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To anyone who’s ever wondered,

“How did all of that happen in such a tiny country?”

And to the late Donal Martin, who, whether in Barcelona, Bermuda, or Dublin, loved to talk about Ireland and all things Irish.

I like to think he would have enjoyed this book.










PREFACE [image: ]


Although I’ve traveled far and wide and now live in New York, Ireland and all its beguiling history are always on my mind. Through the years I’ve enjoyed exchanging facts and folklore about my homeland with those I meet. They’ve always seemed quite interested in what I’ve had to share—the more peculiar and more obscure the anecdote, the better. So, I decided to gather that treasure trove of miscellaneous amusing or thought-provoking information into one entertaining read for more people to enjoy.


Tá súil agam go mbaineann sibh go léir taitneamh as an leabhar seo.

(TAW SOHL ogum guh WAHHN-nen shiv guh LEHR TAT-nav as uhn LOHW wahr shuh.)

I hope you all enjoy this book.

—Séamus Mullarkey, 2025
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“Help me to journey beyond the familiar and into the unknown…”

—From the prayer of St. Brendan the Navigator, 6th-century Irish monk, ship-builder, and explorer. Brendan is the patron saint of sailors, travelers—and the US Navy.



For centuries, Europeans called Ireland “Hibernia,” meaning “the land of winter,” a place they considered the edge of the known world. Indeed, to this day, Ireland has retained an air of mystery. Beyond the modern motorways and tech hubs, the old Ireland of country lanes, stone walls, and desolate monastic ruins endures. Because of the Irish compulsion to want to be interesting, original, and, above all, entertaining, many, many variants of the same stories have been shared down through the years. Irish mythology is also complex beyond belief, and successive waves of settlers and invaders have added depth and complexity to Ireland’s folklore, thought to be the most extensive in the world.

    In compiling any sort of history, the need to condense, convey the highlights, and focus on those events with the broadest and longest-lasting effects arises. However, in so doing, the quirkiness and outright oddity of so much of human experience may be lost. With this book, I’ve tried to add a sampling of that “strange and surprising” back to Irish history and culture. By no means a comprehensive chronicle, this book is a selection of informational tidbits that appealed to me and that I wanted to share with my readers. While I’ve made every effort to ensure the accuracy of the contents of this book, historical accounts do differ, and new facts and understanding emerge all the time. Please do contact me if you have any updates or perspectives you’d like to share. Who knows? Maybe your story can be included in a future book of mine. You can email me at plainscribespress@gmail.com.






IRELAND’S ANCIENT LANGUAGE [image: ]


Referred to generally in Ireland as “Irish,” this ancient Celtic tongue is one of the oldest in Europe. In the language itself, it’s referred to as Gaeilge (GWAYL-guh) and by academic language scholars as “Irish Gaelic” to distinguish it from the related Gaelic tongues spoken in Scotland and the Isle of Man, located between Britain and Ireland.

An illustrious body of literature and scholarly works have been written in the Irish language, including translations of scientific and historical works that were lost in continental Europe in the Dark Ages. Irish, believed to have been the majority language in Ireland as late as 1800, declined rapidly in the 19th century. The state-funded National schools the British set up in Ireland from 1831 onward were the first free schools at the grade school level, and they used English as the language of instruction. In addition, the Great Famine reduced the population of the poorer, rural areas that were more likely to be Irish-speaking. As emigration to England and North America accelerated after the famine, knowing English gave Irish emigrants a head start in their new homes. Moreover, some Irish political leaders, such as Daniel O’Connell, heavily promoted English as the language of progress and economic opportunity.

However, the late 19th and early 20th centuries saw the revival of the Irish language as part of the Gaelic Revival movement that sought to breathe new life into all aspects of Ireland’s traditional culture. Thankfully, in recent years, the language has experienced a further boost through initiatives such as dedicated TV and radio stations and an increase in the number of gaelscoileanna (Irish-speaking schools). 2003 saw Irish become an official language under the Official Languages Act. This meant that all official communications, such as government reports, advertising, and signs were required to include an Irish version. Four years later, in 2007, Irish was made one of the European Union’s official working languages. However, the Gaelic tongue had darker chapters in its history.



The bata scóir: Universal education was introduced into Ireland in the 1830s, 50 years ahead of England. The motivation was not altruistic but to suppress Irish culture and usher the Irish population into speaking English as the mainstream language, and presumably, into thinking and behaving in a more “English” manner. The bata scóir, or “tally stick,” was a stick that schoolchildren had to wear around their necks during the 19th and early 20th centuries. Each time they spoke in Irish, they received a notch on the stick. Then, at the day’s or week’s end, beatings were given that corresponded to the number of notches.



The Irish-speaking witch hanged in New England: Irish-born Goody (a term of respect similar to Mrs. or Miss) Ann Glover got into a dispute with the family she worked for as a servant. The dispute occurred when some laundry went missing and Ann’s daughter was accused of stealing it. After some heated arguments, the daughters of the house fell ill. This illness was attributed to witchcraft on the part of Ann. Some of the evidence brought against Ann at the trial included the fact that she couldn’t recite the Lord’s Prayer in English (supposedly proof of witchcraft) but only in Irish, a language the English Puritan judiciary wouldn’t have understood and dismissed as utterances in a “devilish tongue.” Ann was hanged on November 16, 1688. This date was named “Goody Glover Day” by the Boston City Council in 1988.



Words you didn’t know were Irish: When millions of Irish immigrants, many Irish-speaking, fled Ireland for Canada and the US, they left an indelible mark on everyday speech, including slang terms still in use today. Daniel Cassidy’s How the Irish Invented Slang is a fascinating exploration of Irish terms commonly used in American English. The urban flavor of the sampling below reflects the streetwise hardscrabble surroundings many emigrant Irish found themselves in upon arrival in the New World. The American English slang words and definitions below are followed by the Irish counterparts.





	ENGLISH

	IRISH





	brag: to boast, to exaggerate

	Bréag (brayg): a lie, a deceit




	scam: a fraud, a con

	’S cam é (skam ay): it’s a trick




	shack: poor dwelling

	teach (chahk): house, habitation of any kind




	grifter: a con man

	grafadór (GRAH-fuh-dohr): scrounger




	scram: leave quickly

	scaraim (SKAHR-am): I get away




	a hunch: premonition

	aithint (AH-hint): knowledge, recognition




	racket: disturbance, loud noise

	raic ard (RAHK ard): great noise, commotion




	shindig: a house party, a celebration

	scinnt-theach (SKIN-chahk): house party












OTHER LANGUAGES AND LINGUISTIC WONDERS [image: ]


Shelta: Said to stem from the Irish word siúl, “to walk,” this refers to a secret language used by the Irish Travelers, a traditionally nomadic community native to Ireland that often worked as tinsmiths and horse traders as they moved about the country. Shelta is a blend of English and Irish in which words are scrambled, reversed, or modified with extra prefixes and suffixes, making it almost impossible for outsiders to understand. It dates back to at least the 18th century. There is limited research on Shelta, as speakers are reluctant to discuss it with those outside their community.



The Irish roots of chemical notation: Remember learning in high school that O stands for “oxygen” and H for “hydrogen”? William Higgins (1763–1825) from County Sligo came up with using letters and numbers to represent chemical elements. He was a third-generation chemist who studied for a bit at Oxford but didn’t graduate, and he spent some years afterward in London as an apprentice. Before they were chemists, his family was a clan of bards, poets, and learned scholars who were highly regarded and held positions of importance in traditional Gaelic society. Don’t you think there’s a hint of poetic simplicity to S for “sulfur” and Si for “silicon”?



Middle English lived on, and on—in Ireland: Middle English prevailed in England from 1110 to 1500. However, it lived on in Ireland in the Yola (in County Waterford) and Fingal (north County Dublin) dialects until the 19th century. Remnants are to be found in rhymes and songs. Some words from Yola include avar for “before,” bolsker for “an unfriendly person,” and aloghe for “below.” The Fingal dialect offers us the linguistic delights of dawney for “weak,” cobby for “cunning,” and tamboo for “a run-down house.”



The French influence and the gendered versions of Ireland’s third official language: Irish Sign Language (ISL) is the primary sign language used in Ireland and is the country’s third official language, alongside Irish and English. It seems to have some ties to French Sign Language (LSF). This unusual characteristic comes from St. Mary’s School for Deaf Girls sending two teachers and two students to Caen in France for six months in the 19th century. When the students were there, they probably learned LSF and brought home a French influence. Another intriguing feature of ISL, as explained by the Irish Deaf Society’s website, is that Ireland has “gender sign language, i.e., men and women in Ireland have different sign languages due to being educated in separate schools” (Irish Deaf Society 2017).



Using passwords for bank accounts—in 19th-century New York? These days, we all need help managing and remembering our many passwords. If you believe this issue is exclusive to the 21st century, you may be surprised by the use of passwords among Irish emigrants in 19th-century New York. Tyler Anbinder’s fascinating Plentiful Country explains how Irish immigrants with accounts at the Emigrant Industrial Savings Bank verified their identities by sharing information such as the name of the ship that brought them to New York, the details of family members already living in the US, and the date they arrived on the shores of America.



The first viral meme was Irish—or was it fake news? An often-told story recounts how a Dublin theater manager named Richard Daly wagered in 1780 that he could invent a nonsensical word that would become popular throughout the city in just one day. He recruited accomplices to go around chalking the letters q, u, i, and z around Dublin. As a result of this bizarre sequence of events, the term came to mean “an eccentric person, or joker.” Only in the early 20th century did “quiz” take on its most widely understood meaning as a series of questions. As with many linguistic legends, nobody can verify the facts of Daly’s viral meme, and other people claim to have also been the first to chalk up the letters q, u, i, and z at different times in other places. So this could all be fake news. You be the judge.



The Irish roots of shorthand: Now, the Irish do have a reputation for being long-winded. All those lengthy ancient sagas form the foundation of Irish literary culture. And don’t even start on the topic of asking directions in Ireland. “Right, then left, then right again” ends up being the town’s history and the life story of everyone who has ever lived there. However, we can sometimes get right to the point. One example is the story of John Robert Gregg from County Monaghan. Although misdiagnosed as “slow” due to deafness, Gregg possessed an exceptional capacity for acquiring knowledge, teaching himself shorthand. Over time, he improved upon what he had learned, gradually inventing his own system, which he published and copyrighted in 1888. In 1893, he emigrated to the United States, where he published Gregg Shorthand. The method became highly popular, and Gregg went on to write numerous books on shorthand and modern business systems.






ON THE MAP [image: ]


We rarely think of maps in these glorious days of GPS. Remember jamming those folded road maps under the car seats, just out of reach? Weren’t those a pain? Likewise, maps have been causing problems in Ireland for many centuries.



Ptolemy’s surprisingly accurate map from the 2nd century CE: Claudius Ptolemy, from Roman Egypt, 2,700 miles away from Ireland, created what’s probably the oldest surviving map of Ireland. It’s pretty certain he never actually came anywhere near Ireland and relied solely on sailors’ and soldiers’ accounts and his mathematical calculations. Considering all this, his map is not a bad representation. Ptolemy approximately identifies settlements at Armagh and Dublin, as well as quite accurately representing a good number of Ireland’s rivers, bays, and headlands.



The Irish geographer who was too accurate for his own good: Those of us with poor navigation skills may feel the wrath of our traveling companions when we lead them astray. However, spare a thought for the Irish geographer Feargal. At the beginning of the 8th century, he left Ireland and ended up at the court of the Duke of Bavaria. There, he published a work describing the Earth as a sphere. The poor fellow was burned at the stake as a heretic. Oh, what a price to pay just for being ahead of your time!



Topographia Hiberniae or total hokum? Translated from Latin as Topography of Ireland, this book was written by the Norman noble Gerald de Barri around 1188. It describes the Irish as “abandoning themselves to idleness” and barbarism, something he expects in a people “so remote from the rest of the world and lying at its furthest extremity.” He also mentions fantastical wonders such as “a fish with three golden teeth” and “an island where human corpses exposed to the elements do not decay” (Cambrensis 1863). People took this account seriously for a long time, and it influenced perceptions of Ireland and the Irish for centuries.



The mapmaker who lost his head: Queen Elizabeth I’s main mapmaker in Ireland, Richard Bartlett, produced many skillful maps of the land. Yet, he met a sorry end in 1603 when Donegal locals beheaded the intrusive outsider, as they “would not have their country discovered!” (Battersby 2009). I suppose they wanted to remain “off the map.”



Write it down—then take it away! The Down Survey of Irish landholding, dating from 1655 to 1656 and commissioned by the English government to determine the precise boundaries, ownership, and value of all landholdings in Ireland, was named not for the Irish County Down as one might think, but either because everything was written down or because metal chains were laid down to mark and measure property boundaries, depending on which explanation you believe. The resulting maps were used to confiscate Irish landholdings in favor of the English who financed Oliver Cromwell’s invasion campaign. This Down Survey was later the basis for Sir William Petty’s 1685 Hiberniae Delineatio, Ireland’s first printed atlas.






IRISH PLACE NAMES [image: ]


Quite a mouthful: Ireland is well known for its unusual and complicated history. Not surprisingly, Ireland’s array of distinctive and colorful place names is equally complex. For instance, the longest place name in Ireland is Muckanaghederdauhaulia (pig-shaped marsh between two sea inlets). Try saying that three times in a row after three pints of Guinness! Or, if you’re still thirsty, maybe visit Knockavanniamountain in County Waterford, which means “Milk Hill Mountain.”



Gaelic geographical features: Some place names may indicate topographical features that are not immediately obvious in English. Carrick in a place name is an anglicization of the Irish word for “rock,” carraig, whereas leac alludes to the presence of flagstone nearby. Derry in a name comes from the Irish doire, meaning an oak wood. Indeed, there are more than sixty thousand locations in Ireland named after trees of various kinds, a reflection of the original densely wooded landscape.



You’re from where? Some Irish place names sound odd to those not used to them. How would you feel about coming from Wormhole, County Galway, or Bastardstown, County Wexford? Then there’s Legwee or Dung, County Cavan. Imagine telling the class on your first day at school that you’re from Willyrogue Island, Derryhippoo, Fartrim, or Lousybush. Would you like to give your address as Slutsend, Misery Hill, or Murdering Lane, County Dublin?



On the other hand, Beerhill, County Antrim, and Prosperous, County Kildare, sound like pretty fine places to live. But they don’t sound as much fun as Frolick, County Tipperary—the town where the party presumably never stops. Still, the final word on Irish place names must go to Creegh in County Clare, which in Irish means “the end,” as in the furthermost boundary of a territory.






INTRIGUING ISLANDS [image: ]


Ireland’s Central Statistics Office lists 247 islands ringing Ireland’s coastline. Harsh living conditions, unreliable transport links, and better opportunities elsewhere have meant dwindling populations on these islands. Set apart from the mainland not only geographically, these outposts have many tales to tell.



Well-crafted sweaters and ancient structures: Perhaps the most famous of all the Irish islands, the Aran islands are distinguished for their instantly recognizable sweaters whose patterns with family-specific design elements were used to identify fishermen lost at sea. On these islands, you’ll find a wide array of ancient construction, including the ruined Teampall Bheanáin, perhaps the world’s smallest church, as well as a clifftop ringed fort, Dún Aonghasa, half of which has fallen victim to the battering seas below. Still, the fact that this three-thousand-year-old structure remains standing at all is a tribute to those long-ago islanders who built it. We’re sure most of it will still stand after most McMansions have crumbled.



A true island kingdom, just seven and three-quarter nautical miles off the coast: Tory Island, County Donegal, home to approximately 140 people, has had a king since at least the 6th century. Prior to that, ancient legend has it that a king of the Fomorians, Balor of the Evil Eye, lived there—sounds like a friendly chap! Records of the actual Tory Island monarchy are fragmented. The last king, Patsy Dan Rodgers, ruled from 1993 until he died in 2018. Other islands and mainland places in Ireland have had “kings” in recent centuries, but few are as well-known and established as the King of Tory.



Movies and monastic settlements: The jagged peak of Skellig Michael off County Kerry was home to a community of monks in the 6th century who survived on crops from a small garden, fish and bird eggs, and the meat from an occasional cow or goat. Fast forward 14 centuries later, and it became a filming location for Star Wars, serving as Luke Skywalker’s dramatic craggy hideaway in The Force Awakens. We’re pretty sure the film crews and movie stars survived on better grub than their monastic predecessors. We’d wager there were no oat-milk lattes back in the days when the monks lived there.


[image: A mountain with two peaks surrounded by the ocean. The highest peak is jagged from the ground to the peak. It has the caption "Skellig Islands."]
Skellig Michael





The most writers per capita in the world? The wind-tossed Great Blasket’s population never exceeded 176 residents. Yet, over 50 works of literature were created on this County Kerry island. Some were memoirs written by island inhabitants such as Peig Sayers, and others were works by keen outside observers of the island’s Irish-speaking culture. In 1953, isolation from the mainland during storms became too much for the remaining inhabitants, and the island community permanently evacuated to the mainland. Some of the ruins have been renovated, and it’s now possible for a very limited number of visitors to stay overnight on the island.



Island with an identity crisis: Rathlin Island has been claimed by both Ireland and Scotland down through the years. It was designated Irish territory in 1617, after a protracted legal battle during which the first Earl of Antrim claimed that it was Irish as it had no snakes, and as we all know, St. Patrick banished snakes from Ireland!



John Lennon’s Paradise Lost: Lennon bought Dorinish Island, County Mayo, in 1967, with dreams of a peaceful escape from the outside world for him and his wife Yoko Ono. Yet, the musician never got around to building a home there. After the ex-Beatle’s untimely tragic death in 1980, it briefly became a commune before it was sold to a local farmer in 1984 for sheep grazing.



Now you see me, now you don’t: Cartographers long spoke of the mysterious island of Hy-Brasil off the west coast of Ireland. It was named for the legendary Irish high king, Breasal. It was never definitely located but was represented on many maps between the 14th and 19th centuries. It was said to be visible just one day every seven years. Numerous expeditions set out to find it; some said they reached its fantastical shores where they claimed they found acres of precious stones, magical beings, and wise old men.



The teardrop of Ireland: Fastnet island off the coast of County Cork was given this heartbreaking designation because it was reportedly the last sight of Ireland many sorrowful emigrants saw as they set off for the shores of America.



Islands named for body parts: The best known is Ireland’s Eye, a small uninhabited island off the coast of Dublin. Although its name might suggest a connection to vision, “eye” actually comes from the Old Norse word ey, which means “island.” Another intriguing example of an island with human anatomical features is An Fear Marbh (the Dead Man) off County Kerry. This island’s silhouette resembles a man lying on his back, giving rise to its morbid moniker.






SOME EXTRAORDINARY IRISH EXPLORERS [image: ]


The seafaring saint: St. Brendan the Navigator (c. 484–577) is perhaps the best-known Irish explorer. He may have reached North America centuries before Columbus did. In his Navigatio Sancti Brendani Abbatis, the saint describes sailing across the Atlantic in a small leather boat to a promised land in the West. Brendan’s accounts of his voyages included encounters with sea monsters and “crystal pillars” floating in the sea (Old Moores Almanac 2024), icebergs perhaps? The saint is even reputed to have chatted with Judas Iscariot when treacherous Jude was out from hell on a day pass. Interestingly, a modern 13-month re-creation of Brendan’s transatlantic voyage by Tim Severin in 1976 proved that a transatlantic voyage in a 35-foot boat, such as the one Brendan is supposed to have used, would have been extremely challenging but entirely possible.



Tragedy on the road to Timbuktu: Born in County Tyrone, Daniel Houghton served as a British army captain for some years. In 1790, he set off on an ill-fated expedition to locate the source of the Gambia River and visit Timbuktu, the West African trade hub and center of learning that had yet to be visited by Europeans. Houghton met numerous challenges, including ill-health, theft, and hostility from locals. He did not reach his destination and is believed to have died of starvation in the Sahara Desert.



Ireland’s polar pioneers: You may associate the Irish with mist and rain more than ice and snow. Yet, some brave Irishmen made vital contributions to exploring Earth’s frozen frontiers.



Francis Crozier: Born in County Down, Crozier was an Arctic and Antarctic explorer who participated in six polar expeditions but sadly disappeared in 1848 during the Franklin Expedition, which was attempting to chart the Northwest Passage when its crew perished. Crozier learned to speak Inuktitut, the language of the Inuit people, which was very useful for his Arctic travels. He was a gifted scientific observer and expert navigator.



Sir Francis Leopold McClintock: A County Louth native, McClintock was an accomplished long-distance sledger and polymath with botany, zoology, and photography expertise. He discovered the lethal fate of the Franklin Expedition. He brought a polar bear back to the Natural History Museum in Dublin, which is still on display today. The M’Clintock Channel in the Arctic honors Francis.



Ernest Shackleton: Born in County Kildare, Shackleton was one of the most famous polar explorers, leading several Antarctic expeditions, including the Endurance Expedition, a great story of survival against the odds. The adventurer died of a heart attack on his fourth Antarctic expedition in 1922 and is buried on the remote island of South Georgia, 870 miles east of the Falkland Islands.



Tom Crean: Crean went on two major Antarctic expeditions, one with Robert Falcon Scott, a British Navy officer and explorer (1911–1913) and one with Ernest Shackleton, an Anglo-Irish explorer (1914–1917). Crean was known for his strength and endurance and his good humor in treacherous conditions. The County Kerry native was remarkable for his modesty and lack of bluster about his experiences. He retired to his hometown of Annascaul and opened a pub there, called, appropriately, The South Pole Inn.



From Roscommon to the Moon? Thomas Heazle Parke, a surgeon from Kilmore, County Roscommon, was the first Irishman to cross Africa. He participated in Henry Morton Stanley’s seven-hundred-man-strong expedition to rescue the Egyptian governor of Equatoria (in present-day South Sudan) that lasted from 1886 to 1889. The medic saved many lives on the trip, including that of expedition leader Stanley on multiple occasions. Parke was one of the first Europeans to see the Ruwenzori Mountains, also known as the “Mountains of the Moon.”



The Tattooed Traveling Doctor: John Coulter (c. 1800–1862), a doctor from Dublin, went traveling in the South Seas upon completing his medical degree. He was captured by Marquesas Islanders and (following local custom) was tattooed all over his body. However, the doctor persuaded them not to ink his face as they wanted to do. When Coulter returned to Dublin, he worked as an obstetrician, likely surprising patients with his exotic body art when he rolled up his sleeves in the delivery room.






STONES, ROCKS, AND HARD PLACES [image: ]


The “Stony Grey Soil of Monaghan”: Patrick Kavanagh’s poem of this name details how life on a hardscrabble farm dotted with rocks stole the joy from his young life. Indeed, generations of Irish farmers must have cursed working rocky land for little reward. Yet, they trudged on, removing these obstacles and using them, without mortar, as the building blocks for Ireland’s impressive landscape of stone walls. These enclosures are estimated to amount to over two hundred thousand miles of handcrafted structure, the result of centuries of hard work and craftsmanship that was passed down through the generations.



Ireland’s seriously senior stones: The oldest rocks in Ireland are on Inishtrahull, a small island off the Donegal coast, dating back an amazing 1.75 billion years.



Ireland’s only dinosaur bones: Because Ireland was under water for most of the time the dinosaurs roamed the earth, dinosaur fossils weren’t found there until the late-19th century, and again in the 1980s, when dinosaur fossils were uncovered in the County Antrim peninsula of Islandmagee. Experts believe that these remains were swept out to sea and settled onto the Jurassic seabed, not to be recovered until two hundred million years later. The exact location of the finds has not been disclosed to present amateur souvenir hunters chipping away at the landscape.



Hexagons and legendary giants: The Giant’s Causeway in County Antrim comprises forty thousand interlocking hexagonal basalt columns formed by long-ago volcanic activity. However, Irish legends claim the giant Fionn MacCool built it as a bridge to Scotland. Whichever version you believe, this spectacular formation is one of Ireland’s most distinctive landmarks.



Many massive monoliths: Over five thousand standing stones are scattered across the Irish countryside. These monoliths (large single upright blocks of stone) probably served different purposes. Standing in circles, rows, or pairs, some perhaps mirrored astrological configurations while others marked territory or were used for religious ceremonies. We can be more certain of the function of some specific stones as grave markers, as human remains were buried there, such as at Poulnabrone (the hole of the sorrows) in County Clare. Here, on a desolate high point, a massive stone top weighing approximately the same as a blue whale is propped atop two other stones and marks the site of an ancient burial. It’s perhaps the best-known dolmen (portal tomb) in Ireland.



Kiss me, I’m a limestone block: The Blarney Stone, a block of limestone built into the ramparts of Blarney Castle, promises the gift of the gab to those who kiss it. Considering you need to lay precariously on your back underneath the stone while somebody holds your legs, we’re unsure if the contortion is worth the effort. Attendants also wipe down the rock with a disinfecting cloth between kisses, but still there’s a definite ick factor involved. Besides, if you have any Irish blood, you’re probably already talented at spinning stories.

    [image: A limestone castle with rough features, wide pillar left, slim pillar to the right, and a tall battlement in the middle, captioned "Blarney Castle."]
        Blarney Castle

    

    

The Jealous Wall: The Jealous Wall in Westmeath was built by Lord Rochfort around 1760. This fake ruin of a gothic castle wall was built at great expense to block the sight of his brother’s superior property. The annals of this particular family include subsequent adultery and murder, so maybe they should have built a bigger wall! You know, good fences make good neighbors, and all that.



Ireland’s green gold: Connemara marble from the Galway region of the same name has been quarried on a large scale since 1895. It has adorned many churches and public buildings in the US and nowadays is used mainly in smaller quantities for distinctive tourist souvenirs, jewelry, and rosary beads.



Biting off more than he could chew: According to legend, a curious gap at the top of a mountain in County Tipperary was formed when the devil bit off a chunk. Thus, the aptly named Devil’s Bit Mountain. Folklore also has it that Satan later spat out the chunk, which then formed the archaeological site, the Rock of Cashel, 20 miles to the south, on which a cathedral, church, and chapel were built. If you think this fanciful tale might be true, bear in mind that the mountain and the rock are of two different kinds of stone. But, you didn’t really believe that tall tale, did you?



Mass rocks: During the 17th and 18th centuries, Catholicism was suppressed in Ireland, and the sacrament of mass had to be celebrated in clandestine locations. Natural or human-made stone surfaces were used as altars for such secretive Catholic worship. These rocks were in remote locations where lookouts could be posted to warn of any approaching priest hunters who would turn in the outlawed Catholic clergy for the bounty placed on their heads.



Rocks for regal rituals: Legend has it that the rectangular Lia Fáil (Stone of Destiny) at the Hill of Tara, the County Meath site for the coronations of High Kings in ancient Ireland, will cry out when a High King of Ireland touches it. We’re sure some prankish screaming schoolkids must have put this to the test at some stage or other.
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