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Introduction

The island of Ireland transcends both its geographical and political boundaries. This transcendence has not occurred because of either a powerful military or economic presence. It has, in fact, occurred despite the notable lack of either. Instead, Ireland can be found on every continent through the memories, stories, and dreams of the immigrants, exiles, and friends who treasure Irish culture. But how much do you really know about the Emerald Isle?

Whether you don’t know much about Ireland and want to learn more or you’ve read the Tain and touched the bullet holes in the General Post Office on O’Connell Street, you’ve come to the right place! In Why Do People Kiss the Blarney Stone? you’ll find answers to questions like:


[image: ] What are fairy mounds?

[image: ] How can you catch a leprechaun?

[image: ] What was the Easter Rebellion?

[image: ] How do you pour the perfect pint?

[image: ] What was the Good Friday Agreement?

[image: ] How did seanachaís spin yarns?

[image: ] Did giants really build the Giant’s Causeway?



And with all-encompassing topics ranging from mythology (Who was the Celtic Achilles?) to the Great Potato Famine (How did wearing pauper’s uniforms save some Irish from starving?) to the gift of gab and storytelling (Why do Irish cats sleep inside?), you’re sure to find everything you need to know about Ireland, her culture, and her history. You’ll also find a primer of the Irish language at the back of the book that goes over basic Irish pronunciation, which will be helpful as you read all the Irish names and words throughout. So get ready to see if your Ireland IQ is as green as the fields of Athenry or as set in stone as the dolmens of the Burren. Enjoy!






PART 1
Early Ireland

Ireland is an island with an ancient and colorful past. People lived there for millennia before anyone started recording history, and they left their mark on the landscape—standing stones, odd-looking structures, great mounds of earth. The presence of so many prehistoric remains, many of which are pre-Celtic, ties Ireland’s past to its present. What do you know about early Ireland?

WHY WOULD EARLY IRISH SETTLERS NEED SNOWSHOES?


Compared with the European mainland, Ireland hasn’t been inhabited for very long. Africa, the Middle East, and central Europe have all housed humans for hundreds of thousands of years, and evidence suggests humans lived in England at least 250,000 years ago. But it was only about 9,000 years ago that anyone ventured to the Emerald Isle. Why was this? One word: ice.

Ireland was covered with ice for a very long time. It had few plants, and the only animals who lived there were creatures that preferred snow and ice, such as reindeer, woolly mammoths, and the spectacular Irish giant deer. The temperature fluctuated, but mostly just in variations on the same theme of cold.




IRISH BLESSING

Health and a long life to you.

Land without rent to you.

A child every year to you.

And if you can’t go to heaven,

May you at least die in Ireland.





About 13,000 years ago, the ice finally started to recede, and Ireland warmed up. This was bad for some of the larger mammals, which became extinct, but it was good for smaller creatures and plants. No one knows for sure how Ireland’s wildlife got there; maybe the animals floated across the Irish Sea, or maybe a temporary bridge of land once existed between Ireland and England. In any case, by about 5000 B.C.E. Ireland was covered with forests and full of wild beasts.

WHAT’S THE IMPORTANCE OF IRELAND’S STONE TOOLS?


Ireland’s early settlers did not leave behind much information about themselves. Mostly, archaeologists have found stone tools—things like axes, knives, and scrapers. People used these tools to chop plants or skin animals. Ireland is full of these stone tools, and amateur collectors have picked up many of them.

Flint is one of the best stones for toolmaking, and the best flint in Ireland is found in the northeastern corner. And that’s where most of Ireland’s stone tools have been found—in Antrim, Down, and the Strangford Lough area. One of the best Mesolithic sites is Mount Sandel in County Derry, where archaeologists have found the remains of several little dome-shaped huts, built there between 7010 and 6490 B.C.E. Here, people lived, huddled around their fires, eating nuts, berries, pigs, birds, and fish.

The Mesolithic Period, also known as the Middle Stone Age, lasted for several thousand years. Stone technology did not change much during this time. People lived a fairly migratory existence, moving around in pursuit of plants and animals. Around 4000 B.C.E., things changed. People began to grow food and make pottery. They cleared forests for their fields and built more permanent settlements. Archaeologists call this new period the Neolithic Period, or New Stone Age.

It’s possible that the Mesolithic Irish developed this new technology on their own, but it’s more likely that these changes came over the ocean with new immigrants. The newcomers either conquered the people already living there, or, more likely, they just assimilated them, intermarrying and sharing techniques for making tools and growing crops. This assimilation worked in both directions. It brought new things while keeping the old, and this layering was vital to Irish culture later.

Neolithic people built their houses out of wood. These houses have mostly decayed, but their stone foundations are still visible. Archaeologists have also found lots of new tools for grinding wheat and a huge number of polished stone axes made from a stone called porcellanite.

WHAT ARE FAIRY MOUNDS?


Stone Age people built a lot of tombs or tomblike structures out of gigantic rocks covered with mounds of earth. This building technique makes the tombs look like big, grassy mushrooms from the outside. These ancient tombs continue to intrigue people today; there are so many of them all over the landscape, they’re hard to miss.

The megalithic tombs were probably constructed shortly before the arrival of the Celts, who called them “fairy mounds” and believed that the spirits of ancient people—bold heroes and brave maidens—lived there. The Celtic creator gods, the Tuatha Dé Danann, were known to be fabulously good at building things, and perhaps it was they who constructed the tombs dotting the countryside. Eventually, the spirits inhabiting the fairy mounds transformed into the little people of later Irish legends—leprechauns, fairies, and brownies—whose spirits are said to haunt the land.

HOW DID THE EARLY IRISH BURY THEIR DEAD?


A variety of different tombs—or fairy mounds—where the early settlers buried and honored their dead can be found throughout Ireland. These tombs include:


[image: ] Passage Tombs: Many of the megalithic tombs are called passage tombs because they contain passages leading to burial chambers underneath the mounds. The walls of the passage and chamber are made of rock that is often elaborately carved.

[image: ] Court Tombs: Court tombs, or cairns, have an open, roofless courtyard in front leading into two, three, or four chambers at back. Archaeologists have found human remains in them but think that they might originally have been built as temples. They tend to be evenly distributed about 3 miles apart instead of clustered like graves. Generally structures that are spaced like that are places of worship, but there’s no way to tell for sure how people used them.

[image: ] Wedge Tombs: Wedge tombs occur primarily in the northern part of Ireland. These tombs have stone walls and roofs; the roof gets lower and the passage narrower as you go into the tomb, hence the name “wedge.” Most of them face west or southwest, toward the setting sun. Wedge tombs are numerous; there are about 500 of them all over the northern part of the country, although some can be found on Ireland’s eastern coastline. The ones that have been excavated contain human remains, and some contain pottery, which suggests they were made toward the end of the Neolithic period.

[image: ] Portal Tombs: Portal tombs, also called dolmens, consist of several large upright stones topped by a giant capstone. Putting these rocks in place must have been a stupendous effort—some capstones weigh as much as 100 tons. These dolmens were originally surrounded by mounds of earth, and people were buried inside them. A giant dolmen at Poulnabrone, County Clare, had more than twenty people buried in it over a 600-year period; this might mean that only royalty was buried there. Dolmens exist all over Ireland, as well as in Wales and Cornwall. The Kilclooney More dolmen in County Donegal is particularly impressive—its capstone is almost 14 feet long.






THE HAG’S BED

Labbacallee (“Hag’s Bed”), in County Cork, is an excellent example of a wedge tomb. It got its strange name because, when it was first opened, it contained the skeleton of a headless woman.





WHY DID GRAVE ROBBERS LOOT BOYNE PALACE?


Some of the most spectacular archaeological sites from the Neolithic period are in the Boyne Valley in County Meath. These sites are called Brú na Bóinne, which means “Boyne Palace.” They consist of large stone tombs built around 3200 B.C.E., several centuries before the great pyramids of Egypt. The three main components of this site are Newgrange, Knowth, and Dowth, which people have known about for centuries. The Vikings plundered them; the Victorians hunted treasures there and carved their initials on the walls. The sites gradually deteriorated and were even quarried at one time. The Republic of Ireland has become very interested in its history, however, and consequently, the tombs have been extensively restored.

The tombs at Newgrange are built inside a huge, grassy mound of earth. The stones at the entrance and some of the stones holding the tomb together are elaborately carved with spirals. These stones are not local; some of them came from Wicklow, 50 miles away, and others from Northern Ireland.

Rings of giant stones might have surrounded such tombs, though only twelve of these now remain. It sounds a little like Stonehenge, something to which the tomb has been compared.

Inside the mound is a long passageway leading to a subterranean burial chamber. Inside this chamber are three recesses for holding remains. The front door of Newgrange is a solar observatory extraordinaire. When the tomb was first excavated by experts, archaeologists found the remains of at least three cremated bodies and some human bones. Offerings of jewelry were probably there at one time as well, but grave robbers stole these long ago.

No one knows exactly why these mounds were built. They might have been burial places for kings; ancient legends certainly suggest that as a possibility. Or they might have served as calendars. Many megalithic sites are constructed to catch the sun at particular times of the year, and they are astonishingly accurate.

Newgrange is the best-known example of this. Every year during the winter solstice (December 19–23), the rising sun shines through a slit over the entrance and lights up the burial chamber for seventeen minutes. At the time the tomb was built, the sunlight would have shone directly on a spiral design carved into the wall.

WHY WERE BRONZE AND GOLD LIFE-CHANGING ON THE EMERALD ISLE?


Around 2400 B.C.E., people started making tools out of metal instead of stone. These metalworkers might have been a new wave of immigrants who brought their craft with them, or they might have been folks already in Ireland. Whoever they were, their metal tools were much better than stone ones.

This period is called the Bronze Age because most of these tools were made of bronze, an alloy of copper and tin mixed together. Ireland has tons of copper, and archaeologists have found traces of many copper mines. Tin is harder to get; people might have imported it from England or possibly from Brittany in France.

Smiths shaped bronze into all kinds of objects, including axes, spearheads, and jewelry. They decorated some of these with triangles and zigzags, which give the impression that these objects might have been more for show than for use.

Ireland also had a fair amount of gold hidden in its hills, and Bronze Age smiths used it to make some spectacular jewelry—thick bracelets and necklaces called torques, fancy hairpins, and half-moon-shaped trinkets that they probably hung around their necks. They also made discs of thin sheets of gold with hammered decorations; these are called sun discs, and people might have worn them as jewelry, too. Examples of these adornments can be seen at the National Museum of Ireland in Dublin.

WHAT ROLE DID BRITAIN PLAY IN CREATING A CELTIC IRELAND?


Around 800 B.C.E. the Bronze Age in Ireland ended and iron reigned supreme. This must have been the result of increased contact with Britain, which had closer contact with the rest of Europe, where iron was all the rage.

Early iron wasn’t superior to bronze—in the days before steel was invented, iron was ugly and of poor quality. But iron ore was readily available almost everywhere, and supplies of tin, necessary for making bronze, were not. And so blacksmiths stuck with it and gradually got better at working iron.

The iron-using people also had horses. Archaeologists have found many bits for bridles and other tidbits of equestrian gear. They have also unearthed miles and miles of wooden tracks beneath the bogs, paths made of giant oak planks laid side by side; these would have made transporting goods by horse and cart much easier than dragging them through Ireland’s soft soil.

The advent of iron is often associated with the arrival of the people called the Celts. By 300 B.C.E., the Celtic artistic style was thoroughly established in the northern part of Ireland. The Celts spread their culture and language throughout Ireland over the next several centuries, mixing their beliefs with Christianity and resisting foreign assailants as long as they could.






PART 2
The Rise of Celts and Kings

Celtic culture is everywhere in Ireland, from the stone crosses in the countryside to patterns knit into wool sweaters. Modern Irish people still look back to their pre-English ancestors to get a feel for what their country should be today. The influence of the Celts is remarkable, considering how little is actually known about them. What do you know about these elusive Celts and kings of early Ireland?

WHO WERE THE CELTS?


It’s hard to say anything conclusive about the Celts, because they didn’t record their history themselves. They couldn’t write and most everything we know about them today comes from either archaeological evidence or the accounts of Roman visitors that were transcribed by medieval Christians. This means that all of our written records about the Celts were filtered through two sets of biases: the Romans, who looked on the Celts as an alien culture that needed to be conquered, and the Christians, who thought the Celts were pagans who hadn’t accepted the truth of Christ. And modern observers have all kinds of opinions that color their views.




YOU SAY KELTICS, I SAY SELTIKS

The word “Celt” is properly pronounced kelt, with a hard initial consonant. The name of the NBA team in Boston, however, is pronounced seltiks. If you encounter Celtics fans, don’t try to correct their pronunciation.





According to classical writers, most of the people who lived in northwestern and central Europe were Celts—keltoi in Greek. Ancient writers knew of Celtic people in Spain, France, Germany, Switzerland, and modern Austria. Celts were hard to miss, because they were violent; various Celtic peoples started attacking Greek and Roman settlements around 400 B.C.E. and kept attacking so long as there was loot to be had.

Historians have long imagined ancient history as a series of peoples taking over land from one another. When they envisioned the Celts, they saw warriors who came marauding over the countryside, laying waste and taking over local wealth. Although there is some truth to this picture, it seems that cultural spread was actually a much gentler process most of the time. Celtic culture moved over the Continent and into the British Isles until, by the fourth century B.C.E., most of the people in northwestern Europe and Britain were members of this cultural group.

The people who became known as the Irish were probably a mix of indigenous peoples—remember the folks who built those mounds and tombs?—and immigrants who brought new languages and technology with them. The newcomers entered Irish society by marrying the natives, although there was probably some violence as well. Irish legend gives the impression that a bunch of warriors arrived several centuries before Christ and established chiefdoms for themselves all over the country. The Celtic languages became predominant either through military domination or because they were more prestigious for other reasons. However it happened, by the time the Romans arrived, the Irish people were speaking Celtic languages.

HOW MANY PROVINCES DOES IRELAND HAVE?


Back in the day, Ireland was divided into five areas:



	Leinster—the southeast

	Meath—the middle

	Connacht—the west

	Ulster—the north

	Munster—the southwest





Later on, Meath was incorporated into Ulster and Leinster, which is why modern Ireland only has four provinces. Each of these provinces was divided into 100 or so smaller sections called tuatha, or tribes, each governed by its own chieftain, called a rí. People were divided into clans, and several clans made up a tribe. Ordinary people swore allegiance to their local king. Sometimes one man would rise above all the others and become high king of all Ireland.




PRESERVING THE ORAL TRADITION

People studying Ireland actually have an advantage over those scrutinizing Celts from other lands, because a number of ancient Irish stories and other writings survive. The Celts didn’t write these things down themselves; they transmitted their culture orally. But centuries later, medieval monks, in their zeal to preserve stories of the oral tradition in written form, wrote down a bunch of ancient Celtic legends and books of laws, and these offer the modern reader a unique glimpse into ancient Irish life. This life seems to have included heroes, feasts, cattle raids, and love affairs.





HOW COULD THE WARP-SPASM GIVE YOU AN EDGE IN BATTLE?


The Irish were obsessed with war, weapons, and heroics. If their poetry is any indication, they spent most of their time at war with one another, stealing cattle, and feasting on pork.

The Celts scared the Romans and other “civilized” contemporary observers. When they went into battle, the Celts stripped naked and dashed at their enemies, wearing only sandals and their fancy necklaces. They howled as if possessed by demons, their shrieks accompanied by loud bagpipes. Some warriors became so overcome by battle-frenzy that their very appearances changed. They called this transformation the warp-spasm. The Táin Bó Cuailnge (see Part 3) has an excellent description of the hero Cuchulain (or Cú Chulainn) undergoing this phenomenon, during which most of his body turned itself inside out and fire and blood shot out of his head, after which he killed hundreds of enemy warriors and walked away unscathed.

Cattle and metal treasure were the main forms of wealth in ancient Ireland—metal because it was rare, and cattle because they were useful. Cattle provided milk to drink and to make into cheese, and hide and meat after they died. If a king demanded tribute from his subjects, it was usually in the form of cattle—in fact, a wealthy farmer was called a bóiare, or “lord of cows.” Celtic chieftains spent quite a bit of their energy stealing cattle from one another. They even had a special word for this activity, táin. (Cattle raiding wasn’t just something the ancient Irish did; modern Irish people were stealing one another’s cattle well into the twentieth century.) Anyone whose cattle got stolen had to try to retrieve them, which occasioned many heroic expeditions and battles.

WHY IS TARA THE SEAT OF KINGS?


Tara, a hill in County Meath, was the seat of ancient Irish kings. It was considered the center of Ireland. People buried their ancestors in mounds surrounding it and periodically gathered there for festivals and rituals. Kings and their armies gathered there before marching to war.

Tara was special because it was the home of the Lia Fáil, or “Stone of Destiny,” which was used to identify rightful kings—it shrieked if the feet of the rightful king rested on it.

WHY ARE THERE SO MANY FORTS IN IRELAND?


Ireland has tons of forts scattered all over the countryside, many of them built during the Bronze or Iron Ages and used for many centuries thereafter. The number and ingenuity of these forts suggest that the ancient Irish considered defense a high priority, though some experts think they were more likely built to impress. The most common form is the ring fort. These forts were built on top of circular mounds of earth with a wooden fence running around the circumference of the mound at the top and a moat surrounding the bottom.

Some forts were built entirely of stone or on the edges of cliffs, which provided a natural barrier to attack. Others, called crannogs, were built on artificial islands in the middle of lakes or bogs. They were used as late as the seventeenth century.

WHAT WERE THE BREHON LAWS?


Today, the best picture we have of ancient Irish social organization comes from the Brehon laws, which were written down in the seventh and eighth centuries C.E. These laws described a very structured society with several classes of people and clearly defined punishments for infractions.
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