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INTRODUCTION


Some places have gold or silver mines. In A rmagh our real riches lie in song and story. Seam after seam of them we have and this book is but a narrow shaft into the cultural riches of the county.


Like many counties in Ireland, stories are in the DNA of the people. The landscape is the fabric of the stories – what sews us together or unfortunately, at times, rips us apart. Stories are a way of coming to terms with our fortunes and misfortunes, and with the quirks of others; in short, a way of making sense of the human condition. It comes naturally in Ireland to be creative with language, to order a story to amuse or impress. What I think is so great about our local stories is their obvious delight in the infinite variety of human nature: from solid legends to fey fairy stories and tales which show how we relish eccentricity. Folk stories are such a great antidote to the packaged conformity and image-conscious society of today.


In putting together this collection of stories, I wanted to pay tribute to two folklorists from County Armagh: T.G.F. Paterson and Michael J. Murphy. I don’t think these two remarkable men have received anything like the acknowledgement they deserve. Kevin Murphy, in his article ‘The Last Druid’, said that Patrick Kavanagh’s remark, ‘I flew to knowledge, without going to college’ applied equally to Michael J. Murphy. Interestingly enough it applies to both Murphy and Paterson because both men left school around the age of fourteen and went on to amazing achievements and to write books. Both were offered OBEs, which Paterson accepted and Murphy declined, reflecting two points on a wide spectrum of allegiance and political outlook that exists in the North.


I have included in the collection a number of colloquial accounts taken mostly from Paterson’s Country Cracks and Murphy’s Now You’re Talking. I see no point in changing rich local language into an anodyne standard one – society already abounds in strangulated vowels and attempts to reject regionality. I have made further mention of some of their stories in the hope that it will whet people’s appetite to go back to the very enjoyable writings of both men and I frequently make reference to Paterson’s Harvest Home – a real treasure trove.


While I was working on this project I spoke to many, many Armagh people and there wasn’t one occasion when it didn’t add to my knowledge and understanding of the place. Although it wasn’t appropriate to use all the material here, everything went into the mix and helped me enormously. Of course I have only managed to touch on a fraction of the lore of nearly 1,000 townlands!


My aim was not to produce a worthy tome or a book of academic excellence but rather a popular collection – something that is more typical of the people of the county. For this I wanted to include stories that ranged from the sublime to the ridiculous.


It was interesting that the consensus of opinion was that fairies and ghosts had gone out when electric light came in – that they had been part of an unlit country landscape when people had no transport and had to walk home at night on dark lonely roads. Now that we have electric light in houses and streets and all our modern conveniences, we are no longer victims of our imagination. Having quite confidently told me that, the same people went on to tell me about experiences they’d had where they had seen and heard supernatural things!


Before this I’d always heard that it was parents or grandparents or friends of friends who had seen ghosts or knew someone who had seen a fairy. This time – in 2013! – I was talking to people who were telling me about personal first-hand experiences. I did begin to wonder though, what with the fairy folk, the resurrections and the normal ghosts, if there was much room for ordinary folk left in the county.


It does make you reflect on ‘the digital age’ where the image-conscious are so aware of keeping up with whatever everyone else is keeping up with, that it’s necessary for them to spend nearly every minute checking it out by text or online. The reality of the moment and being in the present is forfeited for virtual reality, so we may well be on the way to losing our sensitivity to the atmosphere around us.


Listening to people’s experiences of life in the past was an enormously enjoyable experience, especially when it was from seventy-, eighty- and ninety-year-olds and the ninety-year-olds, in particular were so young at heart!
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1


LEGENDS


THE CHILDREN OF LIR


This story is the best known of the ‘three sorrows of storytelling’ in Ireland but many people don’t know of its connection to County Armagh. Tradition has it that King Lir’s dwelling, Sí Finachaidh, lay outside Newtownhamilton.





Long ago, at a time when there were five provinces in Ireland, their representatives gathered to elect a king from their midst. The contenders were: Bodb Dearg, Angus, Ilbrec, Lir and Midir. Bodb Dearg was elected and Lir stormed off in high dudgeon at not having been chosen. The chieftains thought to pursue him and punish him severely for his lack of courtesy and sportsmanship but Bodb Dearg thought better of it and preferred to bide his time for an opportunity to win Lir over.


Some time later Lir’s wife fell suddenly ill and after a short period she died. When Lir had spent time grieving for her, Bodb Dearg thought that he might take this opportunity to befriend him in his time of need. He invited him to visit and to take one of his foster daughters as a wife to console him in his grief. These young women were the three daughters of Aillil of the islands in Galway Bay. When Lir arrived from Sí Finachaidh with a large band of followers he was welcomed by Bodb Dearg and introduced to three beautiful young women in Bodb Dearg’s palace. Spoilt for choice, he could only think to choose Eve, the eldest, saying that she must be the noblest. He spent some time in the court of Bodb Dearg getting to know them all, but especially Eve, and then he brought her back with him to Sí Finachaidh to celebrate their union with a royal feast.


Some time later she gave birth to twins, a boy and a girl, whom they called Fionnuala and Aed. The children brought great delight to them and to the whole court and when Eve was due to give birth to twins again, a few years later, the event was eagerly awaited. Although the twin boys, Fiachra and Conn, arrived safely, Eve, tragically, died. Lir was heartbroken and inconsolable now that he had lost two lovely wives.


Only the children could break through the cloud of his grief and they say that, were it not for them, he would have died of sorrow. Bodb Dearg, who had since established a close relationship with Lir through his foster daughter and grandchildren, really felt for him and wondered how he could help. Like everyone else, he adored the children of Lir and he availed of every opportunity to see them. After discreetly giving him time to mourn this second loss he spoke to him, gently suggesting he take Aoife for a companion, stressing that it was not good to bear his sorrow alone.


Aoife was the next of Bodb’s foster daughters and who better to look after Lir’s children than the sister of his wife? The sad King Lir saw the sense of this and took Aoife for his wife. And indeed she was no disappointment; she looked after both him and the children and showed them great love. In turn Lir’s grief faded and he was able to enjoy life again. His children were such a source of delight to him! He had them sleep near him and he rose early in the morning to play with them. It was not only their father who loved them, the whole court did too, as did their grandfather Bodb Dearg and his court, and all who visited were utterly charmed by them.


Although she loved the children of her dead sister dearly, Aoife began to feel neglected by the two men in her life: her husband and foster father. It was with her they should be besotted, she thought, yet their every thought was for the children. Jealousy began to eat at her heart and twist her mind against the children. Jealousy can make one ill and Aoife took to her bed for a year with a mysterious illness. During that time her thoughts festered and her attitude soured towards the children and she carefully planned to behave in the most deceitful and deceptive of ways.


At the end of the year she rose from her bed – apparently cured. She waited until Lir was away from home, then she announced to the children that she was taking them on a surprise visit to their grandfather, Bodb Dearg. The boys were excited but Fionnuala had had a troubling dream the night before, which left her feeling that Aoife did not mean them well.


When they had left Sí Finachaidh far behind Aoife was so maddened and blinded by jealousy and, in turn, hatred, that she drew her servants to one side away from the children. In her mind the children had become the only obstacle standing between her and the love of Lir and Bodb Dearg and she now tried to persuade the servants to kill them.


They were utterly incredulous. Not only would they not do it but they couldn’t understand how Aoife could conceive of such a thing. What Aoife went through then can scarcely be imagined: she had voiced her most evil thoughts and had them denounced by her own servants. She was alone in her misery and hatred and so took a sword with the intention of killing herself, but her courage failed her, so in her desperation she decided to use the dark arts which she had gleaned from her foster father.


When they drew alongside Lake Derravaragh (in County Westmeath), she feigned affection for the children and told them they could have a lovely, refreshing swim. The boys, cooped up so long on the journey, rushed excitedly towards the water but Fionnuala, with a sense of dread and foreboding, hung back. Aoife, however, with cruel determination, urged her forward and there was no denying her. As soon as Fionnuala entered the water, Aoife drew a wand from under her cloak and, pointing to one after the other of the children, she cried fearfully:





‘Children of Lir, your good fortune is now at an end


From now on your companions will be the birds of the air.


Your home will be a watery one


You will never more tread dry land.’





The children, in alarm, felt their bodies changing. Fionnuala turned back: ‘Oh Aoife, for the love you once had for us, don’t do this to us!’


‘It’s done!’ cried Aoife.


‘Oh Aoife, for the love you have for our father, don’t do this to us!’ begged Fionnuala.


‘It’s done!’ cried Aoife, knowing that that was why she was doing it.


‘Oh Aoife, for the love you had for our mother, don’t leave us like this!’ pleaded Fionnuala as the arms of the children grew into wings. ‘How long must we endure it?’


‘You will spend 300 years on Lake Derravaragh, 300 years on the Sea of Moyle and 300 years on the Western ocean, and not until a prince from Connaght marries a princess from Munster and you hear the voice of the bell of a new religion will you regain your human form.’


Then Aoife realised what she had done to her sister’s undeserving children and she began to feel remorse.


‘The spell is cast,’ she said. ‘It cannot be undone. I will, however, grant you the gift of beautiful music to calm all minds and you can keep your voices and sensibilities.’ Then she fled from the four beautiful white swans. She left her revenge behind her and she went towards her own fate.


When she arrived at Bodb Dearg’s he looked around for the children and asked her where they were. What could she do now but lie, although she knew her fate was sealed. She told him Lir had not wanted her to bring them to see their grandfather. Bodb Dearg was concerned; this was not characteristic; there was something wrong. He sent word to Lir in Sí Finachaidh asking him why he hadn’t let the children come with Aoife.


The alarm was raised because Lir had been informed that the children had left with Aoife. Everyone was aware of the strange illness she had had and of her recent erratic behaviour. He set off in haste with his followers and was confounded when they passed Lake Derravaragh and heard the voices of his children. They searched all around before realising that the voices came from the four beautiful swans flying above their heads. Fionnuala, always their spokesperson, explained what had happened and Lir urged them to come and live, just as they were, among their own people who would care for them. Fionnuala told him sadly of their sentence to live on water for 900 years. She pressed him and his followers to stay by the lake that night so that they might hear the sweet, otherworldly music of the swans who could chant away their sorrow and bring them peace.


At first light of dawn next morning, Lir stirred and rose and headed south-west to Bodb Dearg’s palace and there he confronted Aoife, obliging her to admit her deed of sorcery. He unfolded the evil web of cruelty and deceit before her foster father and instead of the love that Aoife craved from these two men, she met with terrifying vengeance. Bodb Dearg, with his great powers, forced her to declare her worst fear. It was, she said, to be turned into a demon of the air, a horrid thing. Instantly the powerful magician Bodb Dearg sent her spinning and shrieking, hither and thither on every wind to be hurled about in tempests forever more.


From that day on Bodb Dearg and his followers, in the company of Lir and all his people, camped out by Lake Derravaragh to converse with the swans and listen to their healing music. So while the children could not take on their human form, they lived just like humans in the loving company of all their friends and relations. A settlement grew up by the lake and life was tolerable for everyone, in spite of the transformation. But all things must come to an end and one day Fionnuala knew their time was up there. She informed her brothers and all four spoke their last words to Bodb Dearg and Lir. They rose high into the air, hovered, then flew north to the Mull of Kintyre, leaving the lamentation of their people behind.


The grey seas and skies of the Sea of Moyle brought no joy to the children. They were bereft of family and friends and the calm waters of Lake Derravaragh. They had no one to sing their music for and were relentlessly buffeted about in the sudden storms. They spent their time flying between the coasts of Scotland and Ireland. Once, at the sight of a terrible tempest brewing, Fionnuala realised they could well be separated and since being together was the only strength and consolation they had, she arranged that should they get lost in the squall, they were to make their way back to Carraig na Rón, the rock of the seals. That would be their meeting place in this hostile environment. They were indeed separated and when the storm quietened, Fionnuala made her way to the rock but found no one there. At daybreak she saw a little speck on the horizon which, to her relief, turned into the shape of her brother Conn, whom she sheltered under her right wing. Soon Fiachra made his weary way towards them and she placed him under her left wing. Apprehensively she scanned the horizon for a sign of her twin brother and her heart rose to meet him when he appeared. She had not lost him after all and they all huddled together on Carraig na Rón.


On one occasion they flew up the estuary of the river Bann, searching out an opportunity to get news of their people. They saw a group of horsemen riding along and so they swam in close to where they were and called out to them in their human voices. Once alerted the horsemen stopped in wonder, for they knew these swans must be of their own people. The two sons of Bodb Dearg were among them, Aed the Keenwitted and Fergus the Chess-player, and they knew the whole story of what had happened. The horsemen were delighted to meet them and gave them news that, at that very time, both Bodb Dearg and Lir were feasting at Sí Finachaidh and were very well except for their separation from the children. This was bitter-sweet news to the swans and Fionnuala could not help but raise a lament – keening the difference of their lifestyles. Time ran on and on until the day came when they had served their term in the Sea of Moyle and their last trial of the Western Ocean was due to begin.


On their way to the west, they thought they would fly over their home place, Sí Finachaidh, once again. They longed to see Lir and Bodb Dearg and to see their childhood haunts, so they made for the estate of their father that lies between Keady and Newtownhamilton. To their consternation they saw the crumbling ruin of their former home. It was now an overgrown desolate place and as they rested on Tullynawood Lake they must have thought themselves the most unfortunate creatures in the world, but destiny drove them on to the Western Ocean.


The winds billowed up the waves off the west coast of Ireland so that they came crashing to the shore like angry animals foaming at the mouth and flocks of birds floated and glided on the currents of the wind as it roared and whistled back and forth. Yet the swans found many inlets to shelter in where life was not as harsh as on the open ocean. They found a lake on an island, Inis Glora, off the coast of County Mayo, and they were able to settle there. It wasn’t as sheltered as the inland Lake Derravaragh where they had spent what now seemed like ‘happy’ years, but it was nevertheless infinitely preferable to the wild Atlantic. The lake became known as the Lake of the Birds because if there was no one to enjoy the beautiful, enchanted music of the swans at least all the other birds appreciated it and flocked to the lake to listen.
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Time drifted on in this great bird sanctuary until there came a day when the peace was disturbed by a strange, alien sound on this island. The monks, who wrote down the story, speak of the bell that rang out and say it was that of Kemoc, a hermit monk, who had come to live on the island. They say that the birds chanted their music and Kemoc traced the sound to the lake and spoke to them and befriended them. He took them ashore under his protection and linked them together with a silver chain. And so the first part of the spell was broken: they were on dry land.


It happened that Lairgen, a prince of Connacht, wedded a Munster princess and when she came to Connacht and heard the story of the famous swans, she wished them to be brought to her that she might see and hear them for herself. Her husband demurred, knowing that the swans were sacred, but the headstrong woman must have interpreted this as lack of love for her, because she insisted and even threatened to leave him if he didn’t grant her request.


Lairgen complied and sent a message to Kemoc, who refused to part with the swans, so the angry prince came in person and stormed into the small church where Kemoc was protecting them. Lairgen pulled them out roughly and broke the silver chain. He watched, horrified, as the beautiful white creatures shed their feathers and wings and long, graceful necks to reveal the shrivelled skin and limbs of four ancient human beings. Lairgen, though but the catalyst, fled in dismay. The monk, Kemoc, offered them the peace and consolation of his new religion, which it’s said they accepted.


These old people knew that their time in the world was near completion so Fionnuala asked Kemoc to bury them right there on Inis Glora, where they finished off their long term of suffering. She asked that he place their bodies just as they had sheltered together on Carraig na Rón, strengthening one another with their love: Conn on her right, Fiachra on her left and Aed before her (they buried people vertically in those days). And when they died the monk fulfilled her wishes. He wrote their names in Ogham on a stone and placed it over their tomb.





This story has been told for hundreds of years and thousands of Irish people know the story of the Children of Lir.


THE TWINS OF MACHA


The name ‘Armagh’ (Ard Mhacha in Gaelic) owes its origins to a nearby site known as Emain Macha, meaning height of Macha. Emain Macha is known locally as ‘The Navan Fort’, just ‘The Navan’ or even ‘Emain’. In the second century ad the Greco-Roman Ptolemy appears to have shown its location on his map of Ireland. It also appears in 1602 in maps by the cartographer Richard Bartlett. It is an area of approximately 18 acres enclosed by a bank and ditch. Excavations, started in the 1960s, revealed evidence of Neolithic, late Bronze Age and Iron Age activity on the site. As well as artefacts from the Bronze Age, four large, decorated, bronze trumpets and several brooches from the Iron Age were found nearby and are now in the National Museum in Dublin. It was thought to be the site of a royal dwelling during the Iron Age and it is the central location for the great epic The Táin Bo Cuailgne (The Cattle-Raid of Cooley).


The Táin, as it is familiarly known, has been called ‘the Irish Iliad’ and has been an inspiration to many writers, not only Synge, Yeats and his mentor Lady Gregory, but to modern-day writers as well. The events in The Táin take place at a time when King Conor Mac Nessa ruled Ulster from Emain Macha. Traditionally this was thought to have been in the Iron Age but others have suggested that it was 300-400 years later. In any case, it is central to many of the stories I’m about to relate. I haven’t included all of the stories here because they involve other counties as well.


After Christianity came to Ireland, many of these stories were written down in medieval Irish by the monks and one school of thought says that they were based on an oral tradition stretching back hundreds of years before that. Both the early and later stories have been translated by various scholars and have been dated variously to between the 600s and 1200s ad.


Macha is thought to have been alternatively a queen and a woman from the other world. This is the story of the woman from the other world.





Cruinniuc, son of Agnovan of the Ulaidh (the warriors of Ulster), was a wealthy man who owned a great deal of land. He lived in the wilds of the countryside and had four sons. His wife had died and he was very lonely. One day a woman appeared before him and he thought her very beautiful – no doubt her presence in this all-male household was welcome. She started doing chores in the house and in the evening she put everything in order and, finally, she joined Cruinniuc in bed. This pattern went on for months, making Cruinniuc a happy man once again and eventually she became pregnant.


There was a fair held nearby each year: men, women and children went and Cruinniuc decided to go too. While putting on his best clothes and eagerly anticipating the fair, his wife came to him with a warning. She cautioned him not to mention her existence to anyone. He brushed off her warning with laughter, promising he wouldn’t, and he set off in great form. The fair was very enjoyable but the excitement reached its peak with the great chariot race at the end. The king’s horses were to take part in the competition and when the king’s horses won, everyone cheered and shouted and someone roared out, ‘Nothing can run as fast as the king’s horses!’


‘My wife can run as fast as the king’s horses!’ yelled Cruinniuc, caught up in the moment and forgetting the promise he had made.
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Before he knew what was happening he was dragged before the king and his wife was sent for. She received the messenger with alarm because she was due to go into labour. When she went before the king he ordered her to run against his chariot. Silence fell on the great gathering and the blood drained from her face. She turned round and cried out to them in appeal, ‘A woman bore every one of you. Wait until I’ve given birth.’


But the king had no sympathy for her and if anyone else had, they were afraid to speak. She raced against the chariot then and reached the end of the field before the king’s horses did. No sooner had she arrived than she sank to the ground and gave birth to twins. That is why the place is known to this day as Emain Macha – the Twins of Macha – and at the birth she screamed out that any man who heard her would suffer the pains of childbirth in his own time of need. All the men there and their progeny suffered this affliction for nine generations afterwards.


MACHA MONGRÚAD


A completely different legend is told about Macha – so different that we must assume it is a different Macha, and why not? It would be a sorry state of affairs if future generations decided that there had only been one ‘Mary’ or ‘Jane’ living in our era!





This Macha was the daughter of Rúad and was known as Macha Mongrúad. Her father, Rúad, shared the kingship of Ireland with Cimbáeth and Díthorbae. They each took it in turn to rule for seven years. When Díthorbae died, the right of kingship was passed on to his sons. However, when Rúad died, his only child and daughter, Macha, who was herself a considerable warrior, did not receive the same treatment.


Cimbáeth point-blankly refused to let her rule and the two went into battle. Macha defeated him and gained sovereignty. Moreover, when the term of kingship was up, she treated him as he had treated her and would not concede her position, so they engaged in battle once more and yet again she defeated him. Cimbáeth obviously realised his strategy wasn’t working so he decided to form a marriage alliance with her. Indeed, in a warrior society, he may have had a sneaking regard for his superior opponent.


This presumably left the sons of Díthorbae out on a limb and they sought outlaws for their companions and together with these they caused great anguish – stealing and destroying as they wished. Macha sent her warriors to halt their destruction and they successfully vanquished all except the five sons of Díthorbae. They were to be Macha’s prize. She would wreak her revenge upon them since they had failed to support her sharing in the sovereignty.


She wasn’t just a powerful warrior: in the ploy she used to track them down she showed great cunning too. Disguising herself as a dirty old beggar-woman in rags, she wandered through Ireland until she traced them to their hideout in the wilds of Connacht. They were sitting around their fire and, unprepossessing though she was, they offered her food in return for sexual favours. With great coolness she agreed to their demands, requesting that she favour each of them in turn.


She went into the woods then and when the eldest came to her she overpowered him and bound him up securely. This she did with one after the other until they were all her prisoners. Then she had them brought back to Emain Macha to face their punishment. The Ulaidh required that they be executed for their shameful deeds but Macha exerted her authority with guile. She ordered them to dig the rampart of Emain Macha in preparation for her great dwelling there. In so doing she clearly divested them of their authority and indicated to her people what would happen should any of them cross her in future. It is said that she marked out the ground for them with the brooch (eó) from her neck (muin) – they had very large ornamental jewellery in those days – and so this too is offered as the derivation of Emain Macha (Eómhuin: the neck brooch of Macha).


CONOR MAC NESSA


The name of Conor Mac Nessa is familiar to much of the population of County Armagh and has been for many hundreds of years. Conor was the great warrior king who ruled at Emain Macha at the time of the hero Cúchulainn. The story of how his mother came to bear him is not quite so well known, although it is thought to go back as far as the eighth century. He was the son of Ness, who was a princess of the Ulaidh (the warriors of Ulster) and daughter of King Eochaidh Yellow-heel. There is some question as to who fathered the child Conor: there are those who say it was King Fachtna Fathach but the most common belief is that it was Cathbhadh the Druid. It seems that Ness was originally called ‘Assa’, which in English means ‘docile’ or ‘gentle’, but her name was changed to ‘Niassa’ which means ‘ungentle’ and this is why it was altered.





Ness’s father, the king, had had her educated by twelve tutors and she had proved a good student who had a great relationship with her tutors. One night Cathbhadh the Druid and his warriors came marauding into the area from south of Emain Macha and in one fell swoop all of Ness’s twelve teachers were killed along with many others, and the girl turned warrior and pursued them and because of her subsequent vengeful plundering and destruction she became known as ‘Niassa’.


At one point in her search, she left her followers preparing a meal and set off into the wild, endlessly searching for the killers of her people. On seeing a pool of water she abandoned her weapons and stripped off to bathe. She was obviously on the right trail but it proved unfortunate for her because Cathbhadh the Druid came by and, seeing her in the water, he got between there and her clothes and weapons and drew his own sword. She begged mercy from him and, as was the custom of that time, he said he would spare her on three conditions. To agree to conditions was no mean thing in those days because promises were binding and you broke them on peril of death. He demanded her loyalty, her friendship and that she be his wife for all time. With no means to defend herself and death her only option, she thought it better to agree. In due course she gave birth to her beautiful son Conor and Cathbhadh the Druid prophesied that he would have a great future. He was not, however, in line for kingship and the story of how he got there is one of intrigue and deception.
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