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Up the airy mountain,

Down the rushy glen,

We daren’t go a-hunting

For fear of little men.

William Allingham

, e Fairies

e most beautiful experience we can have is the mysterious. It is the fundamental emotion which

stands at the cradle of true art and true science. Whoever does not know it and can no longer

wonder, no longer marvel, is as good as dead, and his eyes are dimmed.

Albert Einstein

, e World As I See It
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FOREWORD

‘e rarest of beasts.’ at’s what my uncle Kevin

called me when I rocked up to help him clear out

an old cottage one Sunday morning a few years

ago. ‘A man who turns up when he says he will.’

Other strapping male members of our family

were meant to be there as well, but one of them

had thrown his back out by – get this – wringing

out a towel. Another had achieved a sudden

toothache just the night before, and a third had

an appointment with a specialist he’d forgotten

all about. An appointment with a specialist on a

Sunday? What was he a specialist in –

duvets

?

So it was just me and my uncle Kevin. e

house we were clearing out belonged to my

father’s, and Kevin’s father’s, granduncle Fantasius,

which would make him my great-granduncle.

e cottage had three small rooms, and had been

built by some distant ancestor who had evidently

taken umbrage against right angles. It stood near

a prehistoric cairn in a remote area of South

Armagh. So remote, in fact, that Google Earth

shows it as a sort of brownish-grey smudge that

you could easily mistake for a clump of trees.

Kevin was building a new house on the site and

the cottage had to come down. And before it came

down, it had to be cleared out.

I’d only met my great-granduncle Fantasius

once, when my father visited him the year before

he died. I was five. I don’t remember much about

him other than a great big, bushy beard and bright

green eyes that shone over the top of it. He seemed

kind and a little wild. But I do remember he took

a liking to me and spent most of that afternoon

teaching me the longest place name in the world,

somewhere called: Taumatawhakatangihangako-

auauotamateaturipukakapikimaungahoronuku-

pokaiwhenuakitanatahu in New Zealand. He

had been there in 1938, just before the Second

World War. He broke the word down into chunks,

repeating them over and over until I had it down

pat. His eyes crinkled at the sides and filled with

tears when I recited it for him in front of his

roaring fire, his tears reflecting the orange flames.

I could still say it for you to this day, almost fifty

years later, if you were to buy me a couple of pints.

As Kevin and I were loading an anvil into the

back of his rickety HiAce van, I asked him about

Fantasius. And yes, I did say anvil. Fantasius had

owned one of those things I had thus far believed

to exist only in animated cartoons featuring

animals trying to murder one another. Asking

Kevin about my great-granduncle gave me a few

moments’ respite from trying to hoist it into the

My great-granduncle Fantasius’s cottage.
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van. I was already aching in places I didn’t know

I had. Kevin, evidently glad of a break himself,

plonked down on the rusty old anvil and proceeded

to tell me about Fantasius.

Fantasius F Farrelly was born in 1870, the

seventh of fourteen children. ere were six elder

boys (Fergus, Féilim, Fintan, Ferdia, Francis and

Finbar) and seven younger girls (Fidelma, Fanny,

Fiona, Faela, Fianna, Fionnuala and Betsy). is

means he was 106 years old when he died in 1976.

His father was himself from a large family and

the seventh boy. is made Fantasius the seventh

son of a seventh son, which apparently granted

him not only healing powers, but clairvoyance as

well. Fantasius also had ‘Morton’s Toe’, which is

where your second toe is longer than your big toe.

is again is a sign of extra-sensory abilities, and

Fantasius’s were freakishly long, on both feet. is,

said Kevin, enabled him to see fairies and penetrate

the ‘féth fíada’ (magical mist) that normally

shielded them from the eyes of humans.

Kevin told me all of this with a straight face.

I was half-expecting him to suddenly burst out

laughing, but he continued in earnest.

Once, Fantasius had traced a ley line with

a dowsing rod from the cairn near his cottage

straight through the local churchyard and on to

a megalith several miles away. His palms were

red-raw from the rod twisting around in his hands.

Fantasius was well known in the area for his special

gifts, and people would come to him to be healed

or to sort out any problems they were having with

the fairies.

Now, I don’t know about you, but when someone

says the word ‘fairies’, I immediately think of

wee, tiny humans with wings, flitting about the

woods, wearing sewn-together leaves and hats

made from foxgloves. at and the fact they don’t

exist. But Kevin assured me that Irish people just

a generation or two ago had absolutely believed

in fairies. ese fairies, however, were about as far

removed from the cutesy, benevolent, modern fairy

as it was possible to get. e fairies they believed

in were pretty damn scary. So scary, in fact, that

they were always referred to euphemistically as the

‘Good People’, just in case they were listening.

By the end of the day, we had most of the

stuff cleared out and loaded into the back of the

van. ere wasn’t really anything of value, but by

way of reward, Kevin handed me a soggy, foul-

smelling cardboard box stuffed with papers: ‘You’re

an artist – you’ll probably like this.’ Gee, thanks.

He chugged away down the lane, waving out the

window. As I watched the van disappear around

the bend in the fading light, I began to feel that

here, in a lonely place like this, with no electricity,

no running water and no television, a person

could

start to believe in the kinds of fairies my ancestors

had. e kinds that stare in through cracked

windowpanes on starless, wintry nights, when a

chill wind rattles the eaves.

I packed the musty box into the boot of my car

and drove away from Fantasius’s cottage. at was

the last I saw of it, for Kevin had it bulldozed a

few months later. e old box sat forgotten on a

shelf in my garage until just last year, when I found

it while looking for something else, as is always

the way. In it, amid copious mouse droppings, were

dozens of yellowing pages, filled with handwritten

notes and pencil sketches. I was taken aback by

many of the drawings, which seemed to depict

what I can only describe as mythical creatures.

e accompanying notes, dated between the early

1890s and the late 1960s, were all written in the

same hand. I sat in my cold garage under the light

of a bare bulb for several hours, trying to make

12

FARRELLY’S FIELD GUIDE TO IRISH FAIRIE FOLK





[image: image]

sense of the words and matching them with their

corresponding drawings.

What I ended up with is pretty much what

you are holding in your hands now. I merely

interpreted Fantasius’s spidery handwriting, typed

up the manuscript, put the entries in alphabetical

order and added a smattering of footnotes here

and there (you’re welcome). Fantasius evidently

intended his work for publication, but he either

didn’t get the opportunity or simply did not

publish for fear of ridicule. is assembled work

appears to be the result of Fantasius F Farrelly’s

many years of field research into the beguiling

subject of Irish folklore, where he claims to have

encountered dozens of what we might today call

cryptids, or fantastical beings.

What it

actually

is, I will have to leave up to you.

ere are three options as far as I can see: First, it is

entirely made up by my great-granduncle – a hoax

perpetrated over seven decades, only to sit festering

in a box in a house slated for demolition. Second,

my great-granduncle was nutty as a fruitcake.

Or third, it is absolutely genuine. And that is the

option that scares me the most.

ere are familiar creatures here from Irish

folklore, such as the banshee and the changeling,

but there are others I’d never even heard of. e

amadán, anyone? How about the gancanagh? e

fetch? No, me neither. is book is also full of

astonishing revelations. For instance, I discovered

that the most quintessentially Irish of all folkloric

creatures, the leprechaun, was unknown in Ireland

until medieval times. I had assumed leprechauns

had always been around, appearing on cereal boxes

and in bad Hollywood movies since ... forever.

Judge for yourself whether what follows is

genuine or the nonsensical ravings of a lunatic

mind. After you’ve read it, maybe we can meet for

a pint to talk about it. And I can recite for you, if

you’re lucky, the longest place name in the world. I

think Fantasius would like that.

John Farrelly, Newry, Co. Down

FARRELLY’S FIELD GUIDE TO IRISH FAIRIE FOLK
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Introduction

ON THE NATURE OF FAERIES

Imagine, if you will, a man who is well

liked by his neighbours in the town where

he lives. Perhaps his family have owned

a shop in the community for several

generations. He is generally treated by his

fellow citizens with respect as befits his

station. He may have a few enemies, if they

can be called such – those with whom his

family has had some kind of petty feud, or

perhaps those who just do not care for his

character, but generally he can sleep quite

easily in his bed. He observes all the laws

of his community, and follows the perennial

rituals and customs of day-to-day life in his

town.

The same man now visits another town

where he is not known, where he and his

family’s reputations matter not a jot and

where he is viewed with suspicion. His

record of achievements or the content of his

character are not known there. Say this man

goes to this town’s square, where there is a

statue of the town’s founder. He is hungry

and sits on the plinth of the statue to eat

a cheese-and-pickle sandwich. One of the

town’s citizens looks upon this with abject

horror and runs to fetch the town constable.

Presently, the man is beaten by an angry

mob, is arrested and taken to the town gaol,

still mystified as to the nature of his crime.

From behind bars, bruised and bloody, he

begs the town constable to tell him what

transgression he has committed. Does he

not know, growls the constable, that out

of respect to the town’s founder, no one is

allowed to sit on the statue’s plinth?

This is the attitude a human should

adopt when dealing with the faerie realm –

you are a stranger in a strange land. It can

be difficult for the average human to grasp

that the Aos Sí, to give them their proper

title, are neither good nor evil. At best,

they are ambivalent towards the human
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