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  THE LEPRECHAUN IS the most famous, or in famous of all Irish fairies and T. Crofton Croker* believed that the Cluricaun of the southern counties of Ireland appears to be the same as the Leprechaun of Leinster.


  The Leprechaun’s main job is shoe-making and according to Carolyn White† all the other fairies tolerate him because after a few nights of dancing even the strongest shoes wear out, and so the services of the Leprechaun are essential.


  He always carries a small purse with two coins in it. One of these is magical – no matter how often it is spent another takes its place. Because humans discovered this secret the Leprechaun, if caught, usually hands over the other coin and while the human is examining the coin the Leprechaun escapes.


  Leprechauns are supposed to know the location of buried treasure and they guard this secret very closely. If you manage to catch one, then you must hold him very firmly and never, even for one second, take your eyes off him, because in the blink of an eye he can disappear and he will use every trick he knows to escape – so be warned!


  


  * T. Crofton Croker, Fairy Legends and Traditions of the South of Ireland.


  † Carolyn White, A History of Irish Fairies.
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  CAROLYN WHITE*


  THE LEPRECHAUN IS a solitary creature avoiding contact not only with mortals but with other Leprechauns, and, indeed, with the entire fairy tribe. He cannot endure their fickle frivolity nor they his dour manner. While trooping fairies delight in variegated experience, he pours all the passion of his concentrated soul into the careful making of shoes. A Leprechaun will always be found with a shoe in one hand and a hammer in the other.


  All Leprechauns are ugly, stunted creatures, no taller than boys of ten or twelve, but broad and bulky, with faces like dried apples. But their eyes are always mischievously alight, and their bodies, despite their stubbiness, lithe. Leprechauns disappear behind trees faster than the mortal eye can follow.


  And despite their possession of all the earth’s treasure, they never sport clothes more elegant than drab, usually grey-coloured coats, sturdy leather pocket-studded aprons and, for a bit of colour, dusty-red cocked hats.


  


  * From A History of Irish Fairies by Carolyn White


  


  Leprechauns are a querulous, sottish and foulmouthed breed – the bane of the fairer fairylanders. They smoke ill-smelling stumps of pipes called dúidíns and guzzle intemperate draughts of beer from ever handy jugs. But the fairy gentry endure them because they provide the much needed service of cobblery. A few nights of intensive fairy dancing wear even the sturdiest of shoes; and so the Leprechauns must ply their trade assiduously to meet the fairy demand. Luckily, drinking never unsteadies the hand holding the hammer.


  Leprechauns guard the fairies’ treasure as well as shoe their feet. Not only must they prevent the theft of treasure by mortals, but they must avert its waste by their profligate trooping brethren. Trooping fairies do not understand the value of a ruby nor care to store for the future. They are lavish when they have, indifferent when they have not.


  Without the Leprechauns as bankers, the fairies would centuries ago have squandered their fortune within and without their borders. Since treasure belongs to all fairies, any fairy can spend, much to the Leprechauns’ chagrin, what he wills. And so although Leprechauns grumble, they begrudgingly give what is asked; for, in truth, Leprechauns live in awe of their fine-featured relatives.


  Unlike the trooping fairies, the solitary fairies have a memory for the past. The trooping sidhe cannot keep abreast of short-lived mortal affairs; the solitary fairies never forget, but limit their interests. Whereas the banshees recall great mortal deeds, Leprechauns (alone of the sidhe) remember when the marauding Danes landed in Ireland and where they hid their treasure. This memorable virtue, coupled with a remembrance of subsequent burials, gives Leprechauns the decided advantage in treasure-guarding.


  Although Leprechauns bury their treasure well to keep it from profligate fairy and greedy mortal hands, rainbows frustrate their efforts by rudely settling themselves over particular gold hordes. By its presence a rainbow alerts mortals to a treasure’s whereabouts, thereby causing the Guardian-Leprechaun incalculable anxiety. No matter how fast the little creature moves his pot, he never eludes the adherent rainbow. Luckily he usually manages to elude the grasp of the pursuant mortal, always baffled at the rainbow’s inaccessibility.


  If a mortal catches a Leprechaun (a possible task due to his absorption in treasure-counting and his frequent over-indulgence in drink), he must closely hold the little fellow, fixing an eye on him, and sternly demand his treasure. The Leprechaun never refuses. But only a rare man actually recovers the horde. Invariably the Leprechaun manages to turn the man’s head – perhaps with a tale of his favourite horse’s fall into the sinking bog – and, like a greased pig, slips from the tight grip. Once a man forced a Leprechaun to disclose a treasure buried beneath a tree. Tying a red scarf around the tree to mark it, the man then dashed home for a spade, having elicited from the Leprechaun an oath to touch neither scarf nor treasure. And neither did he. But when the man returned, every tree in the wood sported a red scarf.


  Since mortals and fairies either avoid them or approach them to exact their gold, Leprechauns have become accustomed to trust only themselves. But kind acts sentimentally affect them and prompt them to respond in a generous manner. Sometimes in a moment of alcoholic geniality a Leprechaun offers a mortal not only a drink but some of his treasure, or a shilling contained in a leather purse having the property of perpetual replenishment. An impoverished nobleman who had given a wee fellow a lift on his horse found his dilapidated castle the next day stacked to its leaky ceiling with gold coins. Once a Leprechaun with a sentimental streak gave his treasure to a man claiming part-Leprechaun blood. And on an extraordinarily generous occasion one gave a golden bridle which, whenever shaken, produced a strong yellow steed attached to it.


  Female Leprechauns do not exist; and since female fairies and mortals find the males physically repulsive, Leprechaun reproduction is doubtful. Leprechauns themselves are reticent about their births as they are secretive about most things. Perhaps they were the defective children of beautiful fairy parents who ejected them from the fairy troop because of their shape and disposition, but endured their separated existences as long as they cobbled shoes and guarded treasure.


  Much debate has arisen as to whether Cluricauns are actually Leprechauns or degenerate close cousins. Save for a pink tinge about the nose, Cluricauns perfectly resemble Leprechauns in all their physical construction. But they never sport an apron or carry a hammer or manifest any desire to work. They look and act like weekend gentlemen: silver buckles adorn their shoes, gold laces their caps and pale blue stockings their stocky calves. They unabashedly enter rich men’s wine cellars as if they were their own and drain the casks. For amusement they harness sheep and goats and shepherds’ dogs, jump the bogs and race them over the fields through the night until the beasts are muddy and beaten with fatigue.


  Leprechauns sternly declare these pleasure-seekers to be none of their own. Those believing their word argue that while extravagantly clothed Cluricauns tipple the wine glass, self-respecting Leprechauns in working dress drink nothing but beer. Yet since Cluricauns do act like working men putting on aristocratic airs, many suspect them to be nothing other than Leprechauns on a spree, who, in the sobering morning, haughtily deny a perverse double nature. The question remains insoluble because neither reckless drunkards nor creatures with reputations to preserve can be thoroughly trusted.
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