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THE 'ALICE AND GWENDOLINE CAVE' BEAR
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Early humans are believed to have migrated north to Ireland around 33,000 years ago, with their numbers increasing once the ice receded in approximately 9,700 BC. The earliest firm evidence of human activity in Ireland, however, comes from a cave in County Clare.

In 2016, a bear bone was discovered that showed clear evidence of butchery; these marks demonstrated beyond reasonable doubt that someone used tools in an attempt to remove the tendons.

The bone is believed to come from the mid-11th century BC. By this point, the earlier ice bridge connecting Ireland to Britain had disappeared; Ireland was now an island.
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THE MILESIANS


[image: ]




One of the earliest myths regarding the settlement of Ireland relates to the Milesians, who are said to have arrived around the year 1,000 BC. They're believed to have travelled from their original home in Spain.

Having travelled the world for many years, the Milesians arrived in Ireland and supposedly encountered the Irish gods, known as the Tuatha Dé Danann. An agreement was struck, with the Milesians assuming control of the surface world and the Tuatha Dé Danann taking on the Otherworld below.

The story is believed now to be entirely fictitious, likely invented by Christian authors who lived much later. The concept of the Otherworld, however, has remained central to a broader Celtic mythology.
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SLÁINE MAC DELA
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? - 1703 BC

From the 9th century AD, the High Kings of Ireland were figures who claimed to have lordship over the country. The concept was eventually backdated to create a line of mostly mythical kings, the first of which was this supposed ruler from the 18th century BC.

A member of the Fir Bolg, a tribe that supposedly invaded Ireland, Sláine is said to have taken control of Leinster in the south-east; his four brothers took various other territories, but it was Sláine who dominated.

We'll never know how much (if any) of this story is true, but Sláine has been appropriated by various fantasy authors over the years. He's said to have ruled for 40 years, and the place of his burial is now a village named after him.

4



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


TÚATHAL TECHTMAR
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For many centuries, Ireland was divided into a series of competing tribes, with occasional invasions by Celtic groups from continental Europe. Kingdoms such as Leinster (in the south-east), Munster (south-west) and Connacht (west) emerged during this period.

As with many stories from this age, myth can't really be separated from history. Techtmar is said to have been the son of a deposed king who eventually returned to claim his father's throne. He defeated the various tribes and gained control over much of the country.

Some historians believe that Techtmar might have been the exiled prince who was supposedly aided by the Romans in regaining his Irish territory around the year 80 AD. The Romans otherwise left Ireland alone for now.
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CONN CÉTCHATHACH
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Also known as Conn of the Hundred Battles, this legendary High King of Ireland is said to have ruled Connacht in the 2nd century AD and waged a series of wars against the rulers of Munster.

As his nickname suggests, Cétchathach spent almost the entirety of his 25 year reign at war. Many of the stories about him are caught up in mythological tales, with much mention of fairies and other supernatural creatures. Historians generally agree, however, that these tales are based on at least some degree of fact.

Cétchathach eventually died in battle, but many of the subsequent dynasties of western Ireland are said to be descended from him.
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FERGUS MAC LÉTI
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& THE LEPRECHAUNS
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This legendary King of Ulster may or may not have existed, and if he did he could have been from any one of several time periods. However, he's relevant here because of a curious tale that features one of the very first mentions of leprechauns.

According to the story, the king fell asleep on a beach and woke to find himself being dragged into the sea by three leprechauns. He managed to escape and then captured the little men, who offered him three wishes in exchange for their freedom. He gained the ability to breathe underwater, leading to another myth.

Regardless of whether this king existed, his tale kick-started the leprechaun legend that remains popular to this day.
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FIONN MAC CUMHAILL, AKA FINN MCCOOL
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This figure of Irish mythology, who might be based on a real figure from around the 1st or 2nd centuries AD, is said to have been the leader of a travelling group of hunter-gatherers.
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