built around 94 BC.’


A year later, the enormous freestanding temple was complete. Inside, timber posts were laid out in a series of circles that would have looked like a giant spoked wheel from above. The interior was also divided into 34 sections, perhaps a reference to the 34 tribes mentioned in the sagas. In any case, it was a significant feat of architectural engineering. ‘Try dividing an apple into 34,’ says Damien, to illustrate the point. ‘It would have taken a huge effort to build this and the effect would have been visible for miles around.’


It may have been roofed but if not, the thicket of timber posts would have resembled a forest of oak trees – and perhaps that was the intention. Was this a sacred oak grove, or a sanctified wood dedicated to Macha, as archaeologist John Waddell has suggested? If so, are we looking at the archaeological imprint of a people who honoured Macha, the goddess and queen of the supernatural race, the Tuatha Dé Danann?


The possibility that Navan Fort is the physical expression of myth in the landscape prompted Chris Lynn to describe it as one of the most important archaeological monuments in Europe. The archaeologist, who directed excavations there, believes it possible that some of the legends survive from a time when they were a part of everyday life and religion:


In the myths and legends of the Ulaidh (the Ulstermen), Emain is portrayed as a royal headquarters, the capital of a warlike aristocracy and a place of assembly for the people occupying the northern quarter of Ireland. Early Irish myth and legend are of great interest because they preserve elements of a prehistoric tradition that have not survived elsewhere.


Back on the hilltop, the view is all-encompassing. If the elite assembled here to conduct their ceremonies, they would have been visible for miles around. Damien Houlahan sketches a tentative picture: a procession of dignitaries and the Red Branch warriors are on the outer bank while the royal elite gather in the temple. There are huge fires – and eventually there will be one that burns the shrine to the ground.


There is fanfare, bustle, colour – and noise. Loud noise. We can say that with a degree of certainty as four magnificent trumpets, each nearly 2m long, were retrieved from a nearby lake called Loughnashade (or Place of the Jewels). Three are now lost, but the remaining one – a thing of immense beauty on view at the National Museum of Ireland in Dublin – has allowed experts to unlock its secrets.


When played, the Loughnashade trumpet was capable of producing a sound at least as loud as the terrifying din said to have been made by the Celts’ trumpeters and horn blowers as they ran naked into war. The ancient writers wrote of the chilling sound of their instruments, their war cries, yells, leaping and hideous songs, all of which were designed to confuse the enemy. The trumpet found at Loughnashade is more likely to have been used in ceremonies, but it would have been just as loud.


‘It could deafen a listener if played in an enclosed place, and in the open air the sound would carry for miles,’ according to Simon Dwyer of Ancient Music Ireland. The composer and specialist in ancient instruments has played an exact replica of the trumpet, made by Scottish silversmith John Creed using Iron Age techniques.


The first surprising thing is its weight – this imposing-looking instrument weighs just a single kilo. It could easily be held aloft, giving its player the appearance of a tall, long-necked creature from a distance. Simon Dwyer imagines the effect:


There were four trumpets found together at Loughnashade … Thus, an exciting scene can be imagined of a line of trumpets high in the air leading an Iron Age army with much fanfare. In Irish mythology, the Táin Bó Froích tells of how music made by [Queen Medb’s husband] Ailill’s horn players was so wonderful that 30 of his men died of rapture.


The trumpet also shows the immense skill of Iron Age metal-workers who produced a very finely crafted instrument from riveted sheets of hammered bronze. They were also skilled musicians with a deep understanding of sound. The circular disc at the end of the trumpet was first thought to be a visual flourish but experiments show it has sound properties that allow for harmonies. It also increases the volume, which led didgeridoo player Philip Conyngham to suggest it was an early loudspeaker.


The design of the trumpet tells another important story. The same disc is beautifully decorated with a lotus bud in a style of art known as La Tène, or high Celtic art: this shows that the people living in the area around 95 BC were Celtic, even if it is not fully understood how a Celtic language and culture took hold in Ireland.


It is not understood either why the temple built to honour Macha – or perhaps other gods and goddesses – was burned down relatively shortly after its completion. Having been briefly used for ceremonies, it was then torched and covered by the mound that is still there today. ‘They were definitely trying to create something that stood the test of time,’ guide Damien says. They succeeded in that – the mound is the centrepiece of a complex that has more than 80 sites of archaeological significance.


We have a trumpet, a temple and a mythical tale all dating to the same period, the first century BC. But what of the ordinary people; the men and women who attended or watched the ceremonies take place on the sacred hill? They probably lived nearby, says Damien, though the area has not been excavated.


Instead, a house of a slightly later date has been reconstructed to allow visitors to meet the people of the Iron Age. Inside, Finn, a man wearing a léine (linen tunic) over colourful plaid trousers, takes on the role with relish. ‘Come,’ he says, ‘sit by the fire.’ Hospitality is a very important part of the culture, he explains, as is cleanliness. Before entering the house, visitors are expected to go to the stream to wash and then rub sheep fat and herbs on their skin.


Then, they are invited to sit around a central hearth, which casts a warm glow around a circular, spacious interior. During winter, meat hangs from the roof to be smoked but it’s late spring, a lean time in the Iron Age calendar. ‘We’re down to the grains,’ says Finn. They have oats for porridge, honey and milk. They grind the oats by hand on a stone quern, or grinder – but the result is coarse and gritty, which wears down their teeth. Finn is hoping his ground-down set will hold out until he dies: ‘I’ll be here until I’m about 33 if the gods are good to me.’


The gods are invoked regularly and it is clear that there is little separation between the sacred and profane in daily life. Macha and the stories of the Cycle would have been part of the everyday here, told around the fire in houses like this one built in the first century AD. In modern times, we tend to think of stories as frivolous or entertaining; in ancient times, they were anything but. ‘Myth is deadly serious,’ as Jaan Puhvel put it. They tell people about their place in the world and how to understand it. They explain their beginnings and, often, plot out the way ahead.


The stories of the Ulster Cycle that have echoed down the centuries also tell us something about the people who told them. They offer fleeting glimpses of the thoughts, values and beliefs of an ancient people who immortalised Macha by naming two places of immense importance after her. It’s not unreasonable to assume, then, that the story of her difficult passage through this world served as some kind of reminder to early peoples to value women and motherhood.


Macha is also known as a mother goddess and at a time when childbirth was so dangerous, it made sense to tell a story that instilled respect for women, pregnancy and childbirth. A child did well to make it past its first summer in the first century BC. Childhood itself was difficult as young children worked on the family holding and were prone to accidents, not to mention disease and hunger.


Life for women in the Iron Age was difficult too, as it was for everybody. But women and men were not equal, although there is a modern tendency to see the laws that governed them, the Brehon laws, as progressive and woman-friendly. Women were under the protection of a male – their fathers, brothers, husbands or sons – and the legal system was designed more to protect the family and its inheritance rather than the rights of any individual.


Famously, the Brehon laws allowed for divorce. A husband had several grounds to leave his wife: if she was unfaithful, brought shame on his honour or smothered her child, to mention just some of them. On the other hand, a woman could divorce her husband if he spread false rumours about her, was unfaithful, impotent – or even obese.


More infamously, the laws also permitted polygamy. Finn, however, has no desire for a second wife, he says. His wife has the same status as he does because she came to the marriage with equal wealth. If he decided to take a second wife, his first wife could choose her. ‘Then, she is allowed to beat her for three days and three nights so that she knows who is boss,’ he says, matter-of-factly.


Everybody in the household – children, parents, relatives – slept in the same bed, a slightly raised ledge of bedding made of ferns and heather. Daily life would have been a busy, bustling, loud and rather pungent affair with geese, dogs and pigs wandering around the enclosure. A weaver (probably male, as weaving was considered men’s work) might have been at work outside. In another part of the enclosure, there might have been bread baking in an oven, or a cauldron with berries, stale urine and plants bubbling on a fire to dye the colourful clothes so popular among Iron Age communities.


Cattle was their wealth and, in summer, they went cattle raiding in a practice that dominates the most famous story of the Ulster Cycle, ‘Táin Bó Cúailnge’ (The Cattle Raid of Cooley). In it, the warrior queen of Connacht Medb and her husband Ailill prepare a raid on Ulster to steal its prized brown bull, Donn Cúailnge. A poetess of Connacht, Feidelm, warns them against it: ‘I see it bloody, I see it red,’ she says, although they fail to heed her warning.


The description of Feidelm in the saga is detailed and vivid and it gives us a fascinating picture of what an idealised woman in the Iron Age might have looked like:


She wore a vari-coloured cloak with a golden pin in it and a hooded tunic with red embroidery. She had shoes with golden fastenings. Her face was oval, narrow below, broad above. Her eyebrows were dark and black. Her beautiful black eyelashes cast a shadow on to the middle of her cheeks … Her teeth were like a shower of pearls between her lips. She had three plaits of hair: two plaits wound around her head, the third hanging down her back, touching her calves behind. In her hand she carried a weaver’s beam of white bronze, with golden inlay. There were three pupils in each of her eyes. The maiden was armed and her chariot was drawn by two black horses.


Macha, too, must have taken on a very real aspect when she was conjured up by a people famous for their storytelling. Julius Caesar said of the Celts: ‘It is said that they memorise immense amounts of poetry, and so some of them continue their studies for 20 years. They consider it improper to commit their studies to writing.’


In the Irish version of those studies and poems, women are portrayed in many different ways – poetess, warrior queen, mother goddess, to name but a few. And they had power. Macha’s rage at her treatment is felt for nine generations. It was as if she raced against the king’s horses for the sake of all women: to send a strong message to the male rulers of the time that there were dire consequences for mistreating women. We can’t say how the story was interpreted in the past but, from a modern perspective, it demands respect for the female members of a community.


We can’t really say how gendered Iron Age society was either, but it would have placed a much bigger emphasis on the community than the individual, says Damien Houlahan. They needed to, to survive. ‘It would have been barbaric too and hard with disease and hunger. It would have been very hard for both men and women. But one thing is for sure, ancient people had a respect for the environment and the landscape and there was a balance and we have totally lost that.’


Today, at the place named after Macha, the Irish Iron Age is brought back to life with an evocative combination of archaeology, living history and myth. But there is something else here too that is not visible – spirituality. Yet that is not quite true because, a few miles away, Armagh’s Christian past is very evident. St Patrick built his first stone church there in the fifth century and the city is the ecclesiastical capital of Ireland with two cathedrals – one Catholic, one Church of Ireland – both bearing his name.


Now, however, there is a growing interest in an older, sacred feminine past to counterbalance the traditionally male nature of the Christian Church. In the past decade, staff at Navan Centre recognised that the spiritual side of the site resonated with its modern visitors. To respond to that, they introduced a series of very well-attended Celtic mindfulness workshops, which grew out of a talk given in 2012 by Kate Fitzpatrick, a woman who has spent almost three decades studying and teaching the spirituality within Celtic myth.


She grew up in Northern Ireland in the 1960s, ’70s and ’80s, at the height of the Troubles, and draws on Macha’s story to introduce the idea of healing and transformation for the counties of Ulster. ‘Macha is in the air here,’ Kate says:
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