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        I was a listener in the woods,




        I was a gazer at the stars,




        I was not blind where secrets were concerned,




        I was silent in a wilderness,




        I was talkative among many,




        I was mild in the mead-hall,




        I was stern in battle,




        I was gentle towards allies,




        I was a physician of the sick,




        I was weak towards the feeble,




        I was strong towards the powerful,




        I was not parsimonious lest I should be burdensome,




        I was not arrogant though I was wise,




        I was not given to vain promises though I was strong,




        I was not unsafe though I was swift,




        I did not deride the old though I was young,




        I was not boastful though I was a good fighter,




        I would not speak about any one in their absence,




        I would not reproach, but I would praise,




        I would not ask, but I would give.


      


    


  




  

    

      

        Cormac Mac Cuileannáin




        King and Poet of Cashel, AD 836–908


      


    


  




  





  Introduction




  The mythology, legends and folklore of the Celtic peoples are among the oldest and most vibrant of Europe. The Celts were, in fact, the first

  European people north of the Alps to emerge into recorded history. They were delineated from their fellow Europeans by virtue of the languages which they spoke and which we now identify by the term

  “Celtic”.




  This linguistic group is a branch of the greater Indo-European family. The Indo-European family of languages encompasses most of the languages spoken in Europe, with a few notable exceptions

  such as Basque, Finnish, Estonian and Hungarian. The Indo-European group also covers Iran and northern India.




  Since the old classical language of India, Sanskrit, was identified in the eighteenth century, the concept of linguistic evolution and language relationships has become a science. What this

  means is that we can see from the linguistic relationship of the Indo-European languages that, at some point in remote antiquity, there was a single parent language, which we call Indo-European,

  for want of a better designation. This parent language diversified into dialects, as its speakers began to migrate from the geographic location where it was originally spoken. These dialects then

  became the ancestors of the present major European and Northern Indian language groups – Italic or Latin (now called Romance), Germanic, Slavonic, Baltic, Celtic, Iranian, Indo-Aryan and so

  forth.




  Even today, there remain relative forms of construction and vocabulary among the Indo-European languages which are not found in other languages: features which help us

  identify them as such. Features common to Indo-European include clear formal distinction of noun and verb, a basically inflective structure and decimal numeration. An experiment which demonstrates

  the relationship is to note the cardinal numbers – one to ten – in each Indo-European language and one will find the same sound values indicating the common parent.




  Where was the Indo-European parent originally spoken and when did it begin to break up? It is probable, and only probable, that the speakers of the parent tongue originated somewhere between the

  Baltic and the Black Sea. It also seems probable that the parent tongue was already breaking into dialects before waves of migrants carried them westward into Europe and eastward into Asia.




  The first Indo-European literature that we have records of is Hittite, a language spoken in what is now eastern Turkey. The Hittites formed an empire which eventually incorporated Babylonia and

  even briefly exerted authority over Egypt. Hittite writing emerged from 1900 BC and vanished around 1400 BC. Hittite literature survives on tablets

  written in cuneiform syllabics which were not deciphered until 1916.




  Scholars argue that the Celtic dialect of Indo-European, which became the parent of all Celtic languages, emerged at about 2000 BC. The Celtic peoples began to appear as

  a distinctive culture in the area of the headwaters of the Danube, the Rhine and the Rhône. In other words, in what is now Switzerland and South-West Germany.




  A study of early place names of this region show that rivers, mountains, woodland and even some of the towns, still retain the Celtic original. The three great rivers we have mentioned retain

  their Celtic names. The Danube, first recorded as the Danuvius, was named after the Celtic goddess Danu, whose name means “divine waters”. The Rhône, first recorded as Rhodanus,

  also incorporates the name of the goddess prefixed by the Celtic ro, or “great”. The Rhine, originally recorded as Rhenus, is a Celtic word for “sea way”.




  This is the area, then, where the Celts developed their distinctive culture. Archaeologists now date that identifiable culture through the medium of artifacts, called the

  Hallstatt Culture, from 1200 BC to 475 BC. This was so called because the first identifiable artifacts were found on the west bank of Lake Hallstatt

  in Upper Austria. Previously, archaeologists only dated the culture from 750 BC, but new finds have made them revise their dating. A later distinctive Celtic culture,

  developing out of Hallstatt, was called La Tène, from the finds found at La Tène on the northern edge of Lake Neuchatel.




  The discovery of iron smelting by the Celts around the start of the first millennium BC gave them a superiority over their neighbours. Celtic smithies assumed a new role

  in society and artisans were considered among the nobility. With iron spears, swords, shield fittings, axes, saws, hammers and billhooks, the Celts started their expansion through the previously

  impenetrable forests of northern Europe. As an agricultural society, they had a new weapon to tame the earth in the iron ploughshare. The Celts were even able to develop threshing machines. Their

  iron axes and saws helped them to build roads throughout Europe. It is interesting that the Old Irish word for a road was slighe, from sligim, “I hew”. Overpopulation and,

  perhaps, conflict between tribes seems a reasonable cause for the start of the Celtic expansion from their original homelands.




  Some Celtic tribes had already crossed the Alps and settled in the Po Valley by the 7th century BC. They came into conflict with the Etruscan empire and pushed it back

  south of the Appenines. The Senones tribe crossed the Appenines, searching for land to settle on, around 390 BC. They encountered resistance from the Etruscans and then the

  new overlords of the Etruscans – Rome itself.




  The Celtic Senones defeated the Roman legions at the battle of Allia and marched on Rome, occupying the city for seven months before the Roman Senate agreed to pay a ransom to free their city.

  The Senones settled on the eastern seaboard of Italy around Ancona. This turbulent period appears in Celtic mythological tales and was recorded by Geoffrey of Monmouth in his

  Historia Regum Britanniae (History of the Kings of Britain) in the twelfth century; this work popularised the Arthurian sagas.




  Practically a hundred years after the defeat of the Romans, Celtic tribes pushed into the Greek peninsula, defeating the armies that had once conquered the known world for Alexander. They

  defeated the combined armies of Greece at Thermopylae and then marched on to the holy shrine of Delphi, which they sacked.




  The Celts (as Keltoi) had first emerged into recorded history, so far as surviving records show, in the writings of Greek travellers and historians in the sixth century BC. Herodotus of Halicarnassus says that a merchant from Samos, named Colaeus, landed at the mouth of the Tartessus, the modern river Guadalquivir, just north of Cadiz in Spain, about

  630 BC. He found Celts were long settled throughout the Iberian peninsula and exploiting the silver mines of the region. This was the first known encounter between the

  Greeks and the Celts and Greek merchants began a thriving business with the Celtic mine-owners in the area. The first historical accounts of the Celts came from the pens of Herodotus of

  Halicarnassus and Hecataeus of Miletus.




  By the third century BC, the Celtic peoples had reached their greatest expansion. They were domiciled from the west in Ireland to the east on the central plain of Turkey

  (the Celtic “commonwealth” of Galatia, which became the first non-Jewish peoples to accept Christianity and to whom Paul wrote a famous epistle), and north from Belgium, which is still

  named after the Celtic “Belgae”, south through France (what was then Gaul) through the Iberian peninsula as far south as Cadiz, and also across the Alps into the Po Valley (Cisalpine

  Gaul) and along the Danube Valley. Switzerland is still designated by the name of the Celtic people who lived there – the Helvetii. Thrace had become a Celtic kingdom for a century or so, and

  isolated Celtic groups were to be found into Poland and Russia, as far as the Sea of Azov.




  It should be pointed out that, by this time, there were several Celtic dialects – not all Celts spoke the same Celtic language which had further sub-divided.




  The tide of the Celtic expansion began to turn in the first century BC with the rise of Rome’s great military empire. Then the expansions of the

  Slavs and finally the Germanic peoples pushed the Celts back, so that today, the survivors of that once vast Celtic civilisation are now confined to the north-west periphery of Europe. They had

  survived into modern times as the Irish, the Manx and the Scottish (speaking Goidelic or Q-Celtic) and the Welsh, Cornish and Breton (speaking Brythonic or P-Celtic).




  Linguists argue that the form of Celtic we term as Goidelic is the more archaic branch of Celtic. It is suggested that around the seventh century BC, the Celtic languages

  subdivided, when the form which we called Brythonic emerged. From a Goidelic parent, Brythonic modified and evolved in several ways.




  The basic change was the famous substitution of “Q”, the sound now represented by a hard “C”, into “P”. To give a simple example, the word for

  “son” in Irish is mac, in Welsh this became map and in modern Welsh is shortened to ap. “Everyone”, or cách, in Old Irish, is paup

  in Old Welsh. The word for a “feather” in Old Irish, clúmh, became pluf in Old Welsh. Thus the “Q” is substituted for the “P” and hence the

  identification of “P” and “Q” Celtic and perhaps the origin of the phrase about “minding your ‘p’s’ and ‘q’s’ ”.




  Language repression and persecution has nearly destroyed the Celtic languages. Census returns and estimations show that, out of the sixteen millions now living in the Celtic areas, only some

  two-and-a-half million speak a Celtic language. In studying Celtic mythology, it is essential to study the Celtic languages in which that mythology is first recorded.




  Although our first surviving inscription in a Continental Celtic language dates from the sixth century BC, and we have over two hundred inscriptions mainly from the

  fourth and third centuries BC, Celtic mythology was not recorded until the Christian era: and then only in the insular Celtic languages, mainly Irish and Welsh.




  At one point, the Coligny calendar was regarded as the longest text in a Celtic language from pre-Christian times. In August 1983, a text of 160 words on a lead tablet was found in Larzac, which dates to the first century BC. More recently, two bronze tablets, one containing 200 words in Celtic and apparently a legal document, were found

  at Botoritta, the ancient site of Contrebia Belaisca near Saragossa, Spain. These are said to be dated back to the second and first centuries BC. The argument that the

  ancient Celts were illiterate, so often put forward, is patently a false one.




  To put the surviving Celtic inscriptions into context, we should point out that, while our first surviving Latin inscription dates from the sixth century, as does the first surviving Celtic

  inscription, few Latin inscriptions are to be found before the third century BC. As a literary language, Latin did not develop until the second century BC.




  There is an irony here, in that a young Celtic warrior of the Insubres from Mediolanum (Milan) in the Po Valley, taken prisoner when the Romans defeated the Celts at Telamon in 222 BC, became a slave in Rome and was given the name Caecilius Statius. He learnt Latin and then became the chief comic dramatist of his day. Some forty-two titles of his works are known

  but only fragments survive. He was one of the earliest literary “Roman” writers. Many other Celts helped to make Latin a major literary vehicle.




  A problem in Celtic terms seems to be that there was some pre-Christian religious prohibition on the Celts writing extensively in their own language. This was due to the mystic significance

  which the pagan Celts placed on words. However, it did not appear to prevent individual Celts, such as Caecilius Statius, using Latin as a medium for literary expression. However, it is why we had

  to wait until the Christian period before we saw a flowering of Celtic literature.




  Irish became the third literary language of Europe, after Greek and Latin. Professor Calvert Watkins of Harvard University pointed out that both Greek and Latin literatures were written by

  people using the language as a lingua franca and not as their mother tongue. It could be argued, he says, that “Irish has the oldest vernacular literature of Europe”.




  When the Celtic myths, as represented in Old Irish and Old Welsh, came to be written down, Christianity had taken a firm hold and those who were writing the stories tended to

  be Christian scribes working in religious houses. Therefore there was a tendency to bowdlerise the more ancient stories about the gods and goddesses. The priests of the former pagan religion were

  denigrated as wizards and sorcerers. A Christian veneer was given to the pagan vibrancy of the myths and tales. Even the gods and goddesses were demoted into Other-world spirits and entities and

  even fairies.




  Lugh Lámhfada, Lugh of the Long Hand, the senior of the gods and patron of all arts and crafts, was eventually demoted into Lugh-chromain, “stooping Lugh”, and from

  there Anglicized into “leprechaun”.




  Because of this Christian bowdlerisation of the stories, some scholars have argued that our knowledge of Celtic mythology is highly fragmentary. In its strictest sense, mythology would refer to

  the sum total of religious narratives which are thought to interpret and affirm the cultural experience of a people, as well as religious and social institutions. Dr Bernhard Maier is inclined to

  believe that the medieval records are no true reflection of pre-Christian Celtic mythology. I would venture that, examining these stories from an Indo-European viewpoint, the pre-Christian motifs

  can be discerned.




  It is from the Irish tradition that we have our oldest mythological tales and sagas. Dr Georges Dottin has argued that “it is probable that the most ancient pieces of epic literature of

  Ireland were written before the middle of the seventh century; but how long previously they had been preserved by oral tradition – this is a point difficult to estimate”.




  The fact that many of the surviving Irish tales show some remarkable resemblances to themes, stories and even names in the sagas of the Indian Vedas, written in Sanskrit at the start of

  the first millennium BC, shows just how ancient they may be. The being which emerges as the Mother Goddess of the Celts – whose name is given as Danu and sometimes Anu

  in Old Irish, and is cognate with Dôn in Old Welsh, as well as surviving in the epigraphy of the Continental Celts – also emerges in the literature of Vedas, Persia and in Hittite myth.

  The name Danu means “divine waters”. River names throughout Europe acknowledge her.




  The story associated with the Danuvius – arguably, the first great Celtic sacred river – has similarities with myths about the Boyne (from the goddess Boann) and Shannon (from the

  goddess Sionan) in Ireland. More importantly, it bears a resemblance to the story of the Hindu goddess Ganga. Both Celts and Hindus worshipped in the sacred rivers and made votive offerings there.

  In the Vedic myth of Danu, the goddess appears in the famous Deluge story called The Churning of the Ocean.




  The Irish texts are, in fact, probably the best demonstration of those seeking tangible evidence of Indo-European cultural origins. Time and again we see remarkable resemblances between Irish

  culture on the western fringe of Europe and Hindu culture in India. Even the language of the Old Irish law texts, the Fenéchus or Brehon Laws, and the Vedic Laws of Manu, show an

  original point of origin, both in concept and, even more amazingly, in vocabulary.




  Professor Myles Dillon, in Celts and Aryans: Survivals of Indo-European Speech and Society (1975) has pointed out that “parallelism between the Irish and Hindu law-books, both of

  them the work of a privileged professional class, is often surprisingly close; it extends not merely to form and technique but even to diction”. As Professor Calvert Watkins of Harvard has

  argued, of all the Celtic linguistic remains, Old Irish represents an extraordinarily archaic and conservative linguistic tradition within the Indo-European field. Its nominal and verbal systems,

  he says, are a far truer reflection of Indo-European than Classical Greek or Latin and the structure of Old Irish can be compared only with that of Vedic Sanskrit or Hittite of the Old Kingdom.




  The Vedas, four books of learning composed in North India, in the period 1000–500 BC, are named from the Sanskrit root vid, meaning

  “knowledge”. This same root occurs in Old Irish as uid, meaning “observation, perception and knowledge”. Most people will immediately recognise it as one of the two

  roots of the compound Celtic word Druid – dru-vid, arguably meaning “thorough knowledge”.




  To demonstrate some of the similarities of vocabulary between Old Irish and Sanskrit, we may refer to the following: arya (freeman) in Sanskrit, from which that much

  maligned word Aryan comes from. In Old Irish, the cognate is aire meaning “a noble”. Naib (good) in Sanskrit is cognate with noeib (holy) in Old Irish and from

  which the word naomh (saint) comes.




  Minda (physical defect) in Sanskrit is cognate with menda (“one who stammers”) in Old Irish. Namas (respect) in Sanskrit is cognate with nemed (respect or

  privilege) in Old Irish. Badhura (deaf) in Sanskrit is cognate with bodhar (deaf) in Old Irish. As a matter of interest, this word was borrowed from Irish into English in the 18th

  century to become the English word “bother”.




  Most easily recognisable is the word raj (king) which is cognate with the Irish rí and this word is demonstrated also in the Continental Celtic rix and the Latin

  rex. Most Indo-European languages, at one time, used this concept. However, the Germanic group developed another word, i.e. cyning, koenig and king. But English did not abandon

  it altogether, for that ancient word for king is still to be found in the etymology of reach. The Indo-European concept was of a king as one “who reaches or stretches out his hand to

  protect his people”.




  This concept of “reaching out to protect the tribe or people” is one found many in Indo-European myths. In the Vedas, the sky-god was called Dyaus and is recorded in the

  Rig Veda as one who stretches forth a long hand. This is cognate with deus in Latin, dia in Irish and devos in Slavonic. It means, significantly, “bright one”.

  Presumably it has a sun-deity significance.




  In the Vedas, we find Dyaus was called Dyaus-Pitir – Father Dyaus; in Greek this became Zeus – also a father god; in Latin Jovis-Pater – Father Jove. Julius Caesar

  observed that the Celts had a Dis-Pater – a father god and we certainly find an Irish reference to Ollathair – the All-Father. He is a sky god and Lugh is given this role. Lugh

  also appears in Welsh myth as Lleu. Significantly, the name means “Bright one” and the Irish god is Lugh Lámhfada (Lugh of the Long Hand) while his Welsh

  counterpart is Lleu Llaw Gyffes (Lleu of the Skilful Hand).




  The goddess Boann, whose name means “cow white”, gave her name to the River Boyne; she was mother to Aonghus Óg, the love god, and was called guou-uinda, or cow finder.

  Now this appears, almost exactly the same, in the Vedic name Govinda, which was an epithet for the god Krishna. Govinda is still used by Hindus as a name today.




  The motifs of the sacred cow or bull are easily found in Celtic, particularly in Irish myths, as well as Vedic or Hindu myths. The Gaulish god Esus equates with Asura (the powerful) and, as

  Asvapati, it is an epithet for Indra. The Gaulish Ariomanus is also cognate with the Vedic Aryaman.




  The horse rituals, once common to the Indo-Europeans, are found in Irish myth and ritual as well as in the Vedic sources. The kingship ritual of the symbolic union of horse and ruler survives in

  both. This must date back to the time when the Indo-Europeans domesticated horses, a development which allowed them not only to commence their initial expansions but to become more proficient in

  their agricultural and pastoral and warrior life. Horses meant power.




  In Ireland, the ritual of the symbolic union of a mare with the king survived for a long time and was mentioned by Giraldus Cambrensis in his Topographia Hibernica, in the eleventh

  century. In India, a similar symbolic ritual of a union of a stallion and queen survived, as we see in the myth of Saranyu in the Rig Veda.




  Another important aspect found in common is the “Act of Truth” which Professor Myles Dillon has discussed so well in “The Hindu Act of Truth in Celtic Tradition”

  (Modern Philology, February, 1947). The ancient Irish text Auraicept Moraind could well be mistaken as a passage from the Upanishad. The symbolism in Irish myth of

  Mochta’s Axe, which, when heated in a fire of blackthorn, would burn a liar but not harm someone telling the truth; or Luchta’s iron, which had the same quality; or Cormac Mac

  Art’s cup – three lies would cause it to fall apart and three truths would make it whole again: all have their counterparts in the Chandogya Upanishad.




  Even terms relating to cosmology may be seen to have comparisons in Celtic and Vedic culture. The similarities of the Hindu calendar and Celtic calender – the latter

  example being the Coligny calendar, found in 1897 – have been seen to be remarkably close. Dr Garrett Olmsted, who has made the most recent examination of the calendar, points out that the

  calendar’s original computation and its astronomical observations and calculations put its origin to 1100 BC. There is also evidence from the early tracts that the

  Celts practised a form of astrology based on the twenty-seven lunar mansions, or nakshatras, as the modern Hindus still do, and not the Western form which was, of course, imported from

  Babylonia via Greece.




  So the most exciting thing about the study of Celtic linguistics and mythology is that we are not just pursuing the cultural origins of the Celts, we are actually pushing back the boundaries of

  our knowledge of an all Indo-European culture. The comparisons of language, myths, cultural philosophies and social structure, mathematics and calendrical studies (for the ancient Celts were

  foremost in this field) with Hindu and Hittite, lead one irrevocably towards a developing picture of the common Indo-European roots whose progeny now spreads through Europe, Asia Minor to North

  India.




  Celtic mythology, the legends and oral storytelling traditions, constitute one of the brightest gems of European culture. It is both unique and dynamic. It is a mythology and folklore which

  should be as well-known and valued as its sister Indo-European cultures of Greece and Rome. Perhaps it should be prized that much more because it gives us a direct path back to the dim origins of

  civilisation in this part of the world.




  The oldest surviving complete manuscript books that provide the sources for Irish mythology date from the twelfth century. There are, of course, earlier fragmentary texts. The oldest complete

  sources are the Leabhar na hUidre, known as the Book of the Dun Cow, the Leabhar Laignech, or Book of Leinster, and an unnamed book known simply by its Bodleian Library reference,

  Rawlinson Manuscript B502. They represent the tip of an extraordinary rich literary mountain. And the textural remains of Middle Irish literature have not even been

  exhausted.




  Professor Kuno Meyer, in his introduction to the beautiful tale Liadain and Curithir: A Love Story (1900), listed four hundred sagas and tales in these manuscript books known to scholars.

  To this he added a further hundred texts which had been discovered since he had started to make his list. He then added a possible further fifty to a hundred tales which could be in repositories

  still undiscovered. In all, he believed that there were some five to six hundred tales of which only a hundred and fifty had been translated and annotated at the time when he was writing. Eleanor

  Hull, in her introduction to The Cuchullin Saga in Irish Literature (1898) made a similar estimation.




  It is quite extraordinary that this figure has not changed much during the last century. This means that there are great libraries of Irish manuscripts still uncatalogued, let alone examined, in

  various libraries and archives, such as that of the Regensburg archive in Vienna.




  Of course, Old Irish was the standard literary language throughout the Gaelic-speaking world, until the late medieval period. The spoken language of the Manx and the Scots had begun to diverge

  from the standard during the sixth and seventh centuries AD. Therefore the myths and legends of Ireland, the Isle of Man and Scotland are often the same, sometimes

  differentiated by local embellishments. The evidence shows that bards and storytellers wandered freely from one country to another plying their craft. We have an account of the chief bard of

  Ireland, Seanchán Torpeist (ca AD 570–647) arriving on the Isle of Man with his entourage and entering into a literary contest there. Yet an identifiable

  Manx written literature, as distinct from Irish, did not emerge until the seventeenth century.




  It was not until the sixteenth century that a distinctive Scottish Gaelic literature began to emerge from that shared with Ireland. The Book of the Dean of Lismore (Lismore in Argyll) was

  a miscellany compiled in 1516 and included sagas of the Fianna of Fionn Mac Cumhaill and other stories. However, like the Isle of Man, the main wealth of mythological and

  legendary traditions lay in a continued oral tradition, which was only extensively committed to writing in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries and then predominantly in English

  translations.




  Welsh began to emerge from its common British Celtic parent, along with Cornish and Breton, in the fifth and sixth centuries AD. It is in Welsh that the main early

  Brythonic myths and legends have survived. The Welsh material is nowhere near as extensive nor as old as the Irish tales and sagas. While Welsh was certainly flourishing as a literary language by

  the eighth century AD, apart from fragmentary remains, the oldest book wholly in Welsh is Llyfr Du Caerfyrddin, the Black Book of Carmarthen, dated to the thirteenth

  century. Among the poems it contains are a few on the Myrddin (Merlin) legends. But the mythological texts are preserved in two sources: Llyfr Gwyn Rhydderch, the White Book of Rhydderch

  (1300–1325), and Llyfr Coch Hergest, the Red Book of Hergest (1375–1425). The stories in these two books constitute what is called in Welsh the Mabinogi, or in English

  “The Four Branches of the Mabinogion”.




  The Mabinogi consists of eleven tales and romances. There is evidence that at least three tales originated from a period far earlier than the surviving written texts. Culhwch and

  Olwen, for example, which is given in the current volume as The Quest for Olwen, reflects a period of style, vocabulary and custom of at least two centuries earlier.




  Like the Irish, the Welsh produced a wealth of manuscript archive material during the later medieval period. The best introduction to this is Andrew Breeze’s Medieval Welsh

  Literature (1997). This book presents the controversial thesis that several of the Mabinogi tales were actually written by a Welsh princess named Gwenllian who was killed in battle

  against the Anglo-Normans in 1136–37.I have discussed this in my preface to the Welsh tales.




  Although the Cornish had produced written forms by the tenth century, nothing survives in Cornish that is reflective of the myths and legends of the Mabinogi. But, like the Goidelic

  Celtic seanachaidhe or wandering storytellers or bards, the Brythonic Celts had their cyfarwydd. These bards were constantly travelling between Wales, Cornwall and

  Brittany, even down to Tudor times. Common characteristics in tales are to be found in all three countries.




  It is arguable that an Arthurian poem, translated by John of Cornwall into Latin hexameters during the twelfth century, is a genuine translation from an earlier Cornish manuscript. Glosses in

  Cornish on the manuscript date it to the tenth century. This is The Prophecy of Merlin, and the oldest surviving copy of this text is dated 8 October 1474. It is in the Vatican Library. It

  belongs to the Arthurian cycle of tales.




  The oldest text in Breton dates from 1450 and is Dialog etre Arzur Roe d’an Bretounet ha Guynglaff (Dialogue of Arthur, King of the Bretons). The work is of Breton provenance and

  not merely a copy of the Welsh sagas or French or German extensions of the Arthurian tales.




  By the end of the fifteenth century, it could be argued that Breton literature had started in earnest. Saints plays and other material were being written in Breton. Buhez santaz Nonn hag he

  nap Deuy (The Life of St Nonn, Son of Devy) is one of the first major works of this tradition. But the main communication of the legends and sagas remained an oral tradition until 1839 when

  Théodore Hersart de la Villemarqué published his ground-breaking Barzaz Breiz: Chants Populates de la Bretagne, an anthology of poems, ballads and folklore which first

  introduced Breton folklore to a wider audience.




  Whenever anyone mentions the Celtic myths and legends there are two subjects that always seem to spring to mind. The first is the Arthurian sagas and the second is the romance of Tristan and

  Iseult.




  Arthur was a sixth-century historical Celtic personality fighting for the independence of his people against the ravages of the Anglo-Saxons. He is first mentioned in a sixth century poem, Y

  Gododdin, originally written in British Celtic in southern Scotland – then British Celtic speaking – but now claimed for Welsh literature. The Gododdin were a tribe whose capital

  was at Edinburgh.




  The Welsh chronicler Nennius, writing in the early ninth century, also refers to Arthur and his battles and significantly calls him a warlord but not a king, pointing out

  that the British Celtic kings appointed him leader in battle. The Annales Cambriae, compiled c.AD 955, also mention him and his great victory at Badon and his

  death at Camlann. It was from Geoffrey of Monmouth (c . 1100–1155) in his Latin Historia Regum Britanniae – which he said was a translation from “a very ancient book

  in the British tongue” – who began to develop Arthur as a mythical being. From here, Arthur headed off into European literature via the Norman poets, such as Wace and Chrétien de

  Troyes and Layamon, who introduced Arthur to continental literatures.




  It became clear, as I have argued in Celt and Saxon: The Struggle for Britain AD 410–937, that after the defeat of the historical Arthur by the Anglo-Saxons,

  the British Celts would gather around their storytellers and these storytellers would tell sagas of the hero. Over the centuries, the historical deeds were lost in the mists of the storytelling.

  Searching for new themes to enliven their sagas, the bards borrowed freely from many of the Irish tales associated with the popular Fionn Mac Cumhaill and his legendary warriors, the Fianna. Even

  Sir Gawain and the Green Knight borrowed from the Cúchulainn saga. The story with the same motif appears in the Feast of Bricriu in which Cúchulainn plays the role later

  assigned to Gawain.




  Arthur and his knights actually appear in one of the Irish myths in which he steals the hound of Fionn Mac Cumhaill. Arthurian tales had a vogue in medieval Irish literature, but he never

  replaced the popularity of Fionn Mac Cumhaill as the chief hero. However, at least twenty-five Arthurian tales in Irish have been identified from this period.




  In Welsh mythology, Culhwch and Olwen is the earliest known fully-fledged Arthurian tale, which linguists claim dates several centuries before it was first written down, in the eleventh

  century. There are three other later Arthurian tales in the Mabinogi: The Lady of the Fountain, Peredur, Son of Efrawg and Gereint, Son of Erbin. Arthur also appears as a character in

  a tenth-century poem called The Spoils of Annwn which is a prototype for the Holy Grail legend.




  It is fascinating that Arthur has now become part of a world folklore, but is no longer seen through Celtic eyes as a great champion fighting against the ancestors of the

  English. Indeed, Arthur has become an archetypal English king, with the additions of European medieval chivalry, courtly love and a whole host of appendages that did not appear in the original

  stories.




  Similarly, the romance of Tristan and Iseult has also left its Celtic homeland to become part of a wider European cultural myth. Tristan was the nephew of King Mark of Cornwall, and Iseult the

  daughter of an Irish King of Munster. The origins now matter little, as the story has been recorded in hundreds of different versions in practically every European language – the earliest,

  outside of the Celtic orbit, being in French, German and English. Joseph Bédier (Le Roman de Tristan par Thomas, Paris, 1902) maintained that all the known Tristan stories could be

  traced back to one extant manuscript written by Beroul, about whom nothing is known, in the middle of the twelfth century. Bédier argues that Beroul, writing in French, was translating from

  a Breton source who probably derived it from a Cornish source.




  The saga is, of course, one of the world’s greatest love stories. The central motif is the traditional Celtic elopement tale, known in Irish as aithedha, of which there are many

  famous examples, such as the story of Deirdre and that of Gráinne. In the Tristan and Iseult case, the elopement is of the king’s new wife with her lover, the king’s nephew. Many

  of the essential characteristics of the tale are to be found in other Celtic elopement tales.




  Interestingly, we find that there was a real King Mark and a real Tristan in Cornwall. Castle Dore, Mark’s “castle”, is two miles north of Fowey; it is an earthwork

  fortification dating back to the second century BC and was inhabited in the sixth century. A mile or so from Fowey, towards Par and near the disused entrance to Menabilly

  House, there is an engraved stone dated to the mid-sixth century. The accepted reading of the Latin inscription is Drustaus (or Drustanus) hic iacit Cunomori filius – here lies

  Drustanus, son of Cunomorus.




  Philologically, the name Drustanus equates with Tristan. King Mark’s full name in the records is given as “Marcus Cunomorus”. The name Mark does not come

  from the Roman praenomen “Marcus” but from the Celtic word for horse: in Cornish Margh, in Breton Marc’h and in Welsh March. Cunomorus means

  “hound of the sea”. The Life of St Pol de Léon, written about AD 880 by Urmonek, a monk of Landévennec in Brittany, not only refers to the

  king as having “ears like a horse” but explains that Marc’h was also called “Cunomorus”.




  Returning to the important fact given in the inscription at Fowey – how much more poignant this elopement tale would be if Tristan, indeed, had eloped with his stepmother!




  The first complete Celtic language version of the Tristan and Iseult story only survives from the sixteenth century. This is in Welsh.




  In the current collection of retellings, I have chosen to introduce the tales with a recreation of the Celtic “creation myth” – The Ever-Living Ones – and

  attempted to delete the Christian glosses added to it when it was first written down. I have incorporated into this the elements from Cath Maige Tuired (The Battle of Mag Tuired), arguably

  the most important tale in the “Mythological Cycle”, in which the gods and goddesses of Danu fight with evil Fomorii (Under-Sea Dwellers). There are two early versions of this, one

  surviving in a sixteenth century copy, while the second version survives in a manuscript c. 1650.




  The stories given in the Leabhar Gábhala (The Book of Invasions, often given in the old form Lebor Gabála Erenn), which is found in the Leabhar Laignech of the

  twelfth century, is the nearest to the Celtic origin myth that we have. The Leabhar Gábhala tells of the mythical invasions of Ireland, including that of the “Ever-Living

  Ones”, the Children of Danu or “The Tuatha Dé Danaan”.




  In the Irish creation myth, the Christian writers made Cesair the granddaughter of the biblical Noah. Her parents are Bith and Birren and they set out in three ships to find a place which would

  escape the Deluge. Only one ship survives and lands at Corca Dhuibhne, on the Dingle Peninsula in Co. Kerry. There are fifty women and three men. As well as Bith, there is Ladra

  the pilot and Fionntan. When Bith and Ladra die, Fionntan, left alone with the women, feels inadequate and flees. He and the women eventually perish. Among the variants of this tale is the story

  that one of the women had a magic cask which, when opened, flowed for so long that water covered the earth and drowned them.




  The Welsh Christian creation myth is found in the medieval Trioedd Ynys Prydain, a collection of triads which served as a mnemonic device for cataloguing a variety of facts and precepts.

  It speaks of Llyon-Llion, the Lake of the Waves, which overflows due to Addanc, a monster who lives in the lake. He is finally disposed of by being hauled from his lair by the oxen of Hu Gadarn. In

  some versions, he is killed by Peredur. However, he creates the overflow and thereby the Deluge. Indeed, he seems to be cognate with Griva who has a similar role in Hindu Deluge myth. Nefyed Naf

  Nefion then builds a ship, in which Dwyvan and his wife Dwyvach escape. Nefyed is cognate to the Irish Nemed, who is said to have arrived in Ireland after the Deluge.




  While there are hints of a pre-Christian origin, especially with the story of Addanc, other sources compare more with The Churning of the Ocean in which many comparative figures to Celt

  myth also appear, such as Dhanu; Surabhi, the divine cow; the Tree of Knowledge; Dhanvantari – the equivalent of the Irish Dian Cécht, the physician of the gods; and others.




  In many ways, the Leabhar Gábhala is the equivalent of the Hindu Mahabharata. It was necessary, therefore, to check other references, make comparisons with similar origin

  myths in the Vedas and in other Indo-European myths, in order to clarify points which have been lost in the bowdlerisation by the Christian scribes. Thus, it was my intention to return the

  story to its original pre-Christian Celtic vibrancy.




  The pre-Christian themes certainly are in evidence in the Leabhar Gábhala and also in the Dindsenchas, a collection of sagas which explain the meaning of place-names, the

  oldest version being found in the Leabhar Laignech from texts first recorded from the ninth to twelfth centuries. In fact, there are three versions of the Dindsenchas, surviving in

  over forty manuscripts.




  Each one of the six surviving Celtic peoples is represented here by six stories. I have prefaced each section and given some essential sources for the tales of that country.

  Some of them will be familiar to some ardent followers of Celtic myth and legend but others, I hope, will not be so familiar. I have tried to seek out some new tales and new versions.




  It should be noted that seven of the stories included in this collection were first published in The Giant Book of Myths and Legends, edited by Mike Ashley, Magpie Books, London, 1995.

  These stories appeared there under my fiction-writing pseudonym of Peter Tremayne and were: The Ever-Living Ones; The Sons of Tuireann; Island of the Ocean God; The Shadowy One; Bran and

  Branwen; Tewdrig, Tyrant of Treheyl and The Destruction of Ker-Ys. My thanks to Mike Ashley and Nick Robinson of Magpie Books, for allowing them to be reprinted in the current

  volume.




  In Celtic mythology and legend, one enters a fascinating world of fantasy, which is remote from the world of Greek and Latin myths, but which holds a strange resonance with Hindu myths. Even

  though the insular Celts have spent at least three millennia in their north-west homelands, separated from their Indo-European parent, it is curious that there is a warmth and lightness rather than

  the brooding bleakness that permeates the sagas of the Germanic and Nordic cultures. It is hard to believe, at times, that we are considering a north-west European culture. A bright, happy spirit

  pervades even the tragedies. There is a spirit of eternal optimism. Even in the tragedy of The Children of Lir there is nothing final about the end.




  Death is never the conqueror and we are reminded that the ancient Celts were one of the first cultures to evolve a sophisticated doctrine of the immortality of the soul, in a form of

  reincarnation. Their teaching was of such interest to the Classical world that scholars of the Greek Alexandrian school are divided as to whether Pythagoras, via his Thracian servant Zalmoxis,

  borrowed the concept or whether Zalmoxis had taught it to the Celts. However, on examination, the Celtic theory of immortality and reincarnation was unlike the theory expounded by Pythagoras.




  The Celts taught that death is only a change of place and that life goes on, with all its forms and goods, in the Other-world. When a soul dies in this world, it is reborn in

  the Otherworld and when a soul dies in the Otherworld, it is reborn in this one. Thus birth was greeted with mourning and death with exaltation and celebration. These customs were regarded with

  some surprise by the Greeks and Latins. And from such ancient customs there survived until modern times the Irish funereal celebrations of the wake.




  It is important to remember that, for the ancient Celts, the soul reposed in the head. Thus the cult of “head collecting” was used by the Romans to denigrate the Celts. The ancient

  Celts would take and keep the heads of those people they respected, embalming them with cedar oil, and thus paying reverence to great souls. They were not, as some have claimed, head hunters.

  Only the heads of those already slain in battle, friend or foe, were taken as trophies: and always people worthy of respect. Sometimes the heads were placed in sanctuaries or, more often, were

  placed in the sacred Celtic rivers as votive offerings.




  Even in London, signs of this Celtic practice have been found. Countless skulls from the Celtic period were found in the River Thames and in Walbrook, a brook running into the Thames. Scholars

  have argued whether Tacitus, who first records the Latin form of the name Londinium was recording this from the Celtic Lugdunum (fortress of Lug) or from another Celtic word, a word

  still surviving in the Irish root, londo – the wild place. London, as a Celtic trading town of the Trinovantes, stood on the north bank of the Thames, or Tamesis, as it was

  recorded. Tamesis means “the dark river”, cognate with the Sanskrit Tamesa, meaning exactly the same. Now the River Tamesa is a tributary of the Ganges, a sacred river of

  the Hindus, in which votive offerings were placed.




  Is it any surprise, therefore, that we find many rich votive offerings and skulls placed in the Thames by the ancient Celts? Celtic coins, weapons such as swords and shields, exquisite jewellery

  and other objects were thrown into the Thames and indeed the Walbrook. Whatever the origin of London’s Celtic name, we have many other Celtic names associated with the

  city, not least the names of some of its ancient gates, such as Ludgate.




  More important, to the argument of the river’s site for votive offerings, is Billingsgate on the River Thames. The Saxons, when they arrived, recorded it as Bilesgata, the gate of

  Bíle. The Celts originally regarded Bíle as the sacred oak, Danu’s consort, and he, in time, became the god who took the souls on their journey from this world to the

  Otherworld.




  Celts often deposited their dead in the sacred river, as do the Hindus in the Ganges, and would escort the dead on their journey to the Otherworld through Bíle’s gate into the

  “dark river” at the end of which was their rebirth. Death always came before rebirth, hence darkness before light, in both Celtic and Hindu religions. Hence the Celts counted time by

  the night followed by the day, and their new year was at the Samhain (approximating to the night of October 31 and day of November 1). So the new year started with the dark period.




  Among the votive pieces in the Walbrook, there was found a pipe-clay statuette of a female Celtic goddess. Could this have been of Danu, “the divine waters”, herself?




  How did Walbrook receive its name from the Anglo-Saxons, and does it have anything to do with that point of the river as the place where most votive offerings have been found? The original

  Celtic inhabitants of London were obviously loath to leave this sacred spot and clung there even after the Anglo-Saxon conquest. They remained long enough for the Anglo-Saxons to designate the

  brook as Weala-broc, the brook of the foreigners – i.e. Welisc (Welsh), or foreigners, that being the name the Anglo-Saxons gave to the indigenous Britons.




  Celtic mythology is essentially a heroic one but while the Irish stories belong to a more ancient “Heroic Age”, the Welsh stories have received the gloss of a more medieval courtly

  quality. The deities in Celtic myth tend to be the ancestors of the people rather than their creators, a point that Julius Caesar observed and commented on; these deities, as well as the human

  heroes and heroines, are no mere physical beauties with empty heads. Their intellectual attributes have to equal their physical capabilities. They are all totally human and

  subject to all the natural virtues and vices. No sin is exempt from practice by the gods or humans.




  In the later folklore, when the deities were being relegated into fairies or evil Otherworld folk, as Christianity grew more dictatorial in its judgment of ancient customs and beliefs, the

  heroes and heroines had to pit their wits more often than their brawn against the “evil magic” of such creatures. Often, when trying to escape a prophesied fate, they would simply bring

  that fate upon themselves.




  Sometimes, impossible quests were fulfilled in the most impossible ways. The natural and the possible is often discarded for the supernatural and the impossible. The elements of fantasy, cosmic

  horror and the supernatural form an indispensable ingredient in the earliest folklore of the Celts. This has ever been a strong tradition, even among more modern generations of Celtic writers, who

  seem to have inherited the old ability to present breaks in natural laws as vivid and realistic.




  However, when all the analysis is written and pondered over, when all the background is considered and digested, it is to the stories that we must turn and we should never forget that they were

  told for entertainment: that they were meant to be enjoyed as well as learnt from. Above all, we should not forget that a sense of mischievous fun is never far from the surface.




  





  Before the beginning . . .




  





  




  1 The Ever-Living Ones




  It was the time of primal chaos: a time when the Earth was new and undefined. Arid deserts and black bubbling volcanoes, covered by swirling clouds

  of gases, scarred the grim visage of the newborn world. It was, as yet, the time of the great void.




  Then into that oblivion, from the dull, dark heavens, there came a trickle of water. First one drop, then another and another, until finally there gushed a mighty torrent down upon the earth.

  The divine waters from heaven flooded downwards and soaked into the arid dirt, cooled the volcanoes which turned into grey, granite mountains, and life began to spring forth across the Earth. The

  dark, reddened skies grew light and blue.




  From the darkened soil there grew a tree, tall and strong. Danu, the divine waters from heaven, nurtured and cherished this great tree which became the sacred oak named Bíle. Of the

  conjugation of Danu and Bíle, there dropped two giant acorns. The first acorn was male. From it sprang The Dagda, “The Good God”. The second seed was female. From it there

  emerged Brigantu, or Brigid, “The Exalted One”. And The Dagda and Brigid gazed upon one another in wonder, for it was their task to wrest order from the primal chaos and to people the Earth with the Children of Danu, the Mother Goddess, whose divine waters

  had given them life.






  So there, by the divine waters of Danu, from where those waters rose and flooded through the now fertile green valleys of the Earth, eastwards towards a distant sea, The Dagda and Brigid settled. And they called the great course of eastward rushing water after the Mother Goddess, which is Danuvius, whose children still know it as the mighty Danube. And four

  great bright cities they built there on its broad banks, in which the Children of Danu would live and thrive.




  The four cities were Falias, Gorias, Finias and Murias.




  The Dagda became their father; thus humankind call him “The Father of the Gods”. And Brigid became the wise one, exalted in learning and much did she imbibe from the mighty Danu and

  from Bíle, the sacred oak. She was hailed as the mother of healing, of craftsmanship and of poetry; indeed, she excelled in all knowledge. She showed her children that true wisdom was only

  to be garnered from the feet of Danu, the Mother Goddess, and so only to be found at the water’s edge.




  Those who gathered such knowledge also paid deference to Bíle, the sacred oak. Because they were not allowed to speak his holy name, they called the oak draoi and those learned in

  such knowledge were said to possess oak (dru) knowledge (vid) and thus were known as Druids.




  The knowledge of the Children of Danu grew and each of their four great cities prospered. In Falias they held a sacred stone called the Lia Fáil or Stone of Destiny, which, when a

  righteous ruler set foot on it, would shout with joy; in Gorias, where Urias of the Noble Nature dwelt, they held a mighty sword called the “Retaliator”, fashioned before the time of

  the gods themselves, and which Urias presented to Lugh Lámhfada, who became the greatest warrior among the gods; in Finias, they held a magic spear, called “The Red Javelin”,

  which, once cast, would find its enemy no matter where he hid; and in Murias they held the “Cauldron of Plenty”, from which The Dagda could feed entire nations and it still would not be

  emptied.




  For many aeons, the Children of Danu grew and prospered in their beautiful cities.




  Then one day, The Dagda, Father of the Gods, and Brigid, the Exalted One, called their children to them.




  “You have tarried here long enough. The Earth needs to be peopled and needs your wisdom to advise and direct them, so that they may live lives of virtue and merit. Our

  Mother, Danu, has directed you to move towards the place where the bright sun vanishes each evening.”




  “Why should we go there?” demanded Nuada, the favourite son of The Dagda.




  “Because it is your destiny,” replied Brigid. “And you, Nuada, shall lead your brothers and sisters, and their children, and the land that you shall come to will be called

  Inisfáil, the Island of Destiny. There shall you abide until your destiny is fulfilled.”




  “If it is our destiny,” said another of The Dagda’s sons, named Ogma, “then we shall accept it.”




  Ogma was the most handsome of the Children of Danu. From his long curly hair, the rays of the sun shone and he was called Ogma grian-aineacg, of the Sunny Countenance. To him fell the

  gift of honeyed words, of poetry and of languages, and he it was who devised how man could write in a form of calligraphy, which was named after him as Ogham.




  Brigid smiled at her eager children. “I am allowed to give you one word of warning. When you reach Inisfáil, you will find another people who will claim the Island of Destiny as

  their own. They are the Children of Domnu, who is the sister of our mother Danu. But beware, for Domnu is not as Danu. For each sister is the inverse of the other, as winter is to

  summer.”




  “Then,” Nuada said, “should we not take something to defend ourselves with, lest the Children of Domnu fight us for the possession of Inisfáil?”




  The Dagda gazed at them kindly and replied, “You may take the four great treasures of the cities of Falias, Gorias, Finias and Murias.”




  And the Children of Danu took the treasures and they went to the mountains overlooking the headwaters of the Danuvius, the divine waters from heaven, and ascended in a great cloud which bore

  them westward to Inisfáil, the Island of Destiny. And among them were three beautiful young sisters, who were the wives of the sons of Ogma. Their names were Banba, Fótla and

  Éire and each sister nurtured an ambition that this new land of Inisfáil would one day be named after her.




  Night wrapped her darkened mantle over Magh Tuireadh, which is called the Plain of Towers, which lay in the west of the land of Inisfáil. On each side of the great

  plain, separated by the River Unius, myriads of small campfires glowed in the gloom. Two armies had gathered for combat.




  Seven years had passed since the Children of Danu had landed in their cloud on the shores of the Island of Destiny. They had fought initially with a strange race of people called the Firbolg,

  who challenged their right to rule in the Island of Destiny. These they had met at the Pass of Balgatan and the conflict went on for four days. And in that conflict there came forth a champion of

  the Firbolg, named Sreng, who challenged Nuada, the leader of the Children of Danu, to single combat. So strong and mighty was Sreng that, with one sweep of his great sword, he cut off

  Nuada’s right hand.




  But the Firbolg and their king, Eochaidh, were defeated and dispersed.




  Dian Cécht, the god of all physicians, came to Nuada after the battle and fashioned him an artificial hand of silver, so strong and supple that it was little different from the real hand.

  Thus did Nuada receive his full name, Nuada Argetlámh, of the Silver Hand. Because he was maimed, the other children of Danu had to choose another of their number to lead them, for they had

  been told by Brigid that no one with a blemish must rule them.




  In choosing a new leader, they made a disastrous choice. As an act of conciliation between themselves and the Children of Domnu, they chose Bres, son of Elatha, king of the Children of Domnu who

  were also known as the Fomorii, or those who dwelt beneath the sea. And to further consolidate the alliance, Dian Cécht married Ethne, the daughter of the foremost Fomorii warrior, named

  Balor of the One Eye. And the condition was that, if Bres did anything which displeased the Children of Danu, then he would abdicate and depart in peace.




  Those years marked a period of strife. Bres, being a Fomorii, refused to keep his word and began to lay heavy burdens on the Children of Danu. For a while, Bres and the

  Children of Domnu, the children of darkness and evil, dominated the land, and the Children of Danu, the children of light and goodness, were helpless and as slaves.




  Then finally, Miach, the son of Dian Cécht, aided by his sister, the beautiful Airmid, fashioned a new hand of flesh and bone for Nuada. His hand replaced Dian Cécht’s silver

  one and now, without blemish, Nuada reclaimed the leadership of the Children of Danu. So jealous was Dian Cécht of his son’s achievement that he slew Miach. But that is another

  story.




  Nuada chased Bres back to the land of the Fomorii, where Bres demanded that Elatha, his father, provide him with an army to punish the Children of Danu.




  Thus, on the plain where ancient megaliths stood, thrusting their dark granite skywards, Magh Tuireadh, the Plain of Towers, on the evening of the Feast of Samhain (October 31), the Children of

  Danu faced the Children of Domnu in battle.




  At dawn, the battle commenced. Combats broke out all along the line as Nuada led his warriors, both male and female, against the warriors of Bres and his Fomorii. Across the battlefield, the

  Mórrígán, Great Queen of Battles, with her sisters, Badh the Crow, Nemain the Venomous and Fea the Hateful, rushed hither and thither with their wailing cries which drove

  mortals to despair and death.




  As time passed, Indech, a Fomorii warrior, approached Bres, and pointed out that whenever the Children of Danu were slain, or their weapons broken and destroyed, they would be carried from the

  field and, shortly after, would appear alive and well again with their weapons intact. Bres summoned his son, Ruadan, to his side and ordered him to discover the cause of the endless supply of

  weapons. And he summoned the son of Indech, a warrior named Octriallach, to discover how the Children of Danu, once slain, could come alive again.




  Disguising himself as one of the Children of Danu, Ruadan went behind the lines of warriors and came across Goibhniu, god of smiths, who had set up a forge to one side of the Plain of Towers.

  With Goibhniu were Luchtaine, god of carpenters, and Credné, god of bronze workers. As each broken weapon was handed to Goibhniu, the smith-god gave it three blows of his

  hammer, which forged the head. Luchtaine gave the wood three blows of his axe and the shaft was fashioned. Then Credné fixed the shaft and head together with his bronze nails so swiftly that

  they needed no hammering.




  Ruadan went back to his father and told him what he had seen. In a rage, Bres ordered his son to kill Goibhniu.




  In the meantime, Octriallach had found a mystic spring on the other side of the Plain of Towers at which stood Dian Cécht, the god of medicine, with his daughter Airmid at his side.

  Whenever one of the Children of Danu were slain, they were brought to the spring and Dian Cécht and his daughter plunged the body into the spring and they re-emerged alive again. In a rage,

  Bres ordered Octriallach to destroy the healing spring.




  Ruadan returned to the forge and asked for a javelin from Goibhniu, who gave it without suspicion, thinking Ruadan was one of the Children of Danu. No sooner was the weapon in his hand than

  Ruadan turned and cast it at Goibhniu. It went clean through the smith-god’s body. Mortally wounded as he was, Goibhniu picked up the spear and threw it back, wounding Ruadan, who crawled

  away back to his father and died at his feet. The Fomorii set up a great caoine, or keening, which was the first ever heard in the Island of Destiny.




  Goibhniu also crawled away and came to the spring, where Dian Cécht and Airmid plunged him in, and he emerged healthy and healed.




  That night, however, Octriallach, son of Indech, and several of his companions, came to the spring and each took a large stone from the bed of a nearby river and dropped it into the spring until

  they had filled it. So the healing waters were dispersed.




  Bres, satisfied the Children of Danu were now mortal, and angered by the death of his son, determined that a pitched battle should be fought. The next morning, spears and lances and swords smote

  against buckler and shield. The whistle of darts and rattle of arrows and shouting of warriors made it seem as if a great thunder was rolling over the Plain of Towers. The River

  of Unius, which cut through the plain, was stopped up, so filled was it with dead bodies. The plain was red with blood, so cruel was the battle.




  Indech of the Fomorii fell by the hand of Ogma. And Indech was not the first nor last of the leaders of the Fomorii to feel the steel of the Children of Danu.




  Neither did the Children of Danu go away from the battle unscathed.




  To the field of slaughter came Balor of the Evil Eye, son of Buarainench, the most formidable of the Fomorii champions. He had one great eye, whose gaze was so malevolent that it destroyed

  whosoever looked upon it. So large and awesome was this eye that it took nine attendants, using hooks, to lift the mighty lid to open it for Balor. It happened on that fateful day of the battle

  that Balor came upon Nuada of the Silver Hand, the leader of the Children of Danu, and hard and fierce was the contest. Yet in the end, after shield was shattered, after spear was bent and sword

  was broken into pieces, it was the blood of Nuada that gushed in a never ending stream into the earth of the Island of Destiny. And not content in this slaughter, Balor turned upon one of

  Nuada’s beautiful wives, Macha the Personification of Battles, goddess of warriors, and slew her also. Nor did Dian Cécht have the means to restore life to them.




  At the death of their leader, the Children of Danu wavered and became fearful.




  It was then that Lugh Lámhfada, Lugh of the Long Arm, approached the battlefield. Now Lugh was the son of Cian, which means “Enduring One”, who was in turn son of Cainte, the

  god of speech. Now the council of the Children of Danu had forbidden him to come to the battle, for Lugh was all-wise and all-knowledgeable and it was thought that his life was too valuable to risk

  in battle, for his was the wisdom needed to serve humankind.




  Indeed, so wise was Lugh that Nuada had let him become ruler of the Children of Danu for thirteen days, in order that they might receive his wisdom. Therefore the Children of Danu had him

  imprisoned, for his own safety, during the battle, with nine warriors to guard him. But on hearing Nuada was slain, Lugh escaped his prison and his guards and, leaping into his

  chariot, he hurried to join his brothers and sisters on the Plain of Towers.




  Bres was standing triumphantly with his Fomorii warriors when he saw a great light in the west.




  “I wonder that the sun is rising in the west today,” he muttered, scratching his head.




  One of the Fomorii shamans approached Bres, trembling. “It is not the sun, mighty Bres. The light stems from the countenance of Lugh Lámhfada! It is his radiance.”




  Lugh, with his weapons sheathed, drove his chariot out from the lines of the Children of Danu; straight he drove up to the tightly packed lines of Fomorii champions. “Where is

  Balor?” he cried. “Let him who thinks himself a great warrior come forward and be taught the truth!”




  The lines of Fomorii parted and the great figure of Balor was seen, seated on a gigantic chair. His one mighty eye was closed.




  Lugh’s challenge rang out again.




  This time Balor heard it and said to his attendants, “Lift up my eyelid, that I may gaze upon this prattling little man.”




  The attendants began to lift Balor’s eye with a hook. They stood well out of range: for anyone on whom that eye fell upon would perish immediately.




  Lugh was ready with a sling and in it set a tathlum, a slingshot made of blood mixed with the sand of the swift Armorian sea. As the lid was lifted, Lugh hurled his shot into the eye. It

  struck it, went through the brain and out the back of Balor’s head. The great Fomorii champion’s eye was knocked out and fell on the ground. In its dying glint, thrice nine companies of

  Fomorii warriors were destroyed, for they saw its malignant gaze.




  Balor fell screaming to the ground in blindness.




  A great anxiety fell on the Fomorii.




  Lugh now raised his sword, and the Mórrígán set up a paean of victory, “Kings arise to the battle . . . !” And so the Children of Danu took heart and, echoing

  the song, they began to move forward. Great was the slaughter now as they pressed back on the Children of Domnu. It is said that more Fomorii were killed on the Plain of Towers

  than there were stars in the sky or grains of sand on the seashore, or snow-flakes in winter.




  And Lugh came upon Bres, who was fleeing for his life from the battlefield.




  “Spare my life, Lugh, great conqueror,” cried the son of Elatha, sinking to his knees, for he no longer had the strength nor spirit to fight. “Spare it, and I will pay whatever

  ransom you require.”




  “What ransom?” demanded Lugh, his sword held at the throat of the Fomorii leader.




  “I will guarantee that there will be no shortage of milk from the cows of this land,” offered Bres.




  Lugh then called the Children of Danu to him.




  “What good is that if Bres cannot lengthen the lives of the cows?” they demanded.




  Bres could not grant longer lives so he offered, “If my life is spared, every wheat harvest in Inisfáil will be a good one.”




  “We already have enough good harvests. We need no other guarantees.”




  Finally, Bres agreed to instruct the Children of Danu as to the best times to plough, sow and reap and for this knowledge, which they had not, they spared his life.




  And when the battle was over, when the Fomorii were pursued back into their undersea fortresses, and they accepted the right of the Children of Danu to live in peace in the Island of Destiny and

  rule over it as gods and goddesses of goodness and light, the Mórrígán went to all the summits of the highest mountains of the island and on each summit she proclaimed the

  victory of the gods and goddesses of light and goodness. And she sang in triumph a paean to the Mother Goddess, Danu.




  

    

      

        

          

            

              

                Peace mounts to the heavens




                The divine waters descend to earth




                And fructifies our lives




                Earth lies under the heavens




                We are of the Earth now




                And everyone is strong . . .


              


            


          


        


      


    


  




  And while Danu smiled on the victory of her children, her sister Domnu scowled from the depths of the earth and she chose the goddess Badh the Crow as her

  mouth to utter a prophecy to Danu and her children.




  “All life is transitory. Even your children are not immortal, my sister. The time will come when they will be defeated. The time will come when no one will want gods and goddesses to

  nurture them, when they will be driven into the darkness, like my children have been this day.




  “The time approaches when the summers of Inisfáil will be flowerless, when the cows shall be without milk, and the men will be weak and the women shall be shameless; the seas will

  be without fish, the trees without fruit and old men will give false judgments; the judges will make unjust laws and honour will count for little and warriors will betray each other and resort to

  thievery. There will come a time when there will be no more virtue left in this world.”




  Indeed, there came that time when the Children of Míl flooded into the Island of Destiny and when the Children of Danu were driven underground into the hills, which were

  called sídhe, which is pronounced shee, and in those mounds they dwelt, the once mighty gods and goddesses, deserted by the very people who they had sought to nourish. The

  descendants of Míl, who live in the Island of Destiny to this day, called the Children of Danu the aes sídhe, the people of the hills, and when even the religion of Míl

  was forgotten, when the religion of the Cross replaced that of the Circle, the people simply called the aes sídhe by the name of fairies.




  Of the greatest of the gods, the victor of the battle on the Plain of Towers, Lugh Lámhfada, god of all knowledge, patron of all arts and crafts, his name is still known today. But as

  memory of the mighty warrior, the invincible god, has faded, he is known only as Lugh-chromain, little stooping Lugh of the sídhe, relegated to the role of a fairy craftsman.

  And, as even the language in which he was venerated has disappeared, all that is left of the supreme god of the Children of Danu is the distorted form of that name Lugh-chromain . . .

  leprechaun.




  





  Ireland [Éire]




  





  




  Ireland: Preface




  The consequence of having an Irish father, and one who was a writer – indeed, who was the third generation of the family to take to the

  scribal art – was that, as a child, I never lacked being told legends and fairy tales. Indeed, in my early years, or so it seemed, there was almost a competition in the family as to who would

  tell the tale. For it was not just my father who was the storyteller; my mother was equally adept, as befitted someone from a family who had a long history of literary endeavour.




  One of the first of the family whose works went into print was the brother of my mother’s 11x great-grandfather. He was Thomas Randolph (1605–35), the poet and dramatist and friend

  of Ben Jonson. Her family also had Breton, Scottish and Welsh branches, so the Celts were well represented in my youth.




  If that was not enough, I was the youngest of six, of which five of us (three girls and two boys) had survived through childhood. The eldest boy had died as a baby in a hospital during a flu

  epidemic. My elder sisters and brother also felt it their duty to “perform” and tell tales with me as their, often unwilling, audience.




  For three years or so, when I was between five and nine years old, my father had moved us to a fairly isolated country cottage where he pounded on a large black Remington Standard typewriter,

  which was so heavy that I could not even begin to lift it. He produced short stories, some serials and articles for a variety of newspapers and magazines. There was no

  electricity in the cottage and I grew well acquainted with the warmth and light of oil lamps.




  To reach the nearest village, it was a stroll across three fields and a bridge over a gushing stream, and then a walk of about three miles along a narrow country road, for the bus passed only

  once every hour. I walked it often, sometimes insisting on being allowed to carry the empty “accumulator” – the glass battery which ran the radio – and then trying to avoid

  carrying back the full one. So there was plenty of time for telling tales on such walks as well as on the dark winter’s evenings.




  Myths and legends were a staple fare. I remember one of my sisters adapting stories into little plays, which we would put on in a nearby disused barn for the entertainment of the other local

  children.




  This is a long way round to saying that when I grew up, being the youngest, I had no one, in my turn, to tell the stories to and this is probably why I turned to writing them instead.




  Because of my father, I grew up with stories of Irish myth and legend as part of the staple fare, so that retelling them is second nature. Our home was also full of books of such tales. I

  suppose Thomas Crofton Croker (1790–1854), from my father’s home county of Cork, made retelling of Irish myths and legends in English popular. He produced Researches in the South of

  Ireland (1824) and Fairy Legends & Traditions of South West Ireland (1825), which caused the famous Brothers Grimm to translate the latter into German as Irische

  Elfenmärchen.




  Lady Jane Wilde, the mother of Oscar, was an assiduous collector and her Ancient Legends, Mystic Charms and Superstitions of Ireland was published in 1887. Jeremiah Curtin’s

  Myths and Folklore of Ireland (1890) was always a popular book on our shelves, but never replaced Lady Augusta Gregory’s Cuchulain of Muithemne (1902) and Gods and Fighting

  Men (1904).




  Perhaps the most qualified and capable folklorist was Douglas Hyde, who became the first president of the Irish Free State in 1937 under its new constitution. His collections of oral traditions

  have become classics, such as Leabhar Sgeulaigheachta (1889), Beside the Fire (1890) and Love Songs of Connacht (1893). His magnum opus was, however,

  a Literary History of Ireland (1899), the first general survey of Irish literature from ancient times.




  Dr Hyde laid the groundwork for many who came later and who have added important contributions to such studies. Myles Dillon’s The Cycles of the Kings, Oxford University Press,

  1946, and Early Irish Literature, University of Chicago, 1948. The impressive Professor Thomas O’Rahilly’s Early Irish History and Mythology, Dublin Institute of Advanced

  Studies, 1946. Alwyn and Brinsley Rees’s Celtic Heritage, Thames and London, 1961. These were some of the many titles which impressed me in sorting out the original fabric of the Irish

  tales.




  The following stories are an amalgamation from many sources and varied versions. The first two are in the Leabhar Gabhála, The Book of Invasions. It contains the stories of the

  mythical invasions of Cesair, before the Deluge, through to the invasions of Partholón, Nemed, the Firbolg, the Tuatha Dé Danaan and finally the Milesian ancestors of the Gaels. It is

  regarded as the “national epic” of Ireland.




  To this “Mythological Cycle” belongs the stories of The Sons of Tuirenn and The Children of Lir. The Sons of Tuirenn appears as Aided Chlainne Tuirenn and

  there is much spelling confusion of the name, which appears as Tuireall and Tuirill, and also uncertainty as to the identity of Tuirenn. In one text he is described as Danu’s father; in

  another, her husband; while the goddess Brigid is also placed in this role. The narrative Oidheadh Chlainne Lir (The Tragic Fate of the Children of Lir) survives from a fifteenth-century

  text and has always been one of my favourite tales. The Love of Fand is based on Serglige Con Culainn, belonging to the Red Branch Cycle, also known as the Ulster Cycle; this is

  heroic myth comparable to the Iliad in theme and heroic tone, of which the most famous story is the saga of the Táin Bó Cuailnge (The Cattle Raid of Cuailnge).




  Lochlann’s Son belongs to the Fenian Cycle, sometimes called the Ossianic Cycle, concerning the deeds of Fionn Mac Cumhaill and his Fianna warriors, whose first bold synthesis

  appeared as a cohesive whole in the twelfth-century Accamh na Senórach (Colloquy of the Ancients). The stories are dated to the third century AD. Next to the Táin, the Fenian Cycle is one of the longest medieval compositions and became very popular with ordinary people during that period.




  It was from the Fenian Cycle that many Arthurian stories were later embellished. Although there are nearly a dozen original Arthurian sagas in Irish, the Arthurian stories never displaced

  stories of Fionn Mac Cumhaill in medieval Irish popular imagination.




  The Poet’s Curse concerns historical personages in Mongán and the poet Dallán Forgaill. A discussion of the earliest surviving medieval texts of the story was made by

  Dr Eleanor Knott in Eriu 8, pp. 155-60. Dalian Forgaill is, by tradition, the author of Amra Choluim Chille, composed c. 600 AD, and is considered one of the oldest

  survivals in Irish literature.




  Finally, Cellachain of Cashel is based on several stories I heard in West Cork in my youth and which I have cross-referenced to a couple of surviving medieval texts: Senchas

  Fagnála Caisil andso sis agus Beandacht Ríg, a fifteenth-century fragmentary story The Finding of Cashel, preserved in Trinity College, Dublin, and Caithreim Cheallachain

  Chaisil (The battle-career of Ceallachan of Cashel), written in the twelfth century. It was commissioned by Cormac III MacCarthy of Cashel, some time between 1127–38, and written at

  Cashel.




  The oldest copy, dating to the twelfth century, is in the Royal Irish Academy in Dublin. These are some of the impressive texts that survive from the patronage of the Eóghanacht royal

  dynasty, who were kings of Munster and later Desmond, reigning from Cashel. The last regnate Eóghanacht king was Donal IX MacCarthy Mór (d. 1596).




  Sadly, during this time, Sir George Carew, representing Elizabeth of England, set out not only to destroy native government in Munster but all Irish manuscripts. Many of these old manuscripts

  were cut up, on his orders, to make covers for English language primers. Many great works were probably destroyed, judging from that which has survived.




  The aisling or vision tale, The Vision of Tnugdal, a Cashel warrior, was written in 1149 at Ratisbon (Regensburg) by an Irish monk named Marcus, carrying on the

  Munster literary traditions. The saga enjoyed great fame in Europe and, as well as an Irish text, some 154 manuscripts of the Latin text dating from the twelfth to the nineteenth centuries have

  been found in Europe, plus translations into Anglo-Norman, Belorussian, Catalan, Dutch, English, French, German, Icelandic, Italian, Portuguese, Provençal, Serbo-Croat, Spanish and

  Swedish.




  My attempt to rescue one part of the epic of Cellachain, hopefully, puts the kingdom of Munster in its rightful place as having produced a literature equal with the Red Branch Cycle of Ulster.

  It is my hope that much more of that literature will be recovered.




  





   2 The Sons of Tuirenn




  No one knew the reason of the feud between the sons of Cainte and the sons of Tuirenn. Perhaps it had its roots in a sharp word, some affront to

  honour, but the result was that the three sons of Cainte and the three sons of Tuirenn had sworn to shed each other’s blood, should they ever meet with one another.




  So it came about that the eldest son of Cainte, Cian, whose name means “the enduring one”, was crossing the great plain of Muirthemne, on his way to join the Children of Danu at Magh

  Tuireadh, for the news was that a great battle was being fought against the Fomorii. Cian was alone, for his two brothers, Cú and Céthen, had gone on before him.




  It was as he was on the open plain, some way from any shelter, that he saw three warriors heading towards him. Standing tall in his chariot, Cian narrowed his eyes to examine them. There was no

  mistaking the grim visage of Brían, whose name means “exalted one”, and his brothers Iuchar and Iucharba.




  Now Cian realized, because he was outnumbered, that discretion was the better part of valour. But there was no cover on the plain, except for a herd of pigs feeding. Being one of the children of

  Danu, Cian took a Druid wand and changed his shape into that of a pig, also causing his chariot and horses to be likewise transformed.




  Brían, son of Tuirenn, chieftain of Ben Eadair, paused and stared across the plain. “Brothers,” he said, turning to Iuchar and Iucharba,

  “wasn’t there a proud warrior crossing the plain, a moment ago?”




  They affirmed that their brother was right.




  Brían saw the herd of pigs and he realized that the warrior must have shape-changed. If this were so, then the warrior was no friend to the sons of Tuirenn. Now Brían realised that

  the herd of pigs belonged to Nuada himself and, if he and his brothers harmed them, Nuada would punish them. So he took his own Druid wand and touched his brothers lightly. Iuchar and Iucharba were

  changed into two great hounds and straightaway, baying eagerly, they made for the herd, keen noses to the ground.




  Cian realized that the hounds would sniff him out and so, still in the shape of a pig, he made a break from the herd. But Brían was standing ready and cast his spear through the pig

  shape. Cian screamed in agony.




  “I am Cian, son of Cainte, and I plead for quarter,” cried the pig.




  Brían, now joined by his brothers in their true shapes, stood before the bleeding pig.




  “No quarter!” snapped Brían. “We have all sworn an oath that none would survive our encounters, should the sons of Cainte and the sons of Tuirenn meet.”




  “Then grant me a last request,” cried Cian in resignation. “Let me resume my human form before you kill me.”




  This Brían granted.




  Cian smiled triumphantly at him. “You may kill me now but remember this, sons of Tuirenn; had you killed me as a pig, your punishment would have only been the eric fine paid on the

  unlawful slaughter of a pig. Since you now kill me as a man, then you will have to pay the eric fine of a man. Moreover, as I am Cian the enduring, the son of Cainte, and the father of Lugh

  of the Long Hand, the punishment that shall be exacted will be great. Even the weapons with which you kill me shall cry out in horror at this deed.”




  Brían thought for a while, for it was true that Cian was one of the Children of Danu. Then he smiled sneeringly at Cian. “Then it shall not be with weapons you will be killed, but

  with stones of the earth.”




  So saying, he threw aside his weapons and picked up some stones and hurled them in hate at Cian. He was joined by his brothers and stone after stone flew until Cian was a

  disfigured and unrecognisable mess of a man. Then the brothers dug a grave and buried the battered body. But six times the earth refused to cover the corpse before, at the seventh time of burying,

  the earth accepted the body.




  Yet as Brían and his brothers rode away, they heard a voice calling from beneath the earth: “The blood is on your hands, sons of Tuirenn, and there it will remain until we meet

  again.”




  The sons of Tuirenn distinguished themselves in the great Battle of the Plain of Towers, in which Bres and the Fomorii were defeated. But everyone remarked that Cian was absent

  from the battle, which was strange, as it was Cian’s own son who had taken over the leadership of the Children of Danu when Nuada had been killed by the Fomorii, Balor of the Evil Eye. So,

  after a fruitless search, Lugh Lámhfada finally came to the Plain of Muirthemne and, as he was travelling across it, the stones of the earth started to speak.




  “Here lies the body of your father Cian! Killed by the sons of Tuirenn. Blood on their hands, until they meet with Cian again!”




  Lugh had his father’s body disinterred and he called his companions together, that they might see how the deed was done. And Lugh swore vengeance. Lugh sang a lament over the body:




  

    

      

        

          

            

              

                Cian’s death, death of a great champion,




                Has left me as a walking corpse




                Without a soul,




                Without strength, without power,




                Without a feeling for life.




                The Sons of Tuirenn have killed him




                Now my hatred will come against them




                And follow them to the ends of the world.


              


            


          


        


      


    


  




  And Lugh buried his father’s body with all pomp and ceremony and went back to the great hall of Tara, where he summoned all the people. Even the sons

  of Tuirenn were among them but Lugh kept his counsel. Instead, he asked those among the gods what they would do to take vengeance on those who had, with malice, slaughtered their fathers.




  Each of the gods suggested ways, increasingly more horrible and more bloody, as a means of punishment. And when the last of them had spoken, the assembly roared its approval. Lugh saw that the

  sons of Tuirenn, not wishing to be conspicuous in the throng, were also applauding.




  Then Lugh, with a scowl on his usually sunny countenance, spoke up. “The murderers of Cian have condemned themselves, for they have joined in the agreement of you all as to their

  punishment. But I am merciful. I will not spill blood in Tara. I claim the right to put an eric fine on the murderers. If they refuse to accept it, then they must meet me, one after the

  other, in bloody single combat at the door of Tara’s Hall.”




  All the while he spoke he was looking at the sons of Tuirenn.




  Then Brían moved forward. “It is known there was enmity between us and your father and his brothers Cú and Céthen. Your words seem addressed to us, but Cian was not

  killed by any weapons of the sons of Tuirenn. Nevertheless, to show that we are honourable, each one of us will accept your eric fine.”




  Lugh smiled grimly. “You will not find it difficult. I wish for three apples, the skin of a pig, a spear, two horses and a chariot, seven swine, a hound-pup, a cooking spit and three

  shouts to be delivered on a hill.”




  Not only the sons of Tuirenn stood amazed but the entire assembly could not believe their ears at the little Lugh demanded in compensation for his father’s death. The sons of Tuirenn were

  visibly relieved and clamoured to accept the fine.




  “If you think it is too heavy,” Lugh added, “I will not press the fine.”




  “We do not consider it heavy,” replied Brían. “In fact, it seems so light that I suspect some trickery. Are you intending to increase the sum?”




  “I swear by our mother, Danu, the divine waters, that the fine will not be increased. And in return for this oath, do you swear you will faithfully complete the

  eric fine?”




  They did so, with mighty acclaim.




  “Very well,” Lugh chuckled grimly, after they had sworn. “The three apples must come from the Garden of Hesperides in the East. They are of gold in colour and have immense

  power and virtue. They are as big as the head of a month-old child and never grow less, no matter how much is eaten from them. They have the taste of honey and a bite will cure a sick or wounded

  man. A warrior can perform any feat with one for, once cast from his hand, it will return to him.”




  The sons of Tuirenn looked thunderstruck.




  “The skin of the pig is that owned by Tuis, king of Greece. In whatever stream that pig walked, the water turned to wine, and the wounded and sick became well when they drank of it. These

  magical properties are enshrouded in that skin.”




  The sons of Tuirenn began to look grim.




  “The spear is that which belongs to Pisear of Persia, and it is called ‘slaughterer’. It has to be kept in a cauldron of blood to prevent it killing, for only blood cools its

  angry blade.”




  Lugh paused, but the sons of Tuirenn now stood expressionless as they realised the trap that he had set for them.




  “The steeds and chariot which I require are those belonging to Dobhar of Siogair. If one of the horses are killed, it will come to life again, if its bones are brought together in the same

  place.




  “The seven swine are those of Easal, King of the Golden Pillars, which, though killed each day for the feast, are found alive the following morning. The hound pup is Failinis, owned by the

  king of Ioruiadh. The wild beasts are helpless before her. The cooking spit I want is that from the island of Fianchuibhe, which is protected by mighty women warriors. And the hill on which you

  must give three shouts is that of Miodchaoin in Lochlainn, which is constantly guarded by Miodchaoin and his three fierce sons, Aedh, Corca and Conn. Their task is solely to prevent any person from

  raising their voices on the hill.




  “This, sons of Tuirenn, is the eric fine I ask of you.”






  When Tuirenn heard what had befallen his sons, he was upset, but he went to them and gave them advice.




  “No one can set out on this voyage without the magical ship of the god of the oceans, Manánnan Mac Lir. But Lugh owns this ship, the Wave-sweeper, which can navigate itself across

  the seas. But listen to me, Lugh is under a geis, a sacred proscription never to refuse a second request. So go to him and ask for a loan of Manánnan’s fabulous horse, Aonbharr,

  which can gallop over land and water. He will refuse. Then ask for the Wave-sweeper, and that he cannot refuse.”




  And this they did and it happened as Tuirenn had said. Lugh was forced to give them the loan of Manánnan’s boat. And Tuirenn and his daughter Eithne went to see them off from the

  harbour at Ben Eadair. Their sister Eithne sang a lament of farewell for, as much as she loved them, she knew that they had done an evil thing and therefore only evil would come of it.




  The three warriors climbed into the Wave-sweeper and Brían commanded it to cross to the Garden of Hesperides. The boat leapt forward at his command and ploughed through the white-crested

  waves more swiftly than if the winds of spring were blowing into its sail. So fast did it travel that, within the wink of an eye, it came safely to the harbour of Hesperides on the extreme western

  edge of the ocean.




  The three brothers climbed out. They learnt that the apple-orchards of Hesperides were so well guarded that they had no chance of entering without discovery. Then Brían drew up his

  Druid’s wand and changed his brothers and himself into hawks. On his instructions, they rose into the air and circled high above the orchard and then they swooped down, travelling so fast

  that the arrows and spears of the guards could not hit them. Each in turn, they seized one of the golden apples, rose again into the air and raced back to the harbour where they had left their

  boat.




  Now the king of Hesperides had three daughters who were sorceresses and when they heard the news, they transformed themselves into three griffins and pursued the hawks, breathing great tongues

  of fire after them. So fierce were the flames that the hawks were burnt and blinded and could bear the heat no longer. Then Brían used his Druid’s lore and changed

  them into swans who were able to glide down to the sea. The griffins, confused, flew off, still looking for the hawks and the sons of Tuirenn made their way back to the Wave-sweeper.




  Next, they commanded the boat to take them to Greece and entered the harbour close to the palace of Tuis.




  Brían’s brothers wanted him to disguise them as animals but he told them that poets from Inisfáil were well respected in Greece and they would go up to the king’s

  palace and present themselves as such. Indeed, this was truly thought out, for the guards allowed the three “poets” into the king’s palace. Tuis himself greeted them and invited

  them to a great feast. At the end of the feast, the king’s poets rose and recited their poems. Then the sons of Tuirenn were invited to recite.




  Brían stood up and intoned these verses.




  

    

      

        

          

            

              

                I conceal not your fame, o Tuis




                Great as an oak among kings,




                A pigskin is a reward without meanness,




                And this I claim in return for this poem.


              


            


          


        


      


    


  




  

    

      

        

          

            

              A war may come when warriors clash




              A war may be averted by a gift




              And he who gives without fear,




              Shall lose nothing.




              A stormy army and tempestuous sea




              Are weapons that no one would oppose,




              But a pigskin, a reward freely given




              Is that which we claim.


            


          


        


      


    


  




  

    “It sounds an excellent poem,” mused Tuis, “yet I do not understand it.”


  




  “I will interpret it,” smiled Brían. “It means that as an oak excels above others trees, so do you in kingship. We claim the pigskin you have as a reward for our poem,

  but if it is refused it means that there will be a war between us.”




  Tuis stared in surprise.




  “I would like your poem if you had not mentioned my magical pigskin. You seem a foolish man, poet, to ask for it. I would even refuse the kings and warriors of your

  land, had they demanded it. So now I refuse you. Yet your poem is good and I will reward you with gold. And three times in gold what that pigskin will hold will be your fee.”




  “Generous as you are, king,” Brían laughed, “let us watch while the gold is measured in the skin.”




  The king agreed and the sons of Tuirenn were brought to the treasure house and the skin was brought from its special place. And when the skinfuls of gold were weighed, Brían suddenly

  grabbed the skin, drawing his sword and cutting clean off the arm of the man who held the skin. He wrapped the skin about himself and the three brothers fought their way from the palace. In rage

  and fury, Tuis and his court attacked them but not one noble nor champion of Greece was able to halt them. Tuis himself fell before the slashing sword of Brían.




  They fought their way back to the Wave-sweeper and straightaway they called on it to take them to Persia. It was agreed that the disguise of poets worked well for them and so they presented

  themselves to the court of Pisear in the same manner. Once more they were asked to recite a poem and Brían did so.




  

    

      

        

          

            

              

                Small esteem of any spear with Pisear




                His enemies are already broken




                Pisear has little cause for worry




                Since it is others who receive wounds.


              


            


          


        


      


    


  




  

    

      

        

          

            

              The yew is the finest tree in the fores




              The yew is king without opposition




              May the great spear shafts drive on




              Through the wounds of those they slay.


            


          


        


      


    


  




  When Pisear asked Brían to spell out the meaning of the poem, Brían told him that he wanted his magic spear in payment for the poem.




  When Pisear threatened to kill him and his brothers for audacity, Brían remembered that he had one of the apples of Hesperides with him. He took it from his bag and threw it at Pisear, so hard that it knocked the king’s head off, then returned safely to his hand. Then Brían and his brothers drew their swords and fought their way to the room where

  the blazing spear was kept in its great cauldron of blood, hissing and bubbling. They took it and went back to the Wave-sweeper.




  On they went to Dobhar’s kingdom of Siogair. Here they appeared before his court as three champions of Inisfáil, seeking hospitality. When asked what they wanted, they told Dobhar

  the king that they would serve him for payment. They spent a long time in Siogair, because they were unable to find the steeds and the chariot, which were faster than the winds of spring. Finally,

  Brían tricked the king into ordering that the chariot be brought to the court, harnessed and ready.




  And when the sons of Tuirenn turned and demanded the prancing horses and the beautiful chariot as the price for their service, Dobhar flew into a rage and ordered his guards to kill them.




  Brían sprang into the chariot, hurling the charioteer to the ground. He took the reins in his hands and unloosed the spear of Pisear so that the guards of Dobhar were slain and those who

  were not simply fled. And with Iuchar and Iucharba behind him, Brían drove the chariot back to the waiting Wave-sweeper.




  Next, the magic boat of Manánnan Mac Lir brought them to the land of the Golden Pillars, the entrance of the Middle Sea, where Easal ruled. And when they came to the shore they saw great

  armies gathered, for now the fame of the deeds of the sons of Tuirenn had travelled before them, and news of their banishment from Inisfáil and the nature of their tasks had preceded

  them.




  Easal the king came down to the harbour to meet them and he demanded to know if it was true that they had come for his swine. They told him it was. Now Easal was a peaceful man and he went and

  sat in council with his chieftains. Eventually, they decided that they would hand the swine to the sons of Tuirenn to avoid the slaughter of the innocent. That night, Easal invited the brothers to

  a feasting, where the seven pigs were handed to them. Brían sang a paean in praise of Easal’s wisdom and generosity.




  When Easal learnt that the sons of Tuirenn were going next to the country of Ioruaidh, the king asked that he be allowed to accompany them, for his daughter was the wife of

  the king of Ioruaidh. Easal promised, in return, to do his best to secure the hound-pup from the king, his son-in-law, without bloodshed.




  The king of Ioruaidh would have none of Easal’s advice. “You may be weak, old man, but the gods have not given strength or luck enough to any warrior to take my hound-pup by

  force.”




  Easal was saddened, for he knew what bloodshed and mayhem would follow.




  A great and bloody battle began. And Brían cleaved through the warriors of Ioruaidh, throwing them back by nine times one hundred, until he reached the spot where the king of Ioruaidh

  stood. And he picked up the king bodily and fought his way back until he threw the craven man at Easal’s feet.




  “There is your daughter’s husband, o king. It would have been easier to kill him than to return with him alive.”




  The warriors of Ioruaidh, seeing their king defeated, threw down their arms. And the king of Ioruaidh now heeded the peaceful tones of Easal and handed over the hound-pup and the sons of Tuirenn

  took their leave in friendship.




  Now only two tasks remained to be filled.




  They were to find the cooking spit of Fianchuibhe and give three shouts on the Hill of Miodchaoin.




  But so excited were they at their successes that they forgot about the last two tasks. Some have it that Lugh Lámhfada had prevailed upon his Druid to send a cloud of forgetfulness to

  seep into the brothers’ minds after they had left Ioruaidh.




  Whatever the cause, the Wave-sweeper returned to Inisfáil. Lugh heard of their coming and was suddenly troubled, for he had followed the successes of the sons of Tuirenn with mixed

  feelings. He was happy that these gifts that they had secured were for him, but apprehensive that they might be turned against him. He was also bitter because the brothers were fulfilling the

  conditions of the eric fine which he had devised to cause their deaths.




  So when the Wave-sweeper entered the mouth of the Boyne river, Lugh went to the fort of Cathair Crofinn and armed himself with the magical armour of the Ocean god,

  Manánnan, who was his foster-father. He also put on the cloak of invisibility of Fea the Hateful, one of the goddesses of war. For Lugh also feared their coming, thinking the three brothers

  might mean him harm now that they possessed such wonderful weapons.




  And when they sent word to Lugh, asking him to come and take his eric fine, Lugh sent back asking that they hand over the spoils to the Bodb Dearg, son of The Dagda, who had now succeeded

  Lugh as ruler of the Children of Danu. Only when the Bodb Dearg reported that he had control of the wondrous gifts did Lugh emerge and come to examine them.




  “But where is the cooking spit?” demanded Lugh, “And I did not hear the three shouts on the Hill of Miodchaoin.”




  The sons of Tuirenn then remembered and they were sorely grieved. So they left and spent a night with their father Tuirenn and sister Eithne, at their fortress at Ben Eadair. Now they did not

  have the benefit of the magical ship the Wave-sweeper, for they had foolishly surrendered it to Lugh. So they set sail in an ordinary ship, in search of Fianchuibhe. However, the task was a long

  one. For three months they searched, visiting many islands and asking many travellers if they knew of such a place. No one knew.




  Finally, they met an old man, toothless and without eyes, for there were so many wrinkles and folds of flesh on his walnut-coloured face that they were hidden. He told them that the island of

  Fianchuibhe did not lie on the surface of the sea but deep down in its depths.




  Brían, telling Iuchar and Iuchara to wait for him, leapt over the side of their ship and sank down into the waves. For two periods of nine days he walked the ocean bed in his search and

  found many houses, and great palaces. Then he entered a house with its doors open, where one hundred and fifty beautiful women were engaged in needlework and embroidery. In the middle of them lay a

  cooking spit.




  Brían saw that the women neither moved nor spoke as he entered. So, without more ado, he walked to the spit, seized it, turned and walked out. At that point the women

  all burst out laughing. They rose and surrounded Brían, who saw they had a formidable assortment of weapons.




  “Brave man, are you Brían, son of Tuirenn? There are one hundred and fifty of us here, every one a warrior, and each one of us able to slay you. But you are brave and courageous to

  make this attempt, knowing the dangers. You shall be rewarded. Take the spit, for this is one of many which we have.”




  And Brían thanked them and swam upwards to the ship in which his brothers were anxiously waiting. They were overjoyed.




  They turned the ship northward now to the great fjords of Lochlainn, for that is what the name means, the place of lochs and fjords. They saw the great hill of Miodchaoin rising upwards and,

  leaving their ship, they walked to the bottom of it. But there, on the massive slopes, stood Miodchaoin, who was a mighty warrior.




  Miodchaoin saw Brían and unsheathed his great sword.




  “Killer of my friend and foster-brother Cian! Now you have come to shout upon this hill. You will do that deed only when I am dead.”




  Brían flew at Miodchaoin and the two great warriors set about one another. So fierce was their onslaught that the ringing of the swords upon their shields could be heard in every corner

  of the world. No quarter was asked nor given, until Miodchaoin fell dead with Brían’s sword thrust through his giant heart.




  Then the three sons of Miodchaoin, Aedh, Corca and Conn, having heard the noise of battle, came racing up and fell on the three sons of Tuirenn. The sky reddened and blackened, blood flowed from

  that mountain slope like the gushing waters of a mountain spring, and the earth trembled from the stamping of their feet, even as far to the East as Hesperides.




  For three days and three nights the great combat shook the mountains of Lochlainn. Then the sons of Miodchaoin managed to find the flesh of the sons of Tuirenn with their spear points. Each one

  of the sons of Tuirenn, Brían, Iuchar and Iucharba, were pierced and wounded. Yet the sons of Tuirenn would not give in, for they thrust their spears into the bodies of

  Aedh, Corca and Conn and the three sons of Miodchaoin fell dead.




  The sons of Tuirenn fell on the blood-stained grass and it seemed that a heavy veil of darkness was being drawn before their eyes. It was Brían, coughing blood, who called faintly:

  “Brothers, how is it with you?”




  “Dead are we,” they gasped. “Or as near it as makes no difference.”




  “We must climb the hill and give three shouts before death claims us,” replied Brían. “Only then may we rest in peace.”




  With Brían supporting his two brothers on his mighty arms, the three went forward up the steep slopes, stumbling and moving as in a dream, until they reached the summit. Then they paused

  and gave three shouts; weak as they were, they were shouts nevertheless.




  Brían, still supporting his brothers, then guided them to the ship and they turned her prow for Inisfáil.




  In a delirium, they drifted and drifted towards the distant island. Suddenly Brían raised his head. “I see Ben Eadair and the fort of our father, Tuirenn.”




  His brothers raised their heads so that they might see the green hills of their home before they died. The ship gently nudged ashore and Tuirenn came down with Eithne to greet his sons.




  “Father, take the spit to Lugh,” instructed Brían, “and tell him that the three shouts on the Hill of Miodchaoin have been given.”




  And Tuirenn mounted his chariot and rode to Tara with the news. And he pleaded with Lugh to loan him the magic pigskin of Tuis which would heal the sick and wounded, or one of the apples of

  Hesperides, but Lugh refused him coldly. And Tuirenn returned to his dying sons and lamented:




  

    

      

        

          

            

              

                If all the jewels of the world




                Were given to Lugh to ease his anger




                It would not be enough to save you




                From a gloomy grave.


              


            


          


        


      


    


  




  But Brían asked to be taken before Lugh, and when Lugh stood before him, the dying warrior begged for the magic pigskin, for humanity’s

  sake.




  “I will not give it,” replied Lugh. “If you offer me the entire world and the wonders it contains, I would not give it. Your death must follow. You killed Cian, and denied him

  even when he pleaded for his life. You killed him cruelly and nothing less than your own deaths will compensate that deed.”




  So Brían returned to his dying brothers and they were laid down side by side. United, the sons of Tuirenn sighed together for the last time and their souls sped onwards by that breath

  into the Otherworld.




  Eithne stood with her father, hand in hand, and sang a doleful lament over the bodies of her brothers. Then both she and her father Tuirenn, overcome with grief, fell beside the bodies, and

  departed this earth with them.




  





  3 The Children of Lir




  It happened after the Tuatha Dé Danaan, the gods and goddesses of Éireann, were defeated by the mortal sons of Míle Easpain.

  No one can now recall the circumstances of the conflict, except that there was a great battle fought at Tailtiu, which is now called Telltown on the north bank of the River Blackwater, in Co.

  Meath. A great fair was held there in ancient times and this fair was sacred to the goddess Tailtiu, who was foster-mother to the magnificent Lugh of the Long Hand. Blood stained the fields of

  Tailtiu for many a year thereafter, for there was a great slaughter in that place. The mortals drove the Ever-Living Ones from the face of the earth so that, ever after, they went to live in the

  sídhe – the hills – and, being lost in people’s memories, they became “the people of the hills”, or simply fairies.




  But this was some distance in the future from the time of the sad tale of Lir’s children.




  It was soon after the devastation of Tailtiu that the remnants of the Tuatha Dé Danaan gathered and decided to choose a new king to rule them. The Dagda, the good god, who had ruled

  before, had told them that, as he had brought about their downfall, he was not fit to continue to lead them. So they choose the Bodb Dearg, who was the son of The Dagda, and he dwelt in the

  Sídh of Femen, which is now Slievenamon in Co. Tipperary. It fell to the Bodb Dearg to allocate the hills to the other gods and goddesses, and these were to become as their dwelling places.

  To Lir, the god of the ocean, fell the Sídh Fionnachaidh, that is now Deadman’s Hill in Co. Armagh.




  Now Lir thought he should have been chosen as ruler over all the Children of Danu, and was filled with anger and envy at the decision. He left the assembly of the gods and

  goddesses so angry that he would talk to no one. He showed neither respect nor homage to the Bodb Dearg.




  The gods and goddesses became angry with him and were all for raising a host and marching against him. But it was the Bodb Dearg himself who prevented them.




  “We have shed enough blood against the Milesians,” he told them. “Let us not continue shedding blood among ourselves. Because Lir does not bow his knee to me, it does not make

  me any the less your king. Let me go and reason with him.”




  The gods and goddesses of Éireann were impressed by the compassion and wisdom of the Bodb Dearg and pleased that they had made him their ruler.




  It was a while before the Bodb Dearg approached Lir, for he knew it best to let the anger die away first. Indeed, while he was waiting, it happened that Lir’s wife, the mother of his

  magnificent son Manánnan Mac Lir, had died. Lir became lonely and bitter. More lonely was he because no other god nor goddess would visit him at his sídh, for they refused to

  speak with him after he had walked out of the assembly.




  After the appropriate period of mourning, the Bodb Dearg sent greetings to Lir.




  “This is the time when one stands in need of friends and kind counsel,” Bodb Dearg told his fellows.




  The message that the Bodb Dearg sent was to the effect that if Lir accepted him as king over the Children of Danu, he would arrange a marriage with one of his three foster-daughters – they

  were Niamh, Aoife and Aobh, daughters of Aillil, king of the Islands of Aran. Indeed, it was known that Niamh, Aoife and Aobh were the most beautiful women in Éireann, and the most

  intelligent and accomplished.
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