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            Introduction

         

         As a small island nation, ours is a culture inextricably bound up with the seas that surround us. From earliest times, travellers in fragile craft from far-off lands have crossed the oceans to our shores, seeking a place to settle or to trade the goods they carried. Later, others came with plunder in mind, seizing the rich bounty that this fertile soil produces so effortlessly.

         Over millennia, our people have earned their livings from the waters that lap our shores. They have built small boats and huge ships, the better to traverse those surrounding waters. They have learned to read the skies and sense the changing of the wind. In stormy weather, many a vessel has come to grief on the hungry rocks that are always waiting for new victims, while in secret inlets on calm, moonless nights, bales and barrels have been swiftly unloaded and spirited away to safe hiding places.

         A vital source of nourishment, a natural means of travel, a source of food and income; friendly and smiling or threatening 10and deadly, the sea has influenced Ireland and its people since the beginning. It has brought goods, ideas, invaders, influences, and taken away emigrants, pilgrims, evangelising monks, adventurers. All have played their part in our history.

         Here, then, are just some of the salt-drenched stories that have come from Ireland’s endless involvement with its sur­rounding waters. Age-old legends of fantastic voyages and strange demonic invaders; thrilling tales of storms, shipwrecks and smuggling; stirring accounts of little coastal traders and huge transatlantic liners; exciting ideas from those who pushed the boundaries of communication. Read them, feel the tug of the sea breeze in your hair, get the scent of the brine, and feel you are there.
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            Chapter I

            The Sea Carried Them

         

         THE LEGENDARY FIRST SETTLERS TO IRELAND

         People have been drawn to Ireland, with her gentle cli­mate and fertile soil, for millennia; ever since the withdrawal of the Ice Age, in fact. The Lebor Gabála Érenn, or Book of Invasions, is a collection of poems and prose chronicling the multiple waves of settlers who sought this green island on the westernmost edge of what was then the known world. The collection was first committed to writing by Christian scribes around the eleventh century, but the text is firmly based in oral tradition going back into prehistory, handed down from father to son, generation to generation, storyteller to storyteller. 12‘This is how it happened and how we came to be what we are today, these are the people who came to Ireland long long ago …’ the shanachie would softly chant to a spellbound audience.

         Naturally enough, every single one of these early settlers used the sea as their high road to Ireland. Some may not even have intended to come here: they might have been swept before a storm or missed their planned destination in fog; they may not have had an idea of where on the great ocean they actually were. In ancient times, you quite often ended up where Aeolus, god of the winds, felt like send­ing you – if your cargo or mission was to somewhere very different, well, that was your problem and you had to make the best of it.

         Whether the waves of settlers chronicled in the Lebor Gabála came by accident or intention, they travelled here across the ocean. Most came with the prevailing trade winds from the southeast, from Asia, Greece, Sicily, Spain; but some at least came from the colder Northlands, and one group indeed (if the legends are to be believed) from a threatening and grim Undersea world.

         Of course, there is a great deal of embroidery and expansion in these old legends, but at the heart of every such tale is a germ of truth, a shred of folk memory going back generations, an enshrining of actual facts and happenings, around which the story has been developed. However fanciful they may appear, they are still telling us something about the far distant past, and should be valued as such. Here, then, are some of the legendary stories of those who came by sea.13

         Cessair

         According to the Book of Invasions, the very first traveller to reach Ireland was Cessair, who came from far in the south­east, escaping from the Great Flood. Christian scribes copying down the tale according to their standards identify her firmly as Noah’s granddaughter, but that was probably what one might call monkish licence, slotting her into an acceptable Biblical context. Whatever her origins, she was definitely a woman, not the usual armed warrior of legend, and she landed on the Dingle Peninsula in Kerry:

         
            This is the reason for her coming, fleeing from the Flood: for Noe said unto them: Rise, said he [and go] to the western edge of the world; perchance the Flood may not reach it. The crew of three ships arrived at Dun na mRarc in the territory of Corco Daibne.

         

         The Flood or Deluge isn’t really our concern here, but it is fascinating to ponder on what it might actually have been, what its causes were, how large an area was affected. In our own time, we have seen disastrous tsunamis caused by vol­canic eruptions and earthquakes, and it could well be that a similar natural disaster is echoed, however vaguely, in the Biblical stories of Noah and his Ark.

         Modern research inclines toward the theory that the Flood was caused by the original barrier between the Mediterranean and the Black Sea (then a freshwater lake) breaking, loosing vast amounts of water from the former to the latter. This may 14have been caused by a tsunami or by rising temperatures after the Ice Age. Certainly, recent deep-water explorations of the Black Sea coast have revealed an original shoreline and ancient shipwrecks, hundreds of metres below present-day sea level. (Mount Ararat, where the Ark finds its final rest­ing place in the story, is in eastern Turkey, which would add strength to this idea.)

         After the first deadly rush, the waters would have continued to rise steadily, and survivors would have had to either move further and further up into the hills or take to boats and seek new lands.

         Cessair, according to legend, was able to organise a fleet of ships and a strong band of female followers for this migra­tion, so she was clearly somebody of importance. In fact, she is likely to have been a seer or high priestess, perhaps from Egypt, and certainly somebody possessing both strength and power, which would explain why the monks were so quick to ascribe to her a Biblical parentage. Most emphatically, it would not do to have strange women from distinctly unac­ceptable religious backgrounds taking the principal role in the start of Ireland’s history.

         Cessair’s journey from the east was not an easy one, encountering fierce storms and high winds that sank two of their craft and drowned many of the travellers, both the women and their armed male escort. (That male escort is another indication of the leader’s social importance.) It is one of the first records of stormy weather and shipwreck, themes that are to recur again and again in stories from the sea down through the centuries.15
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         Cessair herself survived, along with fifty women and just three men. Making sensible plans for their future in Ireland, she divided her female followers into three groups, each under the protection of one of the men, and she herself married Fintan, the bravest and strongest of these.

         However, after some time, these fortunate (or unfortunate, depending how you look at it) men eventually died, and the practical Cessair realised that she had only one man, her hus­band Fintan, to ensure the future of the settlement. Giving a very human twist to the legend, he realised that he could not possibly satisfy fifty women. He lost heart and fled into the wilderness. The abandoned Cessair died of a broken heart, and her abandoned followers too eventually died out.

         Fintan, somewhere out there in the wild, was the only one left of those first arrivals. He must have learned some of his wife’s magical skills, as he managed to survive down through 16the ages by being reborn as many different creatures: a salmon, an eagle, a boar, a hawk and more. He lived for 5,000 years, so that he could recount to later settlers the history of Ireland as he had seen it since the beginning.

         One variation of the legend says that the Great Flood even­tually reached Ireland and only Fintan survived, by changing himself into a salmon in a submerged cave known afterwards as Fintan’s Grave. This cave is said to be hidden on the moun­tain called Tul Tuinde, or Hill of the Wave, near Lough Derg on the Shannon.
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         Parthalon

         After Cessair, it is said, Ireland lay empty until the coming of Parthalon, who came all the way from Greece, via Sicily, in a sea journey that took two and a half months. He and his people are said by some to have landed near Kenmare in Kerry.

         
            Now Ireland was waste [thereafter], for a space of three hundred years, till Parthalon came to it. He is the first who took Ireland after the Flood, on a Tuesday, on the fourteenth of the moon, in Inber Scene: [for three times was Ireland taken in Inber Scene].

         

         Henry Morris, in a detailed lecture given to the Royal Society of Antiquaries in 1937, maintains that Parthalon landed not in Kerry but at the mouth of the Erne in Donegal, where the town of Ballyshannon stands today.
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         18Parthalon settled on an island here with his wife Delgnat and his followers, making their living by fishing in the rich waters of the river. One day, so the legend relates, he went off to fish, leaving Delgnat in the care of one of his servants. Clearly this servant must have been attractive, since the lord of the island came home to find them having rather too fond a time together. Furious, he turned on his wife’s pet dog, which came leaping to greet him, and killed it with a blow. This would in fact have been a major offence in ancient Ireland, under Brehon law, and would have been perceived as such by listeners to the tale.

         Delgnat, however, gave as good as she got, asking Parthalon what else he expected if he were to leave her alone all day with temptation laid out in front of her. It’s an observant touch, and notable that it is dutifully recorded in the old text, even though written down by Christian scribes. Women in those times had minds of their own, unlike the obedient and sub­servient wives of later literature. The event was ever afterwards claimed to be the first instance of jealousy in Ireland (and also, incidentally, the first of adultery).

         Parthalon, and his descendants after him, lived many years in Ireland (300, according to the Lebor Gabála), and cleared much of the heavy woodland that covered that part of the northwest in which they settled, in order to graze cattle and plant crops. He is in fact credited with being the first to intro­duce cattle, to till the land, to churn butter and to brew ale. Clearly a man of practical sense and skill was Parthalon.

         Once again, these are indications that the legend is based on real events of the far distant past. If it wasn’t precisely 19Parthalon and his followers, somebody certainly came, stayed and cleared woodland. Those are the basic facts that are remembered over the generations.

         In the end though, according to the Lebor Gabála, the entire Parthalon tribe died in a single week of a dreadful sick­ness. This was in all probability the ‘yellow plague’, which is recorded in old sources as recurring regularly. That could have been bubonic plague, better known in medieval times as the Black Death, or perhaps smallpox. One might think, given the descriptive ‘yellow’, that it was a form of jaundice, but that couldn’t really be described as a virulent and fatal disease. Bubonic plague, on the other hand, is spread by fleas, carried by rats, and there would have been plenty of both around in ancient times.

         Whatever the identity of the swift-moving pandemic, it is held to have wiped out the Parthalonians within the space of seven days. For a long time, it was held that this happened on the site of modern-day Tallaght (Tamleacht, the Plain of the Plague), just southwest of Dublin, but more recently there have been disputes about the location. Tamleacht is a name found all over Ireland, in places where many have died at one time of an epidemic, and several of these are nearer to where Parthalon is said to have lived on the west coast.

         After that, Ireland remained empty and silent for thirty years, say the legends. Perhaps there was no-one left after the plague to go adventuring on the sea; perhaps the fear of the infection kept new invaders away.20

         
            
               It was thirty lean years that she 

               was empty in the face of war-champions, 

               after the death of her host throughout a week

            

         

         Nemed

         But then came Nemed and his followers, from the land of Scythia, far away on the very borders of Europe and Asia. The Scythians were a group of ancient tribes, mainly nomads, who came originally from Siberia and spread gradually outwards as far as the Black Sea. The name Nemed means ‘holy’ or ‘privileged’ in ancient Irish, and this new invader may well have been a druid – or, given that they came originally from Siberia, a shaman.

         He and his tribe set sail from the Caspian Sea in forty-four ships, but only one survived to reach the Irish shore, after storms and catastrophes. One such disaster came about when the voyagers saw a golden tower floating in the sea and tried to conquer it. As a result, many of the boats were wrecked. An allegory or a real-life iceberg? One wouldn’t expect an iceberg along the complex route they must have taken from the Caspian Sea. Up into the Volga River and then down the Don into the Sea of Azov and on to the Black Sea, through the Bosphorus (if there was a way through, otherwise a bit of overland portaging would have been necessary) and into the Aegean. Then along the Mediterranean, around Iberia (modern Spain and Portugal), up past what is now France and across to Ireland. Nevertheless, it is an interesting echo of those iceberg encounters which occur in the ancient imramma or travel tales (see later sections of this chapter).21
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         The Nemedians landed at Great Island in Cork Harbour, on Ireland’s south coast. In old Irish, Great Island was known as Oileán Ard Neimheadh.

         Puzzlingly, though, we are told that Nemed’s wife died twelve days after their arrival, and was buried at Ard Macha or Armagh, which lies almost 400km to the north. Geograph­ically, that isn’t really possible. But then, it was common for storytellers to ascribe a particular location to an important event when it seemed politic so to do. That is, if you are being housed and feasted in a noble hall or indeed a monastery or abbey in the north of the country, you would naturally empha­sise the importance of local places in your tale.

         A more practical solution to this puzzle of location lies in the woman’s name. Since she was called Macha, it is likely that the hill or cairn where her body was entombed would have been christened Ard Macha, wherever it was located. Irish place names, in both their original and their present-day forms, are a challenging study all on their own.22

         After only nine years, Nemed and 3,000 of his followers also died of that endemic plague. He himself is said to have been buried on Great Island, where he first landed. The few who survived the infection were, naturally enough, somewhat less than enamoured with Ireland, and decided on emigration – but in three groups. Two retraced their sea-steps to Greece, while the third moved sideways to the neighbouring island of Britain, which had a very similar landscape and climate to Ireland.

         The Fir Bolg and the Tuatha Dé Danaan

         That section of the Nemedians who crossed to Britain decided to stay on, and thus became the ancestors of all future Britons. Those who went back to Greece, though, eventually returned to Ireland. One group had fared badly by landing among tribes where wealthy aristocrats enslaved the poorer people; thus these luckless survivors became slaves themselves. They are said to have been forced to work at gathering rich soil and carrying it to poorer land to improve crops, using large leather bags to do so. One imagines them longingly telling their chil­dren stories of the green land far to the northwest where crops grew almost by themselves, so fertile was the soil.

         Eventually their descendants managed to escape, using those very leather bags to construct boats, and they jour­neyed northwest across the oceans to find this wonderful place. Later generations were to christen them the Fir Bolg, or Bag Men, on account of this. When they reached Ireland, they set about tilling the land and enjoying a free life at last. Not for long, though.23

         The descendants of the second group that had gone south were quite different in outlook. The Greece of ancient times stretched far in many directions, and it would seem that they had settled in the Near East, where wise men studied ancient arts. Here they learned the complex skills of druidism, phi­losophy and even magic. A couple of centuries later, they returned to Ireland, this time as the Tuatha Dé Danaan.

         Of course, it may not have happened exactly this way. The remnants of one tribe abandoned this island; much later, other groups came. There may not have been any connection at all. The Book of Invasions is adamant though that those who left as Nemedians came back as either the Fir Bolg or the Tuatha Dé Danaan. As is always the case, there is very likely to be a germ of historical truth buried somewhere in there.
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         All the old sources agree though that the age of the Tuatha Dé Danaan was a golden one, an era of beauty and joy, music and song. Tall, golden-haired and powerful in magic, after defeating the Fir Bolg in battle, the Tuatha Dé Danaan did not 24drive them out entirely, but pushed them across to the western coast and its islands. Were the Fir Bolg then the ancestors of those who put to sea even today in lightweight currachs, and collect soil from the mainland to make ‘lazy beds’ for growing crops on the harsh and rocky Aran Islands?

         So far, the legend of these settlers may read as a fairly peace­ful sequence of events over centuries, even allowing for the inevitable battles for supremacy among waves of invaders. But a particular group, of a very different and more frightening nature, which threatened, attacked and oppressed all of these groups of settlers one after another, has been impatiently waiting its turn to come into the foreground. It has been kept out of the story until now, because if ever a tribe deserved full individual attention, it is this one.

         Came from beneath the sea? The Fomorians

         Who exactly were the Fomorians? Legends speak of them with fear and horror. The earliest tales describe them as mon­strous creatures who came not over the sea but from under it, bringing terror to those dwelling peacefully on land. One-eyed and one-legged are included in their legendary attributes, but the abiding theme is of brutality, oppression, extortion. No question here of living in peaceful harmony, sharing the fruits of labour. The Fomorians descended in hordes from the ocean, attacking any settlement and demanding taxes in food, slaves and even children. Naturally enough, in later times, their story became blended with that of Viking raiders, but the originals were quite terrifying enough without any additions.25

         Sea pirates certainly, but from where? Perhaps they were early Norsemen, but their physical difference to the land-based settlers of Ireland is always emphasised. Grotesque, dark-skinned, terrifying, seeking only to attack and seize, they were feared everywhere along the coast. And they did not scruple to join in battle when desperate groups of settlers tried to oppose their demands. Nemed’s people fought them, as did Parthalon’s, and the Tuatha Dé Danaan, the last finally managing to drive them from our shores.

         Tradition has long held that their main outpost close to the Irish mainland was on Tory Island off Donegal, using as the main justification of their argument the ancient name of Bal­or’s island, Tor Inis, but a study by Henry Morris in the 1930s makes a very convincing argument for Dernish Island, just off the Sligo shore.
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         26As part of his argument, he quotes the original text, which describes how the Nemedians, in one battle, attacked the Fomorians both by land and by sea. This would not make sense if Tory Island was the stronghold of the enemy, since it is already almost 15km (9 miles) off the Donegal coast.

         Further, there is a very descriptive passage detailing how the forces are so engaged in fighting on the strand that they do not notice the tide rising around them, and eventually they are all drowned. This again doesn’t fit Tory’s rocky shoreline, but works very well into the geographical layout at Dernish – here there is a wide sandbank that is exposed at low water but cov­ered at full tide, and the tide turns notoriously quickly.

         How were the Fomorians so successful in their raids and their demands? What gave them the superior strength that ena­bled them to oppress so many tribes over such a long period?

         
            
[image: ]Tory Island.27
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         Well, now we come to perhaps the most feared of all old Irish figures, one used by countless parents over the millennia to threaten their children into good behaviour. The Fomorians had a secret power – almost, you might say, a weapon of mass destruction – that they could unleash to wreak havoc on the strongest band of opposing warriors.

         Balor of the Evil Eye

         The Fomorians were malevolent and demonic, both in their looks and in their warlike ways, but Balor was feared most of all. Our legends are full of frightening stories about his dreadful appearance, most of all because of that one terrifying and fatal eye in the middle of his forehead. He had only to look on an opposing army for every one of them to fall dead. Because of this, some tales say, his eye was normally bandaged, and he was led by two of his followers until the moment came to remove the 28bandage and let the terror loose on the enemy. Other versions say there was a brass ring in his eyelid and it took seven men to lift it. Other tales describe seven separate layers of leather hiding it from view (seven being one of the magical numbers).

         Aodh de Blacam, in his thrilling tale The Druid’s Cave (1920), transposes two young men of the present day back to that ancient time, where they lend their field glasses to King Conall so that he can see the dreaded figure approaching in the far distance:

         
            ’Tis Balor himself; who would not know that evil form? Balor the death-dealer; Balor whose deadly eye can slay man by its gaze even at a league’s distance! Balor is not dead: he has escaped, he lives, he is back! 

         

         
            
[image: ]King Conaill sees the dreaded Balor through modern field glasses.

            

         

         29Eventually, according to one source, Balor was slain by Lugh of the Tuatha Dé Danann, who was in fact his daughter’s son, thereby fulfilling the prophecy that the monster would die at his own grandson’s hands. Lugh fired a slingshot with deadly accuracy right through that fatal eye, thrusting it back into the fiend’s head. Another tale, slightly later in date, says Balor survived the injury and was chased by Lugh all the way to the southernmost tip of Ireland at Mizen Head. Here he was killed, and his head was set on a large rock, which immediately shattered, forming his cairn.

         There is more than an echo of both the Cyclops and Medusa in the tales of Balor, but that isn’t surprising, given the apparently regular journeys made between Ireland and Greece by these settlers. But who were the Fomorians, and did they really exist?

         Early legends say they were monsters who came from beneath the sea itself; later versions describe them as sea raiders who used offshore islands as their bases and came ashore to harry those dwelling on the mainland. Given that the later Vikings were also in the habit of using offshore or estuarine islands as bases, they might well have been early Norsemen. Or, given the many descriptions of their dark skin and monstrous appearance, is there some other, more eerie explanation?

         Still: Balor slain; the Fomorians driven back to sea. Now could the Tuatha Dé Danann settle down in peace and quiet? Alas, no. Yet another invader was already preparing to cross the sea to Ireland.30

         The Coming of the Celts

         The Milesians, later known as the Celts, had been moving inexorably westward across Europe for many thousands of years. It is said that they had long believed their destiny lay in green Inisfáil, the island on the edge of the world. (Again and again, we are reminded that people long ago, in far-off lands, already knew of Ireland and its desirability, and knew how to get there.)

         The Celts were a warlike people, ready to fight for what they wanted, and as they made their final voyage from Galicia in northern Spain, they were fully prepared for battle. Landing in Kerry, they stormed to the court of the Tuatha Dé Danann and demanded submission. Those skilful diplomats claimed reprovingly that they had been given no warning, no time for preparation. Go back to sea, they said, beyond the ninth wave, and give us time for fair fight.

         The Celts agreed and returned to their boats, sailing out well beyond the ninth wave. In Irish tradition, this is the all-important dividing point beyond which the laws of the land do not run. Offenders were often sent beyond the ninth wave for their crimes, in a boat without oars, so that the sea could decide what to do with them. In the case of the invading Celts though, the Tuatha Dé Danaan knew just what to do.

         
            ‘Let us trust to the powers,’ said the druids, ‘that they may never reach Ireland.’ With that the druids cast druidic winds after them, so that the bottom gravel was raised to the top of the sea, so great was the storm; so that the storm took them westward in the ocean till they were weary. ‘A druids’ wind is that,’ said Donn, son of Mil. ‘It is indeed,’ said Amergin, ‘unless it be higher than the mast; find out for us if it be so.’ Erannan, the youngest son of Mil, went up the mast, and said that it was not over them. 31

         

         
            
[image: ]Storms and mist were used by the Tuatha de Danaan to prevent the Celts landing.

            

         

         32Confirming that it was indeed a magic mist, Amergin, himself a wise and learned druid, chanted a countering spell, which calmed the storm at once. And so the Celts came to Ireland to stay. The Book of Invasions claims that they then defeated the Tuatha Dé Danann in battle and drove them into the sea.

         However, local tradition refutes that, insisting instead that these magical, bright-haired people used their skills to disappear into the hills, making their home forever after in the Otherworld, from where they could still watch their beloved country.

         
            
[image: ]The Tuatha de Danaan still live in our green hillsides.

            

         

         33At certain times of year, it is still believed, they emerge and move around the upper world. They sometimes let them­selves be seen, and often tempt unsuspecting young men and women to come away with them to Tír na nÓg, as Niamh of the Golden Hair did to Oisín, son of Finn McCool. On other occasions, a young Otherworld god might seduce a girl in the everyday world, who would then bring forth a stun­ningly beautiful and powerful warrior son, thus ensuring that the Tuatha Dé Danann genes would never quite die out. That was most likely to happen at the great summer and winter festivals of Bealtaine and Samhain, when the veil between this and the Otherworld is at its thinnest.

         The coming of the Celts bridges the gap between legend and actual history, moving from a druidic world to a sternly factual one. From now on, invaders and raiders would be very real indeed. Well, except perhaps for one curious little group of settlers on the Cork/Kerry coast, who straddle the divide between tale and truth, remaining a mystery to this day.

         The Ranties

         You won’t hear much about this strange community except in a throwaway remark by a local – ‘Aren’t you a right Rantie?’ Even then, you might not find out much more than that a belligerent little tribe known as the Ranties are said to have lived in Kerry at one time. The historian Richard Caulfield did some research on the topic in the 1870s, establishing that these people had lived on Sugar­loaf Mountain near Bantry, close to the border between 34Cork and Kerry, in the previous century, keeping very much to themselves.

         
            
[image: ]Bantry Bay, where the Ranties are said to have lived.

            

         

         
            On the eastern slope of this mountain, where the land borders on the sea, a curious race of people formerly dwelt, called ‘Ranties.’ A little before the close of the eighteenth century they possessed all the characteristics of a peculiar people … 

         

         In appearance they were very small indeed, apparently no more than four feet high. Caulfield attributes this to their determi­nation to remain secretive and independent, marrying only among themselves and having as little to do with the outside world as possible. The language they spoke seems to have been some form of Irish, but was very difficult to understand.

         The Ranties kept cows and goats, and lived principally on potatoes and fish. At certain times of the year, they would bring coral sand and seaweed to Bantry to sell to farmers for 35enriching the fields. Sailing small boats skilfully, they would bring their loads in on the full tide, hastening back to their mountain domain as soon as business had been transacted. It seems that they were a primitive maritime tribe who had followed the coastline and settled in this part of the country in ancient times because it suited their preferences, being wild and remote, and lacking roads.

         One distinctive characteristic of the Rantie women was their habit of wearing red cloaks. The dye for these bright garments was obtained from shellfish by a secret method, jealously guarded (much like the ‘Tyrian purple’ of ancient Phoenicia). These cloaks may have been similar to the traditional Kerry cloak, with its many pleats and capa­cious hood, but, given the extravagant use of fabric in that design, those of the Rantie women may have been more economical in cut.

         A local legend states that when the French fleet was threat­ening to invade in 1796, Lord Bantry ordered all of these women to assemble on the side of Sugarloaf to give the effect of many English redcoat soldiers, but this is unlikely to be true. Given their shyness, and their near-obsessive desire to avoid contact with other communities, the chances of their being, first of all, located, and second, persuaded to undertake such a task, are extremely slim. It’s a nice image though.

         A severe epidemic of cholera in 1832, followed some years later by the Famine, in all likelihood spelled the end of the Ranties and their mountainside community. Those who sur­vived went on to intermarry with neighbouring communities and, probably reluctantly, adopt a more modern way of life. 36There is an ancient burial place at Tracashel, called Killeenah, which is held to be the last resting place of the Ranties.

         Those who had any contact with this strange community in the eighteenth century said that the Ranties themselves believed they had come from ‘the North’, but whether that meant Ulster or further north again – across the sea in the Hebrides, Shetland, the Faroes – was never made clear. Per­haps they didn’t know themselves.

         One knowledgeable Irish scholar at the time of Caulfield’s research claimed that they came originally from Ulster around the sixteenth century, and were by nature and inclination rob­bers and plunderers, who chose a remote region on the coast as somewhere they were not easily to be discovered or appre­hended. Another diligent researcher claimed that there was a similar race of people living at a place called Togher Rann, near Lahinch on the Clare coast. There is also a townland known as Ranafast in the Rosses in Donegal, again on the sea coast. It is appropriate to remember that ‘Rann’ was the Norse sea-god. Did the Ranties originally come from Norway? Could they possibly have had any connection to the dreaded Fomorians?

         FANTASTIC VOYAGES

         The imramma and echtrae, or magical voyage tales, passed down from generation to generation of storytellers, open up an enthralling world of mysterious islands beyond the horizon, terrifying monsters and evil giants, but also of generous, wel­coming communities, wonderful creatures and rich landscapes with splendid flowers and bountiful fruit.37

         They were, in fact, the far precursor of both modern-day fantasy films, in which bewildered travellers encounter frightening worlds, with a wealth of special effects to keep the viewer gripped, and scenic travelogues, giving us vivid glimpses of nature’s wonders. Mysterious islands with strange inhabitants and grotesque monsters – sounds familiar, doesn’t it? Yet listeners in the wooden halls of old Irish kings, clus­tered round the fire and hanging on every word uttered by a visiting bard, knew that thrilling shiver up the spine just as well as anybody watching late-night movies now, and avid fans of David Attenborough’s wildlife programmes had ancestors who also loved hearing of fascinating, far-flung places and exotic creatures.

         To read through these ancient tales is to realise what a sur­prising knowledge of the wider world our ancestors actually possessed. Where and how this knowledge was gathered – whether it came from real voyages, from the legends of other cultures, or from the tall tales of visiting seamen – will never be fully established. These travelogues are most likely a com­bination of our own ancient legends (an ollamh or senior poet had to possess a treasure house in his head of ‘seven times fifty stories’), tales told by traders from far-off countries, folk memories of those who originally came to Ireland from dis­tant lands and, inevitably, quite a bit of adjustment by monks to make it more palatable for Christianised consumption. All could be, and were, blended together into wonderful evenings of storytelling.

         That is the most important thing to remember: that originally these travel tales were recounted by the poet or shanachie by 38the fireside on winter nights to awestruck audiences, some­times being spun out over several evenings to lengthen the poet’s stay under a comfortable, sheltering roof. They were passed down from one generation of storytellers to the next as a priceless oral heritage. Only with the arrival of Christianity and its lettered monks were they recorded in writing for the first time.

         The Church would certainly not have missed the opportu­nity to remove references considered morally questionable, to alter the tenor of passages to reflect their new religious teaching and, where possible, to attribute all the miracles to one of their newly created saints rather than to an ancient hero. This is, after all, one tactic of an evangelising church. To get the full effect, such stories should always be heard, not read. Like all old Irish legends, the effect is created by the dramatic voice.

         In modern academic circles, imramma are held to be the Christianised tales and echtrae the earlier, pagan ones. You can’t make a strict division though, as most of the surviving tales (and alas, we have lost so many) include characteristics of both. It’s not a vital distinction – what is important is that we still possess the earliest adventure stories and travelogues, introducing their hearers to wonders of the natural world and the habits and customs of other lands, whether real or imaginary. Today we watch the National Geographic chan­nel; our far ancestors had the imramma and echtrae, with all their surprises, dangers and thrills. An evening when the sto­ryteller agreed to recount one was a golden event indeed, to be remembered and talked over for years afterwards.39

         The Voyage of Bran MacFebal

         This immram starts in true storytelling style with a mysterious woman appearing in the hall of the king and singing a song of temptation to Bran about the wonderful world beyond the horizon.

         
            
               There are thrice fifty distant isles

               In the ocean to the west of us;

               Larger than Erin twice

               Is each of them, or thrice.

            

         

         Bran, consumed with desire to see the wonders of which she has sung, collects a band of followers (three companies of nine, observing the mystical rules) and sets off into the wide blue yonder. They meet Mananaan mac Lir, god of the sea, who describes the beauties of the land beneath the waves, unseen by human eyes. They reach the Island of Joy, where all the inhabitants are laughing senselessly, and the Island of Women, where they are treated as honoured guests with every comfort and attention.

         Eventually though, as time slips by, Bran decides to turn for home, although the women warn him that none of them should try to land in Ireland.

         
            Then they went until they arrived at a gathering at Srub Brain. The men asked of them who it was came over the sea. Said Bran: ‘I am Bran the son of Febal,’ saith he. However, the other saith: ‘We do not know such a one, though the Voyage of Bran is in our ancient stories.’40

            Then Nechtan leaps from them out of the coracle. As soon as he touched the earth of Ireland, forthwith he was a heap of ashes, as though he had been in the earth for many hundred years. 

         

         Bran now realises that they have been gone for longer than he could possibly have imagined. From the coracle floating offshore, he tells of his adventures, even taking the trouble to inscribe these also in ogham script on stones, throwing the inscribed tablets to shore. Then he sails off sadly with his remaining men.

         
            And from that hour his wanderings are not known. 

         

         Mael Dúin

         The Voyage of Mael Dúin has some splendid examples of fearsome experiences, which must have made listen­ers shudder. Mael Dúin sets off initially on a journey of revenge against those who slew his father, but his boat gets blown wildly off course. He and his crew journey from one strange island to the next, finding ever more threatening sights at each landing. Take for example, The Island of the Monstrous Ants:

         
            As soon as it was light they saw land and made towards it. While they were casting lots to know who should go and explore the country, they saw great flocks of ants coming down to the beach, each of them as large as a foal. The crew judged by their numbers, 41and by their eager and hungry look, that they were bent on eating both ship and crew; so they turned their vessel round and sailed quickly away.

            Their multitudes countless, prodigious their size;

            Were never such ants seen or heard of before.

            They struggled and tumbled and plunged for the prize,

            And fiercely the famine-fire blazed from their eyes,

            As they ground with their teeth the red sand of the shore!

            (Trans: PW Joycwe, in Old Celtic Romances, 1920)

         

         
            
[image: ]A water monitor on Trinidad – was this the creature seen by Mael Dúin?

            

         

         42Ants as large as foals? They sound very like the water monitors that are found on the islands of Trinidad and Tobago. Did a sailor who had actually seen these bring that description to Ireland? If so, it would certainly have been noted by the story­tellers as good material.

         Another creature encountered by Mael Dúin and his men is even more daunting:

         
            
               A horrible monster, with blazing eyes, 

               In shape like a horse and tremendous in size, 

               Awaiting the curragh, they saw; 

               With big bony jaws 

               And murderous claws, 

               That filled them with terror and awe: 

               How gleeful he dances,

               And bellows and prances, 

               As near to the island they draw; 

               Expecting a feast— 

               The bloodthirsty beast— 

               With his teeth like edge of a saw: 

               Then he ran to the shore, 

               With a deafening roar, 

               Intending to swallow them raw:

               But the crew, with a shout,

               Put their vessel about, 

               And escaped from his ravenous maw!

            

         

         43Allowing for poetic licence, this sounds very like a Komodo dragon, found on the Indonesian islands. These fearsome creatures can reach up to ten feet in length and weigh over 300 pounds, and would have terrified anyone seeing them for the first time.

         The islands of Trinidad and Tobago, not to mention Indonesia, are certainly far distant from our shores, but another land, somewhat closer, is a little easier to identify. From a distance, Mael Dúin hears roaring and thundering like that of a giant’s forge, and inhales the smell of fire and sulphur. As his boat approaches shore, danger becomes suddenly evident:

         
            … the first smith rushed out of the forge – a huge, burly giant – holding, in the tongs which he grasped in his right hand, a vast mass of iron sparkling and glowing from the furnace; and, running down to the shore with long, heavy strides, he flung the red-hot mass with all his might after the curragh. It fell a little short, and plunged down just near the prow, causing the whole sea to hiss and boil and heave up around the boat. But they plied their oars, so that they quickly got beyond his reach, and sailed out into the open ocean.

         

         This is certainly a gifted storyteller’s version of what must have been a frightening experience, as the ship ventures too close to Iceland during one of its frequent eruptions, and they make a narrow escape from molten rocks falling into the sea.44

         
            
[image: ]Did Mael Dúin sail to Iceland?

            

         

         Another encounter is clearly based on a traveller’s recollec­tion of seeing icebergs:

         
            The next thing they found after this was an immense silver pillar standing in the sea. It had eight sides, each of which was the width of an oar-stroke of the curragh, so that its whole circumference was eight oar-strokes. It rose out of the sea without any land or earth about it, nothing but the boundless ocean; and they could not see its base deep down in the water, neither were they able to see the top on account of its vast height. A silver net hung from the top down to the very water, extending far out at one side of the pillar; and the meshes were so large that the curragh in full sail went through one of them. 

         

         In one of the oddest stories, Mael Dúin and his men find food and drink laid ready for them in a strange building on 45an unknown island. A small white cat watches them, while constantly jumping from pillar to pillar, all around the build­ing. The walls are hung with treasure, but when one of his men steals a necklace, the cat leaps at him and burns him to ashes. Mael Dúin hastily restores the necklace and asks the cat’s pardon before leaving.

         
            
[image: ]Was this the ‘white pillar’ seen by the travellers?

            

         

         This is one of the few episodes for which an explanation or comparison cannot be found. Why has the food been laid for them, as if they were expected? What does the white cat sym­bolise, and why is it essential to record that it spends its time leaping from pillar to pillar? Is it guarding the treasure? Is it a symbol of punishment that surely must follow on yielding to temptation?

         On yet another island, they are welcomed by beauti­ful women who tend lavishly to their every need, while the queen of them all makes Mael Dúin her chosen consort. He, naturally enough, is reluctant to leave, even after they have 46remained there a long time, but eventually his men persuade him to go. The manner of the story, and the queen’s despair at his final departure, have very definite echoes of the tale of Dido and Aeneas from Greek legend.

         When Mael Dúin finally returns to Ireland, he finds himself close to the castle of the very men who slew his father. Now wiser, however, after his voyaging, he makes peace and for­gives them. Therein probably lies the moral of the tale – travel not only broadens the mind but expands the understanding of human life and the pointlessness of revenge.

         Brendan the Voyager

         Perhaps the best known of the imramma is the voyage of St Brendan, famously recreated by Tim Severin in the 1970s. The original Latin text, Navigatio Sancti Brendani Abbatis, is almost certainly based on one of the earlier Irish travel tales, although obviously with many Christian interpolations. Cer­tainly several of Brendan’s adventures match with those of Mael Dúin, especially the encounter with the iceberg:

         
            One day, on which three Masses had been said, they saw a column in the sea, which seemed not far off, yet they could not reach it for three days. When they drew near it St Brendan looked towards its summit, but could not see it, because of its great height, which seemed to pierce the skies. It was covered over with rare canopy, the material of which they knew not; but it had the colour of silver and was hard as marble, while 47the column itself was of the clearest crystal. St Brendan ordered the brethren to take in their oars, and to lower the sails and mast, and directed some of them to hold onto the fringes of the canopy, which extended about a mile from the column, and about the same depth into the sea. When this had been done, St Brendan said: ‘Run in the boat now through an opening, that we may get a closer view of the wonderful works of God’. And when they had passed through the opening, and looked around them, the sea seemed transparent like glass, so that they could plainly see everything beneath them, even the base of the column, and the skirts of the canopy lying on the ground, for the sun shone as brightly within as without.

         

         Brendan also comes to the island where food and drink are placed magically for them in an empty dwelling. In this ver­sion, however, the walls are hung with rich harness rather than jewellery, and a little black demon rather than a white cat is leaping around, observing them. One of the monks steals an item, but is discovered. Brendan forgives him, the man dies in a state of grace, and the little demon is banished. It’s an interestingly Christian retelling of the original. In either case, though, the circumstances recorded are so strange that it would make an excellent fantasy film today.48

         
            
[image: ]Statue of St Brendan in Bantry, Co. Cork.

            

         

         49It has become almost accepted belief in the present day that ‘St Brendan discovered America’, but in reality, this is wishful thinking. In the first place, the saintly man only thought of the voyage after he was visited by another monk, Barinthus. Barinthus had already been to ‘the Land of Promise’, which he considered Paradise, so wherever that was located, Brendan wasn’t the first to get there. In the second place, this desirable destination is described as spacious and grassy, and abundant in delicious fruits and herbs, which give a wonderful scent to the garments brushed against them. Not quite an accurate description of Labrador or Newfoundland.

         It is more likely that Brendan made his way down to Madeira or the Canaries in the south, and on the return voyage was blown by strong winds up to what is known as the northern route. He went by Iceland (the island of smiths) and the Faroes (the island of sheep), and finally back home to tell his story. That is, if it ever happened. It is far more likely to be a Christian attempt to put pagan adventure tales into a firmly religious setting.

         
            
[image: ]Madeira – was this St Brendan’s flowery Land of Promise?50

            

         

         STRANGE CREATURES AND STRANGE ISLANDS

         Brendan’s encounters with a friendly giant whale, Jasco­nius, are well documented, as are meetings with monsters and strange creatures by other legendary travellers, but we are not told if any of them ever encountered the mysterious seal women. Perhaps not. These tend to stay close to the Irish shoreline and rocky places, enchanting those who hear them with their haunting song.

         Selkies

         
            
[image: ]Sea creature or half-human?

            

         

         Legends of fierce water horses (each uisce), dogs or drag­ons, either in lakes or offshore, are common enough in Irish folklore. Most large loughs and bays have at least one scaly creature biding its time beneath the surface until an unwary passer-by gets too close. The Shannon estuary, by Scattery Island, is just one example of many. It was terrorised by 51Cathaigh, a péist or sea-serpent, until the monster was tamed by St Senan and banished to Doolough Lake.

         Selkies, or seal women, are very different. They are gentle, loving and utterly irresistible if seen in their human form, which only happens when they come out onto the rocks. Then they shed their sealskins temporarily and enjoy the sun, or venture on to the sands to dance under the moonlight. Only at such times can they be seen as truly beautiful young women. Once glimpsed, they are desired forever by the stray fisherman who happens upon their resting place.

         Mermaids are more common in other cultures, but occur rarely in Irish legend. There is a carving of one in Clonfert Cathedral in County Galway, but that could owe as much to a skilled mason from overseas as to any local tale. There is a legend concerning a princess named Lí Bán in Ulster, who only escaped drowning in Lough Neagh by being turned into a mermaid, with her pet dog becoming an otter.

         
            She also was swept away like the others; but she was not drowned. She lived for a whole year with her lap-dog, in her chamber beneath the lake, and God protected her from the water. At the end of the year she was weary; and when she saw the speckled salmon swimming and playing all round her, she prayed and said—

            ‘O my Lord, I wish I were a salmon, that I might swim with the others through the clear green sea!’

            And at the words she took the shape of a salmon, except her face and breast, which did not change. 52And her lap-dog was changed to an otter, and attended her afterwards whithersoever she went, as long as she lived in the sea. 

         

         There are echoes of Fintan here, Cessair’s husband and the only one of that tribe to survive the flood, but given that the Lough Neagh region was heavily planted with Scottish and English settlers, this mermaid tale might be the superimpo­sition of a different culture. In all other cases, the seal woman takes precedence in our folk tales and traditions.

         What happened when the impressionable young fisherman fell in love with the beautiful seal woman in her human form, seized her and brought her back to his home? Well, there are many tales about just such an occurrence, all with the same basic theme.

         As long as he brought her sealskin back as well, and kept it carefully hidden from his new bride, she would live with him and bear him many children. She would never quite lose her longing for the sea though, and would often be seen on the shore at night, gazing out over the waves to where her former home lay.

         The tales often tell of children discovering the sealskin tucked away in an old wooden chest, or a thatcher mending the straw roof finding it concealed above the rafters. In such cases, the end is inevitable. The seal-wife would seize her skin joyfully and flee back to her ocean home, leaving husband and children to mourn her loss, standing by the sea and calling her name.

         It was said that she would sometimes sing to her children from beneath the waves, calling to them to join her. If they did, 53they would live thereafter as seals, by her side. A wise human father would see that they kept close by his side and tried to ignore that haunting song.

         A folk tale from County Kerry claims that any family named Lee is descended from a marriage between a seal woman and a fisherman. The same was said of the Conneely clan in Connemara. Roan Inish, an archipelago of small islands off the Donegal coast, translates as Seal Island. A beautifully romantic film of 1994, The Secret of Roan Inish, tells the story of a small boy who is swept out to sea in his cradle but, because of his seal ancestry, is cared for by those kind creatures until he is reunited with his family once more. There are many more stories of these graceful grey creatures, reflecting how large a part they have played in our culture since earliest times.

         The song of the selkies

         Those are legends; but the haunting song of the seal women is entirely true. If you are fortunate, find the right place, and are prepared to wait patiently, you can hear it for your­self. A remote cliff, far from modern life, is essential, with flat rocks below, exposed at low tide, in a bay where the sun shines. Seat yourself on the cliff, a safe distance back from the edge, close your eyes and relax. It may be half an hour, it may be longer, but gradually you will become aware of that crooning, echoing song drifting up from those rocks. Once heard, it is impossible to tear yourself away. When, eventually, the sun has set and the tide has changed, and 54the song is heard no more, you make your way home an altered person. It’s one thing everyone should do at some time in their lives: hear the song of the selkies.

         Hy-Brasil

         Did St Brendan come across the island of Hy-Brasil? That’s the question. Some scholars hold that he did, others are not so sure. Eulogistic descriptions of a sunny, fruitful paradise suggest he landed on that magical shore, but Hy-Brasil is definitely known to be no more than a few miles off the western coast of Ireland, clearly visible from the mainland if you get your timing right. That would be far too close for Brendan or other true travellers to bother with.

         Regardless, Hy-Brasil has been part of our myth and legend since earliest times – a mystical island that appears, float­ing on the horizon, at sunset. Hidden by mist most of the time, some say it appears for just one day in every seven years. Others hold that you just have to be fortunate and believe the evidence of your own eyes.

         
            
[image: ]Hy-Brasil appears floating in mist, often at sunset.

            

         

         55Roderick O’Flaherty, in A Chorographical Description of West or H-Iar Connaught, written in 1684, records:

         
            There is now living Murrough Ó Laoí, who imagines he was himself personally in O’Brasil for two days, and saw out of it the Iles of Aran, Golamhead, Irrosbeghill, and other places of the west continent [ie Ireland] he was acquainted with …

         

         What kind of place is this fabled island? It should not be equated with either Tír na nÓg (the Land of Youth) or Moy Mell (the Land of Honey), both names for that Otherworld where no-one grows old, where there is no anger or unhap­piness, and where all is joy. Nor is it like the magical islands that spring up at dawn and then disappear as you try to row out to them. Folklore has it that if you can reach one of these mirages quickly enough and kindle a fire on the shore, it will stay in this world thereafter.

         We have only one example of this actually happening: Inishbofin, or the Island of the White Cow, off the Galway coast. It used to appear and disappear tantalisingly, until at last the local fishermen determined to tether it once and for all. Accordingly, when they calculated it was due to emerge from the dawn mists once more, they set out early, and were within range when it did appear. Almost as if it had taken fright at their proximity, the island immediately started to fade from view, but one quick-thinking man seized the pipe from his mouth and threw it onto the sandy beach. That was enough. A glowing fire had landed there, and Inishbofin became part of 56the Irish coastline for evermore. Think of that when you visit this lovely place, and try to coax the island to tell some of its hidden secrets if you can.

         Hy-Brasil, though, is quite separate, a place in its own right. People seem to live on it, certainly, as they have been seen during some of its manifestations. Indeed, those vouchsafed a glimpse over the centuries have described tracks, fields, trees and even cattle. But it can’t be visited. It has to be enough just to see it. That its existence was firmly believed in as a genuine landmass is evident from charts and portolans going back as far as the fourteenth century; Hy-Brasil continued to appear on maps right up to the mid-nineteenth century, when it was identified as Brasil Rock.

         Unsurprisingly, it has been the inspiration for many novels, and was even chosen as the name for a pop group. And it is still out there, living its own life, tilling its own fields, caring for its own fairy cattle. Maybe they are the little white cows with red horns that sometimes appear in a farmer’s field when he has been especially courteous to the Good People? Hy-Brasil isn’t telling. It doesn’t need to communicate with other worlds. It doesn’t mind being seen from time to time by those with eyes worthy enough, but that is as far as it will go.

         It is enough to believe in me …
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57An Cailleach Beara and Manannán Mac Lir

         One being who can see Hy-Brasil at any time is the Cailleach Beara, who still sits on the cliffs of Kerry, frozen now into stone, but still ever-watching over the oceans for the return of her husband, sea god Manannán Mac Lir.

         She is one of the oldest of our mythological beings, and the personification of the third aspect of Ireland’s Earth Goddess, the Crone (the other two being the Maiden and the Mother). The tenth-century poem ‘Lament of the Hag of Beara’ mourns the passing of her youthful days.

         
            It is of Corca Dubhne she was, and she had her youth seven times over, and every man that had lived with her died of old age, and her grandsons and great-grandsons were tribes and races …

            (Trans. Lady Gregory c.1918)

         

         
            
[image: ]The Cailleach Beara represents Ireland’s unbreakable link with the oceans that surround it.

            

         

         58Even in today’s fast-moving world, where technology and sci­ence think they have answered all the important questions, she is still honoured, never forgotten. Visit those cliffs where the huge stone sits and you will find fresh offerings laid there to honour her at any time of year. Flowers, scraps of jewel­lery, coins, buttons, fresh green branches, all lie on and around that great monolith as she silently stares out to sea, immensely powerful in her massive stillness.

         Manannán Mac Lir (‘son of the sea’) owns a magical boat, the Wave Skimmer, that can fly over the waves by itself and will take those who know the right words wherever they want to go. The Sons of Turenn in ancient legend are lent this boat when they go to search the wide world for treasures like the Golden Apples of the Hesperides.

         
            So they went into the canoe, and Brian spoke— 

            
                

            

            ‘Thou canoe of Mannanan, thou Sweeper of the Waves, we ask thee and we command thee that thou sail with us straightway to Greece!’ 

            
                

            

            And the canoe, obeying as before, glided swiftly and smoothly over the waves … 

         

         When Mael Dúin of the imramma is voyaging across the ocean, he meets the sea god in his magical boat, and is told of the won­derful world that lies, unseen by human eyes, beneath the waves:

         
            
               ‘Along the top of a wood has swum 

               Thy coracle across ridges, 

               There is a wood of beautiful fruit 

               Under the prow of thy little skiff.59

            

            
               ‘A wood with blossom and fruit, 

               On which is the vine’s veritable fragrance, 

               A wood without decay, without defect, 

               On which are leaves of golden hue …’

            

         

         The Cailleach Beara and her spouse, Manannán Mac Lir, perhaps above all else, represent Ireland’s unbreakable link to the oceans that surround it. Since time immemorial, the land and the sea have been part of each other, tied together by an unbreakable bond.

         
            
[image: ]Something as strange-looking as a walrus would certainly cause alarm to those at sea in small boats. An unusual visitor spotted at Ardmore, Co. Waterford, in 2021.60

            

         

         
            
[image: ]Who will come next to our shores – friend or foe?
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