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Introduction
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What comes to your mind when you hear the word ‘Ireland?’ Perhaps you envision fairies dancing around a mushroom circle in eerie starlight? Enormous pints of Guinness lined up on an antique wooden bar? Men with jaunty caps riding wooden carts pulled by tired donkeys? 

Every person has a different impression, a different idea and ideal, when they think of a particular place. Ireland itself has such a varied past and present that the images conjured up are many-faceted, like a huge emerald, glinting bits of its life into each aspect of your mind and memory. 

I’ve been to Ireland several times, and it holds a special place in my heart and in my head. Ireland is m’anam an bhaile, my soul’s home, in Irish. It is a place I feel comforted, warm, and welcome. I wish to share some of this peace and serenity with others. Please, feel free to join me on my journey through Ireland, its history, mystery, and magic.

In this book, I will explore many aspects of Ireland. It possesses a rich mythical and historical culture, and a great part of this culture relates to the magic of the land and its people. There have been, and remain, many mystical parts of the island, but the people are what make Ireland what it is today. Of course, music is also an integral part of the culture. I will explore some stunning landscapes and architecture for the photo bugs and will then explore some of the practical aspects of travel in Ireland. I have listed some advice on ways to save money while on your journey and delved into some hidden places which most tourists pass by. In the back of the book, you will find several maps and resources to help with further research and information. 

Please, enjoy your journey through my book. And, if I have convinced you to travel to this magical place, please let me know. I think everyone should visit Ireland and be enriched by its incredible sense of the mystical, magical, and mythical. 
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The Mythical Facet—History and ‘Myth’tery 
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Much of Irish history is shrouded in the mists of time and oral tradition. Most of what we know, or what we think we know, is classified as myth, as we have virtually no written evidence of the tales. The written sources we do have are sometimes unreliable as to historical accuracy and were most often transcribed from oral tradition by monks. These monks were probably torn between recording the local culture and discouraging belief in the pagan gods and traditions of this land. Therefore, they very likely colored the myths with Christian sensibility. Evidence exists suggesting many of the human legendary heroes were once worshiped as gods in their own right. 

Historically, people arrived in Ireland between 10,500 and 8,000 BCE, shortly after the last miniature ice age covered the island in glaciers, though some recent evidence dates back to as long as 33,000 years ago. These Neolithic hunter-gatherers wandered the land, living off its bounty. Several waves of invaders came over the centuries, the final major one being the Celts from the Iberian Peninsula. Vikings and Normans came later, but the essential genetic makeup of the people of Ireland was already set. 

In his book called Saxons, Vikings, and Celts, Bryan Sykes describes his work on the DNA of Ireland and the UK. He is a genetic archeologist, looking for clues of migration patterns in different areas of the British Isles and Ireland using genetic markers in today’s population as compared to those of discovered skeletons in the areas, such as a 12,000-year-old skeleton in Cheddar, England. It was fascinating reading, and proved, genetically, Celts and Picts (the race in Scotland before the Gaels arrived) were the same race. As such, they likely had [image: image]

a common set of beliefs and language, back before the seas rose and cut the islands from each other. However, we shall leave Scotland for another book and concentrate on our Emerald Isle. So much for proven history, and on to the fun part. 

There are several ‘cycles,’ sets of tales, about prehistoric Ireland:


	The Mythological Cycle (or Book of Invasions) tells tales of the various invasions of the land.

	The Ulster Cycle tells tales of heroic acts by kings and champions in Ulster and Connacht.

	The Fenian Cycle does the same for the folk of Leinster and Munster.

	The Historical Cycles are a bardic tradition of the history (or mythology) of the kings of Ireland. 









While going into extensive detail about each cycle is beyond the scope of this book, I will delve into some of the more interesting points, so as to ground you in the essence of each. 

THE MYTHOLOGICAL CYCLE 

The Mythological Cycle is mostly comprised of a set of tales known as Lebor Gabála Érenn, the Book of Invasions or the Book of Conquests, and is, like the other tales of Ireland, filled with politics, battle, love, magic, and outrageous tales of feats of strength and revenge. It recounts, via myth and story, the invasions of the different peoples of Ireland over the course of its history. How closely these invasions are rooted in reality we may never know. However, once we reach the invasion of the sons of Mil (some time before 100 BCE), we start getting into territory which is corroborated by archeological evidence. These are the Celtic tribes who migrated from northern Spain. The earliest renditions of these tales seem to have come from the 8th to 11th century and are therefore heavily influenced by this later Christian ideal, but still manage to retain some of their pre-Christian magic. 

Other parts of the Mythological Cycle are made up of the Metrical Dindshenchas, or Lore of Places, and other stand-alone tales such as The Dream of Aengus, the Wooing of Étaín, and The Tragedy of the Children of Lír. 

If you want a delightful rendition of these tales, I highly recommend the Celtic Myth Podshow. Hosts Ruth and Gary Colcombe create many engaging dramatizations of these tales on their show and bring the stories to life. 

[image: image]

But let us go back into the time before history, of land before remembering, and tales before writing. I have included a small list of names in their English versions and Irish versions in the appendix, for easier reading later on. 

Go back... back into the mists of time, a time before writing, a time before people, a time before the island of Ireland had seen its first people... the mists start to rise, showing the green, rolling hills, covered in trees, deer, and nothing more. 

Cessair

The tales tell of the first people to set foot in Ireland. Noah’s granddaughter (yes, Noah of the Old Testament), Cessair, arrives on Ireland’s emerald shores with one ship, forty-nine other women, and three men. Like chattel, the women are divided among them. Evidently, the Gods are not pleased by this. These groups were to populate the island, but a deluge comes along and washes away all but one man, Fintán mac Bóchra. Fintán lives for a further 5,500 years in several animal guises, shifting from one animal to another as each life is completed, gaining wisdom and stories. He becomes an honored Seanchaí, or storyteller, for Ireland, and this becomes an archetype in many tales. 

Partholón

Three hundred years later, another descendent of Noah and Emzara settles in Ireland with his people and three sons, having come from Greece or Anatolia. They lived in peace and prosperity for ten years. However, they are then set upon by the evil Fomóire, a race of seafarers from Tory Island. While they win, they are then killed off by a mysterious sickness, and all die but one, Tuan mac Cairill. Tuan, like Fintán, spends many lives as different animals, and becomes a storyteller of great renown and wisdom. There is definitely a theme running here, explaining the wealth of tales and wisdom in the oral tradition. It also sets a tradition of honoring the elderly, those that have seen things in their life, and passed on that wisdom to the young. The Irish honor their elderly and wise, and invaders aren’t very lucky, it seems. 
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Neimheadh

The people of Neimheadh, or Nemed, a relative of Partholón, came to Ireland thirty years later. Once again, the Fomóire battled them. They win, but a subsequent sea battle floods Ireland and most of the Nemedians die. The few survivors are dispersed around the world. Don’t worry, they come back. 

Fomóire

The Fomóire (or Fomórians) were a magical race of beings thought to be semi-divine, roughly equivalent to the concept of chaos, such as the Titans in Greek mythology or the Frost Giants in Norse mythology. They were opposed to a later group of immigrants, the Tuatha dé Danann, and were part of many conflicts with them. They may represent the gods of the pre-Celtic people of Ireland, demonized for modern consumption. 

Fir Bolg

250 years after the scattering of the Nemedians, some of the descendants return to Ireland, and are separated into three groups. The Fir Bolg, the Fir Domnann, and the Gáilióin. They are only in charge for thirty-seven years before the next invasion, perhaps the most famous one, that of the Tuatha dé Danann. They don’t encounter the Fomóire. The Fir Bolg are also frequently demonized, as anyone who opposed the Fair Folk were in Irish stories. They are sometimes described as ugly, misshapen, and of evil countenance, gross caricatures of the beautiful Fair Folk. They were seen as unfair, warlike, devious, and greedy. It is thought that the name Fir Bolg came from ‘Men of the Bag.’ 

Tuatha dé Danann

Yet another group of Nemedian descendants came from ‘the far north.’ Most stories described them as shining, beautiful, tall, and magical. The elves of Tolkien are thought to derive from the stories of this race. 

[image: image]

They are skilled in magic and art, and they arrive giving battle to the Fir Bolg. They drive the tribe to the outer islands, but their king, Nuada, loses his hand in battle. Under Irish tradition, no man with a blemish can be king, so he retires, and the kingship is given to Bres, who is half-Fomóire. 

Bres rules unfairly. He started extracting heavy taxes, and offering wretched hospitality, a high crime in Irish eyes. Nuada sees this and wants to help his people again. He asks his physician to fashion a shining silver hand to replace the one he lost when his hand was severed. Bres is forced to step down, and Nuada is once again king. However, the Fomóire still exact a crippling tax upon the Tuatha dé Danann, two-thirds of their annual harvest and cattle, so they are still an oppressed people. 

Bres, in a huff of discontent, goes over to his father’s people, the Fomóire, and asks for their help in taking back his kingship. His father realizes his son has been a poor ruler, saying he couldn’t keep it by justice, he should therefore not take it by force. Instead, being the spoiled brat he is, Bres goes to king Balor of the Evil Eye, who has the power to kill with his gaze. 

Balor raises his forces and invades the Tuatha lands. The battle goes back and forth between the two over many days, but finally Balor is killed by Lugh of the Long Arm, a nicknamed earned due to his exceptional skill with the spear. Lugh is a princeling who is Balor’s own grandson and fulfilling a prophecy. He was raised away from his family, and taught all the skills of a king’s court, to guard, sing, dance, sew, cook, etc. The prophecy said he would kill Balor, and he does. Lugh shoots a mighty slingshot at Balor, and, like David, defeats the giant foe. This is also quite reminiscent of Oedipus Rex, and the futility of trying to derail prophecy. 

After this mighty battle, Tuatha dé Danann lived in peace (well, as much as the Irish ever lived in peace) for a hundred and fifty years. 

[image: image]

––––––––
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Sons of Míl 

In the north of Spain, a Celtic tribe is restless, looking for greener pastures. Their land is drying out, and crops are no longer lush enough to support them. A man named Íth sees Ireland from atop a tower on a clear day and braves the rough seas to discover what he may see. 

He discovers a land rich and green, filled with animals and arable land. He travels inland and comes in contact with the Tuatha dé Danann during a dispute on the Hill of Tara. He helps them solve a problem between the chieftains by convincing each they were fairly treated by the others. However, as part of this resolution, he waxes lyrical of the bounty of the land, and the locals fear he wants Ireland for himself, so they follow him back and attack him. He dies on the return to Iberia. His family, sons of his uncle, Míl, come back to Ireland to avenge his death. 

––––––––
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Three sisters greeted them when they arrived. Each is lovely, tall, and elegant. Many religions have triple goddesses in their pantheon, and this is one of several in the Celtic myths. Each sister is a queen of Ireland, and they rule one year in three, as their husbands do as king. They are Banba, Fodla, and Ériu, and each demands their name be the name of the island. The poet of the Milesians, Amergin the Bard, promises each sister that this will be true if they are victorious. 

The Milesians make an agreement with the Tuatha dé Danann; they are to get back in their ships and sail out into the ocean for a distance of nine waves. When they try to return, the Druids of the Tuatha conjure up mighty storms and mists so they cannot land. Each time the boat tries to get close to the shore, the wind, rain, and fog forces them back beyond the ninth wave. 

The Milesians circle the island three times until, finally, Amergin dispels the storms with powerful poetry, called the Song of Amergin. This poem, or song, calms the waters, quiets the winds, and scatters the fog so the Milesians can finally land. The two armies do battle, and while the Tuatha dé Danann have magic, the Milesians have cold steel, something the Tuatha dé Danann cannot abide, so they are defeated. 

Finally, an agreement is made between the two powerful races. The Tuatha dé Danann are given the world beneath the surface, giving rise to the legends of the Sídhe, the fairy folk, the Fae. To this day, one must not disturb a fairy mound, or risk the wrath of the Fair Folk beneath. 

This is the point in the legends where history becomes part of the myth. We have started discovering archeological evidence, historical records, and at least some verification of the tales of the Irish after this point. Genetic evidence connects the Galician tribes of Spain with the pre-Norman Irish, and digs have found numerous belongings, trade goods and burial artifacts to corroborate this particular tale of migration. 

[image: image]

THE ULSTER CYCLE

––––––––
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This cycle of tales is also called the Ulaid Cycle, or the Red Branch Cycle, and has sagas of heroes in the eastern Ulster and northern Leinster regions. These are the tales to stir a man’s blood to heroic acts, to fight off armies with one arm tied behind their back, to leap tall buildings with a single bound... well, perhaps not that. But they are stories that are told to emphasize the good and the bad in all men, that all acts of bravery and foolishness have consequences. 

The main characters in these tales are King Conchobar, Cú Chulainn, Deirdre, and Queen Medb. The events supposedly took place in the first half of the first century CE, though there is some evidence that parts of the tales occurred later. 

The most famous of the tales is the Táin Bó Cúailnge, translated as the Cattle Raid of Cooley. And, while the Mythological Cycle was almost entirely populated by supernatural beings, there is only the occasional peppering of divine or semi-divine players in this cycle, perhaps a holdover of the ancient gods, or honoring of the Tuatha dé Danann. 

The tales talk of the births of heroes, wooings and elopements, legendary feasts, bitter rivalries and battles, cattle raids, and of course, deaths. 

[image: image]

At this time in Ireland, there was no high king. The country was divided into major areas: Munster in the south, Connacht in the west, Ulster in the north, Leinster in the east, and Meath in the center. 

Sometimes one person was king over an entire region, but more often, it was made up of multiple, smaller kingdoms and fiefs. Seldom was there peace, as minor warlords and kings were constantly fighting to gain power and resources. 

A king’s dearest advisor was his druid, who went through decades of training to memorize the oral traditions of history, Brehon law, music, and the magic of the trees. Some scholars see these tales as purely imaginary, while others see them as mostly historical. We may never know how much truth there is to them. I prefer to believe these tales merely reflected the romance and heroics of the age. 

King Conchobar 

King Conchobar ruled Ulster from Emain Macha. This was a fortress on a hill, or a dun, near modern Armagh, and now known as Navan Fort. It was a center for government and magic through much of this age, a place where people met, came for justice, and worshiped the gods. 

The name means Twins of Macha. There is a tale of Macha giving birth to twins, and she’s the goddess of war, fertility, and horses. She was one of the aspects of the Morrigan, another triple goddess in the pantheon. 

Conchobar’s mother manipulated many people with adultery, bribery, and trickery to make her son king. 

Usually, in tales such as the Greek and Roman myths, such underhanded means of gaining power are paid back in kind. However, in Irish myth, this was not always the case. She secured a temporary kingship for her son, but once he was crowned, he was wise and fair enough that the people kept him, and the old king fled. 

Conchobar was also well known for having many wives and many lovers and reserving the right to bed brides on their wedding night. This may be where the concept of Primae Noctis, or First Night, the right of a lord to take a bride on her wedding night, becomes popular in Celtic culture, though [image: image]

despite the movie, Braveheart, this was never a true policy. 

Cú Chulainn

Cú Chulainn was a hero of semi-divine birth, the son of Deichtine (daughter of Conchobar mac Nessa, King of Ulster) and Lugh, the Shining One, the Sun God of Irish Myth. 

His name was originally Sétanta, but after he killed a hound owned by the blacksmith, Culann, in self-defense, he vowed to guard the smith in place of the hound until a new one can be raised. Cú is the Irish word for hound, so he was thereafter known as Cú Chulainn, the Hound of Culann. 

There are many wondrous tales of Cú Chulainn, tales of heroism and foolishness, tales of battle and lust. 

He was Ireland’s premier hero, the hero against whom all deeds were measured, and all bravery was compared. He was often shown as an Irish version of the Greek hero, Achilles, and his berserker rage could have been the inspiration for the Hulk stories (Stan Lee once said so). 

As a young man, Cú Chulainn trained with Scáthach, a warrior woman who lived on the Isle of Skye in Scotland, and who ran a fighting school. He fathered a son with the warrior woman, Aoife, while he was on the island. 

This son was named Connla and was featured in other stories in this cycle. Cú Chulainn also learned the art of berserker rage, which led to loads of trouble and heartache throughout his stories. He had a magical spear from Scáthach, the gea bolg, which won many battles for him, but which was also the instrument of his death. More about Cú Chulainn later, though. 
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Deirdre of the Sorrows

This famous Irish romance recounts the tale of Deirdre, whose name means ‘broken-hearted and sorrowful,’ and the Sons of Uisneach. Uisneach is the geographical center of Ireland, and a sacred place of kings. 

When Deirdre was born, the Druid foretold she would be the fairest woman in the land but would bring great sorrow if she married a king. Deirdre was described as ‘dark of hair, white of skin, and red of lips.’ For her protection, she was brought up in a fort, apart from all men but Conchobar and her foster father. Conchobar had his eye on her from the moment the Druid foretold her great beauty. 

However, as was typical of such a situation, she didn’t want to marry him, and dreamt of a younger husband. She told her nurse of her dreams and described her imagined love of raven hair and young heart. The nurse told her the man of her dreams was Noísi, one of the Sons of Uisneach. 

He was a cousin to Cú Chulainn and a warrior of the Red Branch. Deirdre decided she must have this young man and put a geis (spell) upon him. He, of course, fell in love with her and, with the help of his two brothers, he stole her away. They traveled all over the land, evading capture by the enraged Conchobar. Eventually, they escaped to Scotland and got married. 

The king of the Picts in Scotland was jealous of this great beauty, and wanted Deirdre for himself, so off they went again. Conchobar sent a message to Deirdre and Noísi, saying he was offering peace, and they believed him. Naturally, they were met by treachery, as most of these tales do, and Deirdre was brought to the king, while the brothers were killed. 

Others heard of this terrible treachery and attack, and many men on both sides died, rendering the prophecy true, despite all the attempts to circumvent it. Deirdre lamented the loss of her love and wasted away for a year; she then took her own life, ending a tragic tale of love, betrayal, and hopelessness. 

Queen Medb (Maev)

Queen Maev was a wonderful character in Irish myth; a strong woman who had power in her own right. While she made many poor decisions and ruled with pride and rage, she was a far cry from the [image: image]

meek, submissive females in many other mythologies. 

Maev ruled Connacht with her husband, Ailill mac Mata. She was a very strong-willed queen, fiery and demanding. She wanted to rule equally, and when her first husband Conchobar refused, she left him and went to Connacht. 

She was often understood to be a patron goddess of the land of Ireland. She frequently took lovers to her bed. Some may be familiar with Shakespeare’s homage to her, as Queen Mab, in his immortal play, Romeo and Juliet. Like Cú Chulainn, there are many tales of this strong woman. 

Táin Bó Cúailnge, or the Cattle Raid of Cooley

This tale is full of boasting and pride, and the downfalls of such sins. King Ailill boasted to his wife, Queen Maev, that his white bull was the best bull in all of Ireland. Maev was therefore goaded into finding a better one, to compete. She found a brown bull which belonged to an Ulster chieftain, Dara mac Fachtna. However, Dara was unwilling to sell or rent the bull, so Maev decided she had to steal it. 

As her army approached Ulster, the opposing warriors of the Red Branch suffered from a curse of weakness (previously put upon them by Macha). That is, everyone except Cú Chulainn (remember him?) Our erstwhile hero raided and used guerilla tactics to slow the army before it arrived, which demoralized the opposing forces greatly. Finally, he agreed to meet, champion against champion, with his former teacher, Fergus, who was in command of Queen Maev’s army. 

The two heroes fought a mighty duel, day after day, matched equally in strength and prowess. Each night they slept and dreamt, only to wake and fight again. 

After several days of duels, Cú Chulainn met the war goddess, the Morrigan, who was disguised as a young woman. He refused her sexual advances, so she harried and wounded him during his duels. His father, Lugh, sickened by this inequality, agreed to take his place in the duels until his son is healed. 

Maev’s raid was eventually a success. However, while the warriors of the Red Branch were still suffering from their curse, their sons picked up arms, but were slaughtered by Maev’s army. This threw Cú Chulainn into a berserker frenzy and he killed seventy warriors. 

When Maev finally brought the Brown Bull to Connacht, it fought the White Bull, and they both die. 

[image: image]

The moral? Greed and pride are sins, punishable by loss and humiliation, and those who fight with honor and show kindness can win in the end. 

The Ulster Cycle is full of heroism, treachery, love, and death. It seems to be too much drama to be contained within one lifetime, and perhaps it is simply a conglomeration of tales throughout Irish history, attached to known characters to make the tales more interesting. 

They do, however, nicely sum up the culture of the pre-Christian Irish; warlike, proud, headstrong, and passionate. It also emphasizes that the wealth of the people lies in their cattle and their battle prowess, and that these tales are passed back and forth like a mug of ale. 

––––––––
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THE FENIAN CYCLE

Also known as the Ossianic Cycle, this set of tales centers on the hero Fionn mac Cumhaill (Finn MacCool) and his warriors in a band called the Fianna. They were formed by Cormac mac Airt, then High King of Ireland, to protect the kingdom. 

They fought off invaders in the summer and enjoyed the hospitality of those they protect in the winter. Some of the tales dealt with the excesses of this enjoyment, and the follies that derived from those excesses. 

Because he was so young and unwise, the men didn’t want to be led by Finn, so the young man went to find an education. Finn was studying with a poet, and accidentally touched the roasting Salmon of Knowledge, despite the poet’s instructions not to touch it. When his finger was burned, he put it in his mouth, thus he tasted the salmon and received all its wisdom (in a similar tale, Merlin, or Myrddin, of Wales, does the same thing). 

Finn was then admitted into the court of the High King at Tara and became the leader of the Clan Bascna. Using a magical harp which rendered all helpless, he killed a creature which terrorized the court every Samhain. As a result, he was made leader of the Fianna. 

He married a woman, Sadhbh, who had been under a spell in the guise of a fawn. She was human when in his house at the Dun of Allen, but she was tempted out one day, turned into a fawn and bounds away among the hills of Ireland. 
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Despite all their searching, they never found her, but they did find a boy who had been raised by a fawn, named Oisín. They believed this boy to be Sadhbh’s son. Oisín became a legendary bard and was the narrator of the tales of this cycle.

THE HISTORICAL CYCLE

These tales are also called the Cycles of the Kings, and, logically enough, contain tales of the kings of Ireland, such as Cormac mac Airt, Niall of the Nine Hostages, Conn of the Hundred Battles, and Brian Bóruma mac Cennétig (Brian Boru of Kennedy). 

These tales would have been created and memorized by the Druids and handed down for teaching the folk of Ireland. The Druids did not write tales down but recited them in great feats of memory. 

These kings ranged from mainly mythological kings, such as Labraid Loingsech (around 430 BCE) to Brian Boru, who was entirely historical (around 980 CE). Many of the tales were written down only in Christian times, and thus have been colored with Christian tints to make them more palatable to the monks. This is true of all the cycles, and we may never know what the original tales were like. 

A most popular tale is of Suidhne (Sweeney), a pagan king who was awakened one morning by a bell. Searching for this rude interruption of his slumber, he found a newly built church. In a rage, he broke the bell, which angered the church fathers, who put a curse on him. He went insane and became like a bird, flitting about, and eventually died a broken man, ironically, under the care of a kind churchman. This tale may be one of many inspirations for the Lancelot tales in the King Arthur stories. 

––––––––
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RECORDED HISTORY

After the Mythological Cycles above, we encounter mostly verifiable recorded history during the Age of Saints, roughly the 5th century CE forward. The Christian monks may have corrupted the pagan tales with their own view, but at least they wrote many of them down, and continued to keep track of the activities on this island up to, and including, the present day. 

While the scope of this book does not include an in-depth treatise on recorded history in Ireland, I believe that, in order to get the most out of your travels in Ireland, you should have at least a basic understanding of the major events and their effects upon the land and culture. Here are some of the salient events, and a brief description, in timeline form. I’ve also included some earlier events that have historical evidence to help anchor them in the mists of prehistory. The waves of different cultures in the early periods could correspond loosely to the Mythological Cycle tales. 


	8,000 BCE—The first Mesolithic hunter-gatherers arrived in Ireland, perhaps over a land bridge.

	6,000 BCE—Neolithic culture rose, with megalithic tombs being built and standing stones being raised.

	2,000 BCE—Bronze Age culture rose, heralding gold and bronze ornamentation, weapons and tools. This wave may represent the arrival of the Tuatha dé Danann.

	600 BCE—Iron Age culture arrived with a gradual immigration of Celtic-speaking people into Ireland. The societal structure resembled that of other Celtic tribes in mainland Europe and the other Isles, including Druids and tribal kings. This last wave may represent the arrival of the Sons of Míl from Spain. 
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