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Do m'athair Dónal le míle grá agus meas




Introduction


Few things in nature are as beautiful as birds. Their colourful plumage, captivating song and, above all, their ability to fly enchant us. Even the person most indifferent to nature cannot but feel uplifted at the sound of birdsong in the morning, or at the sight of a bird soaring in flight against the evening sky. For these reasons, in human art and culture birds have always been important symbols of the power and significance of nature. In recent years there has been an upsurge in interest in wildlife and birdwatching, partly due to the high-quality wildlife photography and films now widely available, and partly due an increased desire of urban dwellers to reconnect with the natural world. This is reflected in the many excellent books on Irish wildlife and birds that have appeared in recent years. This book follows that trend, but it looks at a different aspect of our native birds from most other bird books. It is not concerned with the usual material, which focuses on natural history and providing identification guides to birdwatchers. Instead, it draws together the stories and customs in folklore and myths that have gathered around our native birds, stories from both Ireland and abroad.


The arrangement of this book also differs from the usual one. The birds are not arranged either by their ornithological classification or appearance, nor by the habitats in which they are found. Instead, it follows a seasonal cycle, based on what is most appropriate from the point of view of each bird’s cultural associations in folklore and legend. Of course, this can often overlap with natural history, as this may have been what gave rise to the bird’s cultural associations in the first place. For example, the cuckoo and swallow have become emblems of the arrival of summer in our culture, because that is when they arrive in northern Europe on migration. On the other hand, the first bird in the sequence, the robin, and the last bird, the raven, are placed more in accordance with cultural ideas. While it is true that the robin is one of the birds that continues singing in winter, its seasonal association with Christmas has more to do with its cheery red breast than anything else. In the same way, while the black raven as a carrion bird has obvious associations with death, giving it an affinity with Halloween, the season of the dead, there is nothing in particular from a natural-history point of view to link it to that time of year. The book also focuses on the most important Irish birds in terms of myths and legends, which means quite common birds that do not have much Irish folklore attached to them, such as the sparrow and chaffinch, are not included.


Birds feature strongly in early Irish myths and legends, and stories such as the Children of Lir and St Kevin and the Blackbird are probably familiar to most people. A wide variety of birds appear in the Irish legends recounted here, birds such as the swan, raven, eagle, hawk, dove, goose and crane. Early Ireland was also famous for its nature poetry, and again birds are frequently mentioned, often with an acute observation of their characteristics. A good selection of this poetry is provided here, translated into English by the author unless stated otherwise. The book also highlights the rich variety of Irish folklore that surrounds birds, covering everything from weather lore, to stories explaining how they acquired their song or plumage, to superstitions about how the various actions of birds are lucky or unlucky.


It is a sad fact that some of the most iconic Irish birds in myth and story became extinct in Ireland in recent centuries. Birds of prey like the eagle, osprey and red kite were exterminated by gamekeepers, farmers and hunters, while birds like the crane were lost probably due to both hunting and loss of habitat. Other birds such as the peregrine falcon and sparrowhawk barely hung on against the double threat of shooting and poison, until legal protection and the banning of harmful agricultural chemicals revived their fortunes. The tide has also turned for the golden eagle, white-tailed eagle and red kite, which are being successfully reintroduced by the Golden Eagle Trust, despite setbacks. Perhaps in time the crane, too, will join the eagle on our island again. However, many other iconic bird species that have survived until now are under threat due to habitat loss, especially birds of open grassland and bog, like the curlew, lapwing, and corncrake. Efforts are under way by bodies like the National Parks and Wildlife Service and Birdwatch Ireland to preserve these birds, through protecting their habitat and raising awareness, but the struggle is ongoing. Many of Ireland’s birds face continuing threats from urbanisation, intensification of agriculture and amenity uses, and the latest threat of climate change. It is hoped that this book, by showing how deeply birds have been intertwined with our culture, can play some small part in raising awareness of the need to save them.




Aspects of Bird Folklore


Birds have always been intimately associated with the lives of humans. Both wild and domestic birds have provided us with food from their flesh and eggs, and their feathers have provided us with warmth and ornament in objects as diverse as mattresses and hats. Birds have also always been powerful symbols of beauty with their colourful plumage, graceful flight and melodious song. The beauty of birds made them important symbols in Celtic art and they have been used to decorate objects as diverse as swords, shields and drinking vessels. In particular, the powers of flight and song have given birds an otherworldly beauty. This ability to soar into the sky and escape the earth also makes it entirely natural that in traditional beliefs the souls of the dead and of spirit beings were often thought to take the form of birds. In addition, the melodious songs of birds seem like music to us, and have the same power to enchant and transport us emotionally to another realm. Even birds with harsh and unmusical calls have traditionally been seen as significant. Birds whose cries seem to imitate the human voice, such as ravens, or which seem urgent and full of meaning, such as the wren, were widely regarded as birds with the power to foretell the future. All of these different aspects are recurring themes in the myths, legends and folklore of birds.


THEMES OF BIRD FOLKLORE


Birds are important symbols in Celtic art, and depictions of them have been found on a wide variety of objects.1 While some of this no doubt is purely decorative, there are indications that some of it may have had a ritual value. For example, birds frequently appear on Celtic shields and scabbards, where they may have fulfilled some kind of talismanic purpose. A shield found in Wandsworth in London may be an illustration of this. It bears a design of long-tailed birds flying with outstretched wings, on which is engraved another bird. Images of birds’ heads were also a favourite motif, often in association with foliage, where they play against each other as they emerge from abstract patterns. The evidence of archaeology is echoed in Irish legends.2 For example, the beautiful maiden Étaín is described as washing herself from a silver vessel with four gold birds upon it. In another tale Queen Maeve presented to one champion a bronze cup with a bird raised in white gold upon it; and to another she presented a cup of white gold adorned with a golden bird. To Cúchulainn, however, she gave a cup of red gold with a bird made of precious stone. In the royal house of Conchubar, the king of Ulster, his room was said to be decorated with gold birds, their heads set with shining carbuncles.


Feathers used as personal adornments appear several times in Irish legends.3 In one tale a warrior of Ulster is described as having a cover of birds’ feathers over his head, while another warrior was said to adorn the frame of his chariot with bird feathers. In the ninth-century Cormac’s Glossary, it is stated that the cloaks of Irish poets were made from the skins of birds, both white and many-coloured. Similarly, in the tale The Wooing of Emer, it states that the cloak of the chief poet of Ulster was adorned with beautiful bird feathers. The notion of houses thatched with wings or feathers also occurs several times in Irish legends. For example, one tale tells of the house of the fairy woman Crédhe of the Fair Hair, which was made of silver and gold, and thatched with the wings of birds in crimson, yellow and blue. Elsewhere, another otherworld woman, Eibhir, is described as living in a house thatched with the feathers of birds. The house of Manannán, the Irish sea god, was like a great king’s house, with beams of bronze and walls of silver, and thatched with the wings of white birds.


Beautiful otherworldly birds often appear in Irish legends.4 For example, the Irish god of love, Aongus Óg, was said to be surrounded by four little birds that had formed out of his kisses. In the tale Tadhg son of Cian, Tadhg and his men voyage to an island inhabitated by great flocks of wonderful birds like blackbirds, but the size of eagles or cranes. The birds are red with green heads, and lay eggs of blue or pure crimson. Later, the men voyage to another island where they see a flock of multicoloured birds feeding on huge luscious grapes. The birds are white, with purple heads and beaks of gold, and sang ‘music and minstrelsy’ as they feed on the berries. The music is plaintive and matchless. The theme of birdsong having the power to lull to sleep and heal is a recurring theme in Celtic myth (see below). In another tale an otherworld fort is described as having beside it ‘three trees of brilliant crystal, whence a gentle flock of birds call’.


However, birds can appear as demonic or destructive in Irish legends.5 In one tale about the Fianna, the warrior band of early Ireland, it is related how three flocks of birds from the western seas arrived into west Munster wreaking havoc. The birds had beaks of bone and fiery breath, and the wind from their wings was as cold as a wind in spring. They devasted the crops of grain and fruit, and even took away small birds, animals and children. In the end, the birds were only defeated by a spell cast over them by Caoilte of the Fianna. In Keating’s History of Ireland, an incident is recorded that malevolent jet-black birds appeared over the churchyard where the body of Donncha Mór of Ossory lay. However, the birds were unable to take the body or soul of the king on account of all the prayers and fasting that the clergy had made. According to a story about Cruachan, the royal centre of Connacht in County Roscommon, at one time a flock of white birds came out of the Cave of Cruachan, which withered everything they touched in all Ireland, until the men of Ulster killed them with their slings. The war goddess, the Morrigan, was also said to emerge from the cave at Samhain, or Halloween, accompanied by a flock of malevolent copper-red birds.


A common theme in the folklore of birds is the idea of various people or beings taking the form of birds.6 For example, in the tale relating the birth of the warrior Cúchulainn, the god Lugh of the Long Hand appeared to Dechtire, sister of King Conchubar of Ulster, and turned her and fifty of her handmaidens into birds. Lugh took them with him to Brú na Bóinne in County Meath, and no one knew where they had gone. The birds reappeared a year later and led Conchubar and his men to where Dechtire and her maidens were hidden, and they were the most beautiful birds that the warriors had ever seen. They were in nine flocks, linked together two and two with a chain of silver, and at the head of each flock there were two birds of different colours, linked together with a chain of gold. In the tale The Destruction of Da Derga’s Hostel, King Conaire of Tara was conceived by an otherworld being with the power to take the form of a bird. He came to Conaire’s mother by flying through a skylight in his bird form, before removing his ‘bird hood’. Later, Conaire came upon a flock of huge white-speckled birds at Áth Cliath (Dublin). Thinking to hunt them, he pursued them in his chariot until they took off their bird hoods and informed him that they were the bird troop of his father, and he was forbidden to hunt them.


The souls of the dead could also take the form of birds in Irish legends and folklore.7 For example, in the tale The Voyage of the Hui Corra, voyagers on a pilgrimage came to an island of red flowers, full of bright beautiful bird flocks which sang a plaintive, melodious music. A cleric on the island told them that the birds were the souls of holy human beings. During the same voyage, the pilgrims’ jester died, and while they mourned, a little bird appeared on the side of the boat and spoke to them saying: ‘I am your jester, and be not mournful any more, for I shall go to heaven.’ Then the bird bade them farewell and flew off. In Irish folklore the souls of the departed were often said to appear in the form of various species of bird, for example, robins, doves and swans.


Angelic spirits also appear in the form of birds.8 For example, during St Patrick’s vigil on Croagh Patrick, he was visited by a flock of white angelic birds to comfort him. They beat the lake with their wings until it shone silver, and sang to him: ‘O Patrick, rise and come! O Protector of the Gaels, bright in glory! O golden exalted star!’ In the story Voyage of St Brendan the saint and his monks arrived at an island where there was a tree covered with snow-white birds beside a fountain. One of the birds flew to St Brendan and his wings made a sound like the tinkling of little bells. He informed Brendan that he and his companions were angels who took a small part in Lucifer’s rebellion, and so were condemned to stay on the island. However, they suffered no pain and were able to see a part of the Divine Presence, and on feast days they took the form of birds to sing God’s praises. In a lovely folktale, a monk heard a little bird singing in the rose bushes of the monastery, whose song the monk thought was sweeter than any he had ever heard before. After a while, the bird flew a short distance to a nearby grave and the monk followed it. The bird kept flying from place to place and the monk followed it, delighted with its enchanting song. At last it grew late, and the monk returned to the monastery. To his astonishment he recognised nobody, and learned that he had gone missing 200 years before. The monk then grew very old, died and was taken to heaven. The little bird was an angel that had carried out God’s will to bring the monk to heaven in that way.


That birds sing is one of the most unique things about them, and a recurring theme in bird folklore is the idea of birds whose songs have a powerful effect on the listener, soothing them to sleep and healing them.9 For example, in the tale Tadhg son of Cian, Tadhg voyages to an island where he encounters the otherworld maiden Cliodhna and her magical birds. There were three birds, a blue one with a crimson head, a crimson one with a green head, and a pied one with a golden head. They perched on an apple tree and ate an apple apiece, and warbled a melody so sweet and harmonious that the sick would sleep to it. Similarly, the birds guide Tadhg and his companions on their journey, lifting their spirits and reviving them with their song. In the tale The Martial Career of Conghal Cláiringhneach the three magical birds of the daughter of Cairthean Corr had the power to lull to sleep the wounded and sick people of the world with their music. In Welsh myth, the magical birds of Rhiannon entertained warriors, and had the power to ‘wake the dead and lull the living’. The three birds entertained the company of Bran for seven years while they feasted, and forgot the grief they had previously suffered. It is interesting that in all three cases, the birds are connected to otherworldly women.


Sometimes the song of birds could have a negative effect. A tale from the Metrical Dindshenchus relates how King Cairpre was tormented by birds singing a sad, mournful song that took the strength from him. This continued until a druid managed to ensnare the birds in a spindle tree, which prevented the birds from singing by its perfume. Also in the Metrical Dindshenchus is a story of two brothers, Buide and Luan, who take the form of birds so that Buide can sleep with his married lover Estiu. The two brothers would arrive at the court of Nar, Estiu’s husband, and sing a plaintive song until the court was lulled to sleep. Then while the court was asleep, Buide would sleep with Estiu. Eventually, growing suspicious, Nar asks his druid about the birds, who informs him of the truth. The next time Buide and Luan arrive in the form of birds, Nar is ready for them, and kills them with his slingshot.


Finally, another use of birds was to observe their flight or their song in order to foretell the future, a practice known as ornithomancy.10 In ancient Rome ornithomancy was practised by the College of Augurs, who distinguished between ‘oscines’ and ‘alites’ – ‘talkers’ and ‘flyers’. Oscines were birds that gave signs by their cries as well as by their flight, such as ravens, owls and crows. Birds which gave signs by their manner of flying alone were alites, such as eagles and vultures. The quarter of the heavens in which they appeared in flight, and their position relative to the observer, were significant factors. Also in ancient Rome were the auspices, or ‘bird inspectors’. These ascertained the will of the gods by watching the behaviour of the sacred chickens, cared for by an official known as a ‘pullarius’. This is the origin of the phrase used today that a particular thing is ‘auspicious’.


Ornithomancy was practised by the ancient Celts as well. According to the Roman author Diodorus Siculus, the Gaulish druids foretold the future by watching the flight of birds. Similarly, in Keating’s History of Ireland the Irish druids also used to listen to the chattering of birds in order to ‘lay geasa on (command) the demons’ and get information from them. Medieval Irish documents survive which outline how to determine the future from the calls of the wren and raven, giving detailed instructions as to the meaning of each kind of call (see Wren and Raven). At a folk level, a basic form of ornithomancy was also a popular belief until modern times in Ireland and elsewhere. For example, the calls of the cuckoo foretold various fates for the listener for the coming year, depending on when and where they first heard them (see Cuckoo). Indeed, the practice continues today, when people count the number of magpies they encounter to determine their future luck.


BIRDS IN EARLY IRISH LAW


Both wild and domestic birds feature in the early Irish Brehon Laws.11 Hens and geese were kept for their meat and eggs in early Ireland, and were assigned various values under the law (see Domestic Chicken and Goose). Ducks were also kept, but more rarely, and do not appear to have been assigned a legal value. Most eggs consumed were hen-eggs, and it was considered that a hen was expected to lay about fifty eggs a year, far fewer than the modern hen, which can produce 300 a year. It was also stipulated that the egg of a full-grown hen should be 4 inches in circumference, and 5 inches long. Eggs were of particular value for clergy on penitential diets without meat, as they provided protein. A clerical penitent could eat only bread, gruel, milk, garden herbs and hard-boiled eggs. Finally, due to its fairly constant size, half of a hen-egg was used as a unit of measurement for liquids. Half an eggshell with a circumference of 4 inches (as mentioned above) can hold about half a fluid ounce, or 14.4 millilitres.


Regarding wild birds, the most important issues were hunting and trapping. Detailed regulations were laid down for the division of a bird’s flesh and feathers between the trapper and landowner. The proportion depended on whether or not the trapper had secured permission, and on whether the landowner was a king, commoner or the Church. Unsurprisingly, the higher the rank of the landowner, the lower the proportion of the bird that went to the trapper. In the case of trapping on Church land without permission, the trapper had to do forty nights’ penance, as well as surrendering two thirds of the bird’s flesh, and all its feathers. If the trapper had been on Church land with permission, he only had to surrender one third of the flesh and two thirds of the feathers. However, the Brehon Laws also stated that three kinds of birds could be taken without any share going to the landowner: very small birds (minnta), herons (corr) or hawks (séig). Presumably small birds could be taken because they were not worth the landowner’s trouble. The heron could be considered a pest because of its depredations on fish, while the hawk was allowed to be taken ‘because it carries off young pigs and hens’. The word séig generally means ‘hawk’, but in this instance it must include bigger birds of prey, such as buzzards, kites, and harriers, as a sparrowhawk would not be able to carry off a young pig.


BIRDS IN IRISH PLACE NAMES


Many Irish places are named after birds, both wild and domestic.12 Not surprisingly, many of our most common species of bird appear most frequently. For example, a large number of names involve the crow. In County Limerick there is Ardnapreaghaun (Ard na bPréachán–Height of the Crow); while County Kerry has Carrignabreaghaun and Carrignapreaghane (Carraig na bPréachán – Rock of the Crow); and north County Dublin has Crowscastle (Caisleán na bPréachán). The hooded crow (feannóg) is specifically named many times. For example, there is Ballyfinoge (Baile Feannóg – Town of the Crow), County Wexford; Bawnnavinnoge (Bán na bhFeannóg – Green of the Crow), County Waterford; Cloonfinnoge (Cluain Feannóg – Meadow of the Crow) and Carrownafinnoge (Ceathrú na Feannóige – Quarter of the Crow), both in County Galway. County Cork has Gorteennafinnoge (Goirtín na Feannóige – Little Field of the Crow) and Knockanenafinnoge (Cnocán na Feannóige – Hill of the Crow); while County Mayo has Carricknafannoge (Carraig na bhFeannóg – Rock of the Crow).


There is also a large number of place names involving the pigeon or dove, many of them relating to rocks, caves or cliffs, indicating that the wild rock dove is involved. These include Pigeon Rock, County Mayo; Carrignagolur (Carraig na gColúr – Rock of the Dove), County Limerick; Coosnagolor (Cuas na gColúr – Hollow or Cave of the Dove), County Kerry; Pigeon Cove (Úig na gColmán – Sea cave of the Pigeon), County Donegal; and Pigeon Hole (Poll na gColm), County Galway. Some of the names suggest the domestic pigeon, including Pigeonpark (Páirc na gColúr) in Counties Offaly and Tipperary, and Pigeonhouse (Teach na gColúr) in County Offaly.


It is also not difficult to understand why there are many places named after the domestic chicken, both hen and cock. For example, County Sligo has Carrownagark (Ceathrú na gCearc – the Hen’s Quarter); County Longford has Cloonnagark (Cluain na gCearc – Meadow of the Hen); and County Cork has Knockanenagark (Cnocán na gCearc – Hill of the Hen). County Galway has the townlands of Keeraunnagark South and North (Caorán na gCearc Theas agus Thuaidh – Heath of the Hens South and North), though this may refer to the grouse (cearc fraoigh or ‘heather hen’) rather than the domestic hen. Also in Galway are the townlands of Cockstown East and West, while in Monaghan is found Cavanaguillagh (Cabhán na gCoileach – Field of the Cock). Finally, County Donegal has the intriguing Cullaghcro (Coileach an Chró – Cock of the Bothy). The duck also appears in some names. Duck Rock is in County Galway, while Duckspool (Clais na Lachan – Ditch of the Duck) is in County Waterford. Duck Island appears in Counties Longford, Donegal and Galway. Similarly, Goose Island (Oileán na nGé) appears in Counties Galway, Clare, and (Inis na nGé) in Mayo, and the islands Inishkea North and South (Inis Gé Thuaidh agus Theas – Goose Island North and South) are also in Mayo. Interestingly, Coolock in north Dublin city has two townlands – Gooseacre and Goosegreen – which may refer to the domestic goose rather than the wild variety.


Some other birds appear frequently, often in areas which reflect their natural habitat. For example, the eagle usually appears in place names of mountainous or remote areas where eagles might be expected to be found. These include, among others, Loch Ouler (Loch Iolar – Eagle Lake) in the mountains of County Wicklow; Eagle’s Crag, County Wicklow; Eagle’s Nest (Nead an Iolair), County Donegal; and Eagle’s Hill (Cnoc an Iolair), County Kerry. Similarly, the raven occurs in quite a few names, such as Aillenaveagh (Aill na bhFiach – Cliff of the Raven), County Galway; Ardnaveagh (Ard na bhFiach – Height of the Raven), County Limerick; Ballybofey (Bealach Féich – Pass of the Raven) County Donegal; Raven Island, County Galway and Ravenhill, County Down. The hawk appears in such names as Shouks (Cnocán Seabhac – Hill of the Hawk), County Wexford; Srashouke (Sraith Seabhac – Moor of the Hawk), County Galway; Hawkswood (Coill na Seabhac), County Offaly; and Hawkfield, County Kildare. As might be expected, place names involving the seagull usually indicate a location near the sea or water. These include Gull Island (Carraigín na bhFaoileáin – Rock of the Seagull) and Carrickaweelion (Carraig na bhFaoileáin – Rock of the Seagull) in County Mayo; Seagull Rock in County Galway; and Reennaweelaun (Rinn na bhFaoileann – Headland of the Seagull) in Counties Kerry and Donegal. The curlew is found in place names reflecting its preference for hills and moorland, such as Curlew Hill (Cnoc an Chrotaigh), County Mayo; Curlew Rock (An Chreag Chrotach), County Donegal; and Curlew Island (Oileán an Chrotaigh) County Galway. However, the Curlew Mountains in Counties Sligo and Roscommon probably have nothing to do with the bird, but derive their name instead from the Irish Corrshliabh meaning ‘steep-sided, pointed mountains’. Finally, the plover makes an appearance in some place names. These include Barrnaveddogue, County Louth and Barranafaddock, County Waterford (Barr na bhFeadóg – Height of the Plover); Cloonnavaddogue (Cluain na bhFeadóg – Meadow of the Plover), County Galway; Drummeennavaddoge (Droimín na bhFeadóg – Ridge of the Plover), County Mayo; Crocnavaddoge (Croc na bhFeadóg – Hill of the Plover), County Donegal and Ploverhill, County Tipperary.


BIRDS IN EARLY IRISH POETRY


Early Irish poetry is famous for its vivid portrayal of nature, and birds feature in many verses, often with a clear appreciation of their habits and characteristics.13 For example, in the story of the doomed lovers Deirdre and Naoise, Deirdre declares in one poem: ‘sweet the cuckoo’s note on bending bough, / on the peak above Glen Daruadh’; while an early Irish poem about the mountain Beann Ghualann praises ‘the turtle doves (fearáin) of your sheltering trees’. The blackbird was also a favourite, with a famous poem about the blackbird of Belfast Lough (see Blackbird) and numerous mentions of its sweet song. For example, Fionn of the warrior band the Fianna says: ‘Blackbird of Doire an Chairn, your voice is sweet; I never heard on any height of the world, music was sweeter than your voice.’ However, more warlike birds that were less sweet of voice were also praised. A poem about the Fianna states that dear to them was ‘the scream of the eagle on the edge of the wood’. A story about the poet Athairne states ‘raw and cold is icy spring – passionately wailful is the harsh shrieking crane [heron]’. In addition, some poems have several verses praising many different kinds of birds.


An example of this appears in a poem in the well-known tale of Diarmuid and Gráinne. The two lovers were fleeing across Ireland from Fionn Mac Cumhaill and the Fianna, who were furious that they had eloped together, betraying Fionn, who had been Gráinne’s lover. The pair were exhausted from their wanderings and often Gráinne would watch over Diarmuid and sing a song to help him sleep. Later she would sing a song to rouse him, in which she would tell him that even the animals and birds of the forest were awake:















	Ní chodail in dam so soir
	The stag in the east is awake




	Ní sguirionn do bhúirfedhaig
	Loudly he roars without cease




	Cía bheith um dhoiribh na lon
	Though with blackbirds in the oaks




	Ní fuil na meanmhuin codladh
	He has no mind to sleep.




	Ní chodail in eilit mhaol
	The hornless doe is awake




	Ag buirfedhaig fo breclaoch
	Calling for her speckled fawn




	Do ghní rith tar barraibh tor
	Running over the bushy brakes




	Ní dhén na hadbhaidh codal
	In her den she waits for dawn.




	Ní chodail in caoinche bhras
	Many birds are still awake




	Os barraibh na crand caomh cas
	In the tops of tangled trees




	Is glórach atathar ann
	All night a noisy din they make




	Gidhbe an smólach ní chodlann
	Even the song thrush does not sleep.




	Ní chodail in lach lán
	The broody duck is wide awake,




	Maith a lathor re degh-snámh
	And though her swimming is the best




	Ní dhein súan no sáimhe ann
	She has no peace, nor rest she takes,




	Ina hadbhaidh ní chodlann.
	And does not sleep within her nest.




	Anocht ní chodail in gerg
	The grouse is still awake tonight




	Os fraochaibh anfaidh imaird
	On the storm-tossed mountain heath.




	Bin fogher a gotha gloin
	Sweet the sound of her clear cries




	Eidir srothaibh ní chodail
	Amongst the streams she does not sleep.








Birds feature often in the well-known story of Suibhne Geilt or Mad Sweeney. Mad Sweeney was a king in early Ireland who later lived as an outcast in the woods, fleeing under a curse after insulting St Ronan. In the following verses he describes his life in the wild as an outcast, living in fear even of the harmless wild birds around him:















	Teichim riasna huiseóga
	At the sight of larks I flee




	As é an trenrioth tenn
	Running hard, afraid to stop




	Lingim tar na guiseoga
	Leaping over little streams




	A mullaighibh benn.
	That flow on the mountaintop.




	Feran eidhinn iomuallach
	The turtle dove makes quite a stir




	An tan éirghuis duinn
	When she flies as I draw nigh




	Gairid bhím ag tharrachtain
	But soon I am surpassing her




	Ó rofas mo chlúimh.
	Such a feathery state have I.




	Creabhair oscar antuicseach
	The silly woodcock does not know




	An tan éirghuis damh
	Why before my step it flies




	Indar liom as dergnámha
	But I face a mortal foe




	An lon do gní an sgal.
	In the blackbird’s scolding cries.








In time however, Sweeney comes to feel at one with the nature around him, and begins to love the animals and birds of the wild woods. As he approaches death, though still an outcast, he has reached some kind of inner peace and so he praises his life in the woods that is about to end forever.















	Ba binne lium robhaoi tan
	Once a sweeter sound to me




	Ná comhradh ciúin na muintear
	Than local people’s quiet speech




	Bheith icc lúthmhaireacht im linn
	Was the rustling by the pool




	Cúchaireacht fhéráinn ferainn eidhinn.
	Of turtle doves that call and croon.




	Ba binne lium robhaoi tan
	Once a sweeter sound to me




	Ná guth cluigín im fharradh
	Than little bells tolling near,




	Ceileabhradh an luin don bheinn
	The blackbird’s song upon a crag




	Is dordán doimh ar doininn.
	And in a storm the roaring stag.




	Ba binn lium robhaoi tan
	Once a sweeter sound to me




	Ná guth mná áille im fharradh
	Than women’s voices softly near,




	Guth circe fraoich an tsléibhe
	the grouse on the steep hillside




	Do cluisin in iarmh-éirghe.
	Raising her voice to greet sunrise.








Finally, a beautiful nature poem from the seventh century concerns the hermit Marbán and his life in a hut in the woods, close to the trees, wild plants, animals and birds that live there. In these verses Marbán describes how the birds around him provide him with some company, describing them affectionately as if they were old friends.




Turtle Doves,


Neat, red-breasted


Are dearly known.


Thrushes’ sweet refrain


Calling once again


Around my home.







Bumblebees, chafers


Plump music makers


Gently drone.


Barnacles, brent geese


Close to Halloween


A dark, rough tone.







Singing lively


Wren so sprightly


On the hazel staff.


Bright headcover,


Bold woodpecker


In a flock so vast.







White birds come


Herons, seagulls,


The shy cuckoo hides.


No call morose


The red grouse


On the heathered hillside.







Robin — Spideog — Erithacus rubecula


The robin’s red breast and cheerful, friendly manner and song gave it a role in European tradition of bringing comfort to the wounded and suffering, especially to Jesus Christ; and have made it one of the most popular images of Christmas today. The robin was also traditionally said to show respect to the dead by covering them with leaves and moss. In Irish folk tales the robin often helped heroes in their adventures, with encouragement and advice.


FOLK BELIEFS AND CUSTOMS


The most common folk tales in Ireland about the robin explain how it got its red breast. A widespread story is that when Jesus was hanging on the cross, the robin came and plucked a thorn from the crown of thorns on Jesus’ head.1 A drop of Christ’s blood fell on the robin’s breast, and it has remained that colour ever since, in remembrance of the deed. Alternatively, the robin’s breast became stained with blood as it was trying to staunch or cover Christ’s wounds with moss or leaves, or from covering up with leaves the drops of blood that fell to the ground. Another version from County Mayo held that the robin was trying to pull the nails out of Christ’s hands and feet, when a drop of blood fell onto its breast. Yet another variation on the theme held that the robin got its red breast from trying to save Jesus from his persecutors. According to this story, Jesus was being pursued by soldiers and passed through a wheat field, leaving a trail of drops of blood behind him. The robin lay upon every drop of blood to cover the trail, and did not leave a trace of it for the soldiers to find. Unfortunately the robin’s good works were then undone by the wren, which alerted the soldiers to Jesus’ whereabouts (see Wren). Similarly, another tale relates that the robin helped the Virgin Mary on the flight into Egypt.2 According to this story, Mary was cut by brambles, but the robin followed her trail, covering the blood with leaves so that the pursuers could not find it. In Brittany it was said that Christ thanked the robin for plucking out the thorns by making it a lucky bird, and giving it sky-blue eggs.3 In Greece it was said that as a child Jesus would feed the robins outside his home. A close bond thus formed, and many years later, the robin refused to leave Jesus’ tomb until he had risen from the dead. It then sang with the angels as Jesus ascended into heaven.4


[image: image]


Robin – Spideog
Erithacus rubecula


An alternative Irish version of how the robin got its red breast contends that it was fire, and not blood, that was responsible.5 According to the tale, a boy was minding a fire when he fell asleep, and a wolf came and quenched the fire. A nearby robin saw what had happened, and noticed that one spark of the fire was still alight. The helpful robin started clapping his wings until the spark grew into a flame again and burned his breast, giving him its red colour from then on. In the north of England it was said that the fire that burned the robin’s breast emanated from hell, where the robin would travel carrying a drop of water in its beak, to alleviate the suffering of those incarcerated there.


A variation on the theme of the robin helping or comforting those suffering or dying is the widespread European tradition that the robin covers up the face of a dead person, or the whole body, with leaves or moss out of respect.6 The tradition was found in seventeenth-century England, Germany and France. For example, an English poem entitled ‘The Owl’ by Michael Drayton, dating from 1604, includes the lines: ‘Covering with moss the dead’s unclosed eye, / the little redbreast teacheth charitie.’ The most famous story involving the tradition however, was that of the ‘Babes in the Wood’ which tells of how two children, abandoned by their wicked uncle in Wayland Wood in Norfolk, starved to death and were covered with leaves by a merciful robin. This tradition was held in Ireland also, and for this reason it was believed that the robin should never be killed or put into a cage, despite its sweet voice. In Brittany it was believed that robins sang songs of pity around dead bodies, and would not give up singing until the bodies were found and interred.7 Similarly, it was said that robins would attend funerals, and at the funeral of Queen Mary II in 1695 in Westminster Abbey, a robin was supposed to have perched on the queen’s catafalque.8 Because of the assistance the robin gave to Jesus, it was also regarded in Ireland as a bird anxious to console the sick and dying, and it was claimed by some that the robin was given to landing on the windowsill of a house where someone was dying, in order to sing and bring comfort to the dying person within.9


Naturally, given the belief in the robin’s good deeds, it was considered to be a blessed bird in many parts of Europe.10 In Ireland generally it was considered to be very bad luck to kill or interfere with a robin, and boys were told that if they robbed a robin’s nest they would get sore hands. In County Donegal it was said that when a robin discovered its nest had been robbed, it would utter the following curse: Má’s duine beag a thóg mo nead, / go dtabhairidh Dia ciall dó / Má’s duine mór a thóg mo nead / Go gcuireadh Sé faoi chlár é – ‘If it’s a little person (a child) who took my nest / May God give him good sense / If it’s a big person (an adult) who took my nest / May God send him to death’. In Counties Kerry, Tipperary and Limerick, boys who trapped birds would always release a robin if they caught one, but only after taking a feather from its tail and telling it to swear an oath to send a blackbird or a thrush next time. In Suffolk in England, it was said that a broken leg would follow from taking a robin’s eggs. In Tyrol in Austria, harrying a robin’s nest would bring epilepsy, while in Bohemia it would bring permanent trembling of the hands. In Britain it was believed that to kill or harm a robin or its nest would bring bad luck, and an old saying in England made this clear: ‘The Robin and the Jenny Wren, are God Almighty’s cock and hen.’
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The behaviour of the robin also gave rise to some superstitions.11 In Ireland it was said that if a robin perched directly in front of someone, that person might expect some important news, or an important letter. In many parts of Ireland it was thought that a robin coming into the house was lucky. However, it was said simultaneously in many places in Ireland that the robin coming into the house was in fact unlucky, or that it was a sign of death. For example, in County Cork it was said that if a small bird like a robin or a wren came into the house, it was a sign that someone in the house would die. In Ireland a robin pecking at the window of a house was also a particularly bad omen. Similar beliefs about the robin existed in Britain. In Wales it was believed that a robin pecking at the window of a house signalled death. In many parts of England, a robin appearing at the door or around the house was considered an omen of death.


Some weather lore surrounded the robin.12 In Ireland generally it was said that a robin singing from the top of a tree was a sign of good weather. On the other hand, a robin entering the house in the autumn was said in Ireland to foretell hard weather, frost and snow. In County Donegal it was said that the robin flew near the house and barn when snow was forthcoming, and flew right into the kitchen if a heavy snowfall was fast approaching. In County Waterford it was said that the robin would come into the house if it was going to snow, but hide in a bush if a storm was approaching. In County Donegal, if the robin sang in the evening in spring or summer then rain was sure to come the next day.


The robin was also involved in some Irish folk cures.13 For example, the robin was said to be able to cure the skin disease scrofula by being rubbed three times against the affected area. Given its associations of helpfulness and bravery, it is not surprising that the robin was also thought to provide an Irish folk cure for combating depression. The rather cruel cure involved killing a robin, removing its heart and stitching it into a sachet. The sachet was then put on a cord, and worn around the neck of the sufferer.


The robin was traditionally known in Ireland, especially in Munster, as Spideog Mhuintir Shúileabhain or ‘Robin of the O’Sullivans’, and was said to be the champion and supporter of their heroes in battle.14 It was said that one ancestor of the O’Sullivans’, Maolughra, gave away an eye as an act of generosity, thus mirroring the generosity of the robin when it plucked the thorns out at the crucifixion. The robin appears on the coat of arms of the O’Sullivans, apparently to exhort the clan that in victory it is better to be kind to the vanquished, the wretched and those who suffer calamity, as the robin covers the limbs of the fallen.


In Donegal children up to seven years old were called by the names of birds to confuse the fairies and so prevent them from taking the children.15 Girls were called Spideog, Eiseog and Cuach (Robin, Lark, and Cuckoo) and boys were called Colmán (Dove). The name Spideog, anglicised as ‘spidogue’, was also used in many parts of the country to mean a delicate, weak or slender child. The robin was also known by some other names.16 A widespread name for the robin in Britain and Ireland is ‘redbreast’ or ‘robin redbreast’, and the same name is found in Ulster Irish as broinndearg. The robin was also widely known in Irish as spideog Mhuire, ‘the Virgin Mary’s Robin’, reflecting the belief that it was a blessed bird. The robin also appears in some Irish place names such as Graiguenaspiddoge (Gráig na Spideog – Hamlet of the Robin), County Carlow; Kylespiddoge (Coill Spideog – Robin’s Wood), County Laois; and Turnaspidogy (Tír na Spideoige – Land of the Robin), County Cork.17


The robin has been associated with Christmas in Britain and Ireland since at least the eighteenth century, which is not surprising as its red breast and cheerful manner make it a natural fit for the season.18 The robin is also one of the few birds to carry on singing in wintertime, giving it a high profile at that time of year. The image of the robin as a Christmas bird was cemented in Victorian times when it began to appear as a popular motif on Christmas cards from about 1860. Part of the appeal of the robin on Christmas cards was that its bright red breast echoed the red of postboxes and postmens’ uniforms, making it a bird associated with the glad tidings of the season. These newer associations made a very good fit with the older blessed images of the robin, which is perhaps why the link between the robin and Christmas is as powerful as ever today.


MYTHS AND LEGENDS


The robin plays a helpful role in many Irish folktales.19 For example, in one tale the hero Mionn had to complete a series of tasks, one of which involved getting some bread from a baker. However, the baker would not give any bread unless Mionn filled a sieve full of water from a nearby river. Naturally, every time Mionn tried to fill the sieve, the water would simply run out the bottom. A robin appeared and advised Mionn to get some cow dung and daub it on the bottom of the sieve. Once Mionn did this the water stayed in the sieve, and he was able to bring some back to the baker. In another tale, a priest hurt and left deaf and dumb by witches is helped by a robin, who gives him a herb which restores him to full health. The priest asked why the robin had helped him, and she replied that she was the same robin that the priest had helped two years ago when she had a broken foot. The robin could also punish those who were not helpful to it in turn. In one story, a girl who had been banished by her stepmother sat down beside a well to eat the little bit of food she had. A robin appeared and asked her for a few scraps for her chicks. The girl told her to help herself, and welcome. In return, the robin stuck its tail into the well, and divided the contents into honey above and blood below. The girl was able then to enjoy her fill of the honey. Later, the stepmother’s daughter came the same way and also sat down by the well to eat her lunch. The robin appeared again and asked for some crumbs, but the daughter shooed the robin away with disdain. Before it left, the robin stuck its tail into the well and divided the contents of the well into blood above and honey below. Then when the selfish daughter tried to drink from the well she nearly choked.


The most common appearance of the robin, however, is as a help to various heroes on their quests.20 For example, a widespread story concerns the adventures of three sons of a widow who each set out on a quest. The first son sat near a well to eat some cake, and was asked by a robin for some crumbs. The son refused to spare anything, telling the robin to be off and not bother him. He later encountered a witch in the forest and was killed by her. The second son also stopped at the well to eat some cake and similarly refused to share any cake with the robin. He also ended up killed by the witch in the same way. Finally, the third and youngest son stopped at the same well, but unlike his brothers was happy to share his cake with the robin. In return, the robin told him about the witch that he would soon encounter, and advised him of the way to defeat her. The youngest son followed the robin’s advice, killed the witch, met the inevitable princess and married her, and restored his brothers to life into the bargain (not a bad return for sharing a few crumbs!). In another tale, a robin helps a hero fighting a giant by advising him to stand between the giant and the sun, and ‘to remember where men draw blood from sheep in Erin’. Taking the robin’s advice, the hero stood so that the sun was always behind him as he fought, thus half blinding the giant. This forced the giant to stick its neck out to squint, and the hero, remembering the second part of the robin’s advice, struck the giant a blow to the neck that killed it. In other stories the robin helps the hero by egging him on to fight, normally by making him angry. For example, in one tale the robin said to the hero fighting a giant: ‘Isn’t it a shame for you, and you haven’t a friend nor a relation here but me, if that dirty beast should kill you, [you would have no-one] to cover you, but me with the little leaves that I’d gather with my bill.’ The hero was so enraged by this thought that he killed the giant by beheading it.
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