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			Foreword
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			We reach for the Celts through the parchments of Christian monks, and Roman historians but still we grasp at phantoms of truth. The mythic invasions, cycles of life and death, war and famine, the tales are the history of a people spread across Europe, trying to understand their world, and take command of it.

			Unlike the Greeks, with their great epics, or the Norse with their Eddas the Celtic tradition remained oral so we see their beliefs through the writings of others, stripped of their religious meaning and reduced to animalistic wonder, so it is often difficult to see the form of Celtic belief, as they would have understood it themselves.

			Originating in Europe, they were probably the Keltoi, just north of the Ancient Greeks, and their artifacts have been found further East in what was then known as Anatolia, now modern Turkey, before mass migration through Europe brought them to Gaul. At their height they had spread across the continent of Europe, and sacked Rome in 390 bc, but by 84 ad The Romans empire had pushed them back, subjugating them in Gaul, destroying their culture, forcing them further West, into Spain then up to Ireland.

			Although the disparate nature of the Celts creates some difficulty it is clear that many legends and deities were common to all tribes. In various guises gods were closely associated with the functions of the world, usually representing cycles of life. Amongst the many, Dagda appears to be the god of life and death, approximating the head of the pantheon, such as an Odin or a Zeus. Lugh, or Lug, was a sun god with skills in the arts, war and healing. Morrigan was essential to the harvest, but a terrifying trio of deities in the heart of war.

			The Celts indeed were war-like but also great lovers of music, with many ballads to tell of their great deeds of conquest. They were united by their language, and broad beliefs, without focusing on an earthly nation, or nation-state, or a city. This drives significant differences between their mythologies and those of the Greco-Romans, or further back to the Egyptians and the Babylonians whose own supernatural beliefs were bound into their monolithic settlements.

			The Celts were farmers and soldiers, they build forts and traded extensively, but at their core were sophisticated, knowledgeable spiritual forces, the druids. These teachers, lawmakers and gurus, were said to possess magical powers, offering a connection back to the mythical invasions, cities and treasures of the past.

			The supernatural, as magic, played a powerful role in Celtic thought. The battle between the light and the dark, the day and the night, life and death, preoccupied them. Their mythic invasions of ancient Ireland brought the Tuatha de Danaan, whose magical powers, while no match for their successors, the Milesians, heralded a vision of the otherworld in the mounds and the hidden castles of Ireland, into which the people, at their death, would drift. The de Danaan, the worshipers of the fertility Goddess Dana are the origin of the fairy folk, and thus the fairy stories of the Victorian era, which combined with the Teutonic tales of the Northern Europe to become a powerful source of inspiration in modern literature.

			For the Irish Celts, with their four mythic cycles of gods, kings and warriors – the Mythological, Ulster, Historical and Fenian Cycles – their tales are full of heroism, romance, courage and fearlessness. But the Mabinogion, with its interpretations of the Welsh canon, and tales from Brittany in France, The Isle of Man and Cornwall have their own variants. The Mabinogion has a particular interest though because it teases us with the origins for the Tales of the King Arthur, with its sorcery, love-torn feuds and places beyond (The Isle of Avalon), an otherworld common throughout Celtic mythology. This is not an underworld as such, but lives alongside, as the de Danaan did, in the rivers and the trees, the bogs and the mists, in castles and isles that ghost through the light, disappearing with the morning dew. This is the other world, the Land of the Forever Young, Tir na Nog, with its four magical cities, and their talismanic treasures.

			Another theme is worth highlighting: the intimate sanctity of the land and the people, manifested in the sacred marriage between the mythic kings and Queens, the renewal of the land by the harvest, and the harvest of slaughter in battle by Morrigan; here the land and the people are bound in the imperative of destiny, and the dire consequences of betrayal.

			The lure of the otherworld, the totemic significance of marriage and harvest, these powerful Celtic themes influenced the Tales of Arthur and were adapted by Christianity in the late Middle Ages into the notions of chivalry, the godliness of royal marriage, and the just cause of war, influencing much of western thought during a crucial period in history.

			For all the disputes about their origin, the confusion of the names, the tortuous translation by conquering Romans, and Christian monks, appropriation by Victorian fairy storytellers, the fugitive ghosts of Celtic mythology remain vital and thrilling today, as you’ll see in the pages this new selection of Celtic myths and tales..

			Jake Jackson,

			London, 2017

			Publisher’s Note 

			Celtic mythology is an enigma, handed down to us through the tradition of oral storytelling, reported through the lens of Classical Greek and Roman commentators and written down originally by Christian scribes. This collection aims to present a body of Celtic tales to be enjoyed bearing this in mind – the stories may vary from version to version in their length and choice of words and some details, but they retain the essential narratives, characters and potency that have cautioned and entertained the Celtic peoples for centuries. 

			Here we gather together texts drawn from a variety of sources, from versions of the original Irish mythological cycles to Lady Charlotte Guest’s influential translation of the Welsh Mabinogion, to fairytales collected and adapted by folklorist Joseph Jacobs (1854 –1916) and a couple of stories from the Irish poet who lived and breathed the Celtic spirit, W.B. Yeats (1865–1939). We want you to enjoy the texts uncluttered, to appreciate their inherent masterful storytelling, but occasionally where deemed useful you will find notes to explain some elements. A general introduction to Celtic mythology precedes the stories, which, should you choose to read it, will give you a better understanding of the history and religion of the Celts and thus set the scene for the stories.

			[image: ]

		

	
		
			Celtic Mythology

			[image: ]

			Introduction

			The Celts left a rich legacy of myths, legends, customs and folklore, which are among the oldest and most enduring in Europe, though they did not form an empire and their kingdoms comprised a wide variety of countries and cultures. Perhaps because of this their identity remains controversial, and our image of them is reworked by each new generation of Celtic scholars. The mystery of the Celts arises from the fact that they left no written accounts of themselves. Consequently, our knowledge of them is based on indirect evidence provided by archaeology, linguistics and Classical commentaries.

			The Mystery of the Celts

			Celtic material culture emerged in Central and Western Europe in the first millennium bc. It is first encountered in the artefacts of the Halstatt period (700–400 bc), so-named after an important archaeological site in upper Austria. The origins of the culture are much earlier, however, in the later Bronze Age settlements of non-Mediterranean Europe and probably even earlier still in the first Neolithic farming communities c. 4000 bc. The La Tène period (fifth century bc to the Roman occupation c. ad 45), which is named after a site on the shores of Lake Neuchâtel in Switzerland, represents the full-flowering of the culture. Finds have been made over much of Europe from northern France to Romania and from Poland to the Po Valley. This evidence portrays a heroic and hierarchical society in which war, feasting and bodily adornment were important. In many respects this confirms the picture of the Celts painted by Classical writers from the sixth century bc onwards.

			Hecataeus of Miletus and Herotodus, writing in the sixth and fifth centuries bc, recognized a group of peoples to the north of the Greek port of Massalia (Marseilles) as having sufficient cultural features in common to justify a collective name, ‘Keltoi’. By the fourth century bc commentators had accepted the Celts as being among the great Barbarian peoples of the world, along with the Scythians, and Libyans; they were said to occupy a large swathe of Western Europe from Iberia to the Upper Danube. Later, Mediterranean writers such as Livy and Polybius report that in the fourth and third centuries bc Celtic tribes spread south into Italy and east to Greece and Asia Minor, where they settled as the Galatians. The same writers record heavy defeats for the Celts by the Romans towards the end of the third century bc and the subsequent occupation of their heartlands in Gaul by the mid-first century bc. Nowhere do the ancients refer to Britain as a Celtic land and debate continues over the precision with which the label ‘Celt’ was applied by Classical writers. 

			Without their own accounts it is impossible to say whether the Iron Age tribes of Europe, including Britain, saw themselves as collectively ‘Celtic’. It is true to say, however, that Caesar recognized similarities between Britain and Gaul, and there is ample evidence of the La Tène culture in the British Isles. In the absence of archaeological evidence to show a migration of peoples from Gaul to Britain, it seems likely that it was the culture which spread; the indigenous peoples simply became Celtic through social contact and trade. Thus, when we refer to ‘the Celts’ we are not referring to an ethnic group but a culture adopted across non-Mediterranean Europe between the sixth century bc and the fifth century ad. It is ironic that the Irish and Welsh literature to which we owe so much of our understanding of Celtic mythology originated among peoples who may not have seen themselves as Celts.

			Gods and Heroes

			The Celts were polytheistic. The names of over 200 gods have been recorded. It is likely that individual deities went under several titles, so there were probably fewer than this. The scene remains complex, however, and attempts to reduce the Celtic pantheon to a coherent system have met with varying degrees of success.

			The Celts had gods for all of the important aspects of their lives: warfare, hunting, fertility, healing, good harvests and so on. Much of the difficulty in classifying them arises from the fact that very few were recognized universally. In much greater numbers were local, tribal and possibly family deities. Our knowledge of the Celtic pantheon is based on the interpretations of contemporary observers, later vernacular literature (mainly from Ireland and Wales) and archaeological finds. 

			Very little iconography in the form of wood or stone sculptures has survived from before the Roman conquests, although a vast amount of perishable material must have existed. The earliest archaeological evidence from this period is from Provence and Central Europe. At Roquepertuse and Holtzerlingen, Celtic deities were represented in human form as early as the sixth and fifth centuries bc. Roman influence witnessed the production of many more permanent representations of the gods; dedicatory inscriptions reveal a huge array of native god names.

			Caesar identified Celtic gods with what he saw as their Roman equivalents, probably to render them more comprehensible to a Roman readership. He said of the Gauls that the god they revered the most was Mercury and, next to him, Apollo, Mars, Jupiter and Minerva. Lucan (ad 39–65), a famous Roman poet, named three Celtic deities: Teutates (god of the tribe), Taranis (thunder) and Esus (multi-skilled). Other commentators identify Teutates with Mercury, Esus with Mars and Taranis with Dispater (the all father). Inscriptions on altars and monuments found across the Roman Empire, however, identify Teutates with Mars, Esus with Mercury and Taranis with Jupiter. 

			It is to Christian monks that we owe the survival of the ancient oral traditions of the pagan Celts and a more lucid insight into the nature of their deities. Very little was committed to paper before the monks began writing down Irish tales in the sixth century ad. The earliest written Welsh material dates from the twelfth century. Informative though they might be, however, the stories are influenced by Romano-Christian thinking and no doubt the monks censored the worst excesses of heathenism. 

			The stories are collected in sequences which follow the exploits of heroes, legendary kings and mythical characters from their unusual forms of conception and birth to their remarkable deaths. Along the way we learn of their expeditions to the otherworld, their loves and their battles. Many of the Irish legends are contained in three such collections. The first, known as the Mythological Cycle or Book of Invasions, records the imagined early history of Ireland. The second, the Ulster Cycle, tells of Cúchulainn, a hero with superhuman strength and magical powers. The third is the story of another hero, Finn mac Cumaill, his son Ossian and their warriors, the Fianna. This is known as the Fenian Cycle. 

			The pagan character of the mythology found in Irish literature is very clear. The Welsh tales, collected mainly in the Mabinogion, are much later (fourteenth century) and are contaminated more by time and changing literary fashions.

			Rites and Rituals

			Caesar wrote that the Gauls burnt men alive in huge, wicker effigies. Lucan speaks of ‘cruel Teutates, horrible Esus and Taranis whose altar is as bloody as that of the Scythian Diana’. Medieval accounts tell of men hung from trees and torn to pieces in honour of Teutates, and of victims burnt in hollow trees as sacrifices to Taranis.

			How reliable or typical these horrific tales may be is a matter of judgement. It is to be expected that Caesar and the sycophantic Lucan might emphasize the cruelty of Celtic cults to justify Roman massacres and the systematic extermination of the druids. Equally, Christian historians had an interest in discrediting paganism. 

			Druids may be named after the oak, their sacred tree. They were highly esteemed in Celtic society not only as holy men but also as teachers, philosophers, judges, diviners and astronomers. There were no druidesses as such, although priestesses are reported to have stood alongside the druids as they tried to resist the Roman occupation of Anglesey (ad 60). 

			It was forbidden for the druids’ secrets to be written down lest they be profaned and lose their power. Consequently, laws, histories, traditions and magic formulae, which took many years to learn, were lost to posterity.

			Without authentic written records Druidism is shrouded in mystery and obscured by romanticism, but the writings of Classical observers, such as Caesar, give us some idea of Druidic customs. We know, for example, that they were a well-organized, inter-tribal group who met annually to confer and to elect a leader. They held their ceremonies in forbidding, sacred groves which were allowed to grow thick and wild, and they presided at sacrifices, some of which might well have been human. Druids taught that the soul does not perish after death but that it transmigrates or moves into a new body. Perhaps some of the victims were willing participants who saw themselves as dying for the good of the tribe. 

			Mistletoe, a perennial plant, was considered sacred by the druids. They saw the relationship between the plant and the trees on which it grew as similar to that between the soul and the body. Like the soul, mistletoe was thought to proceed from the gods. 

			The tolerance shown by the Romans to the religions of the vanquished did not extend to the druids. The emperors Augustus, Tiberius and Claudius all sought to eradicate them. They painted a grim picture of them as unsavoury figures associated with disgusting ritual practices. This persecution was probably born of fear rather than moral scruple. The druids were a powerful group and a potential focus for rebellion.

			Certain Celtic deities were associated with particular places such as sacred groves, remote mountains and lakes. Springs were thought to be the homes of goddesses in the service of the Earth Mother, the source of all life. Sulis, for example, guarded the hot springs at Aquae Sulis (present-day Bath). 

			The Celts believed that their gods and goddesses had powers to heal and protect, and to influence the outcome of important and everyday events. Celts asking a favour of a particular deity would make a sacrifice. If they were appealing to a water goddess, they might throw valued possessions into the water. Archaeologists have made some of their most important discoveries of weapons and other Iron-Age objects in the mud at the bottom of lakes.

			Saints and Survivals

			The religious practices of the Celts survived well into the Christian era. This is shown by resolutions passed at Church councils in the sixth century ad and by the edicts of Charlemagne (ad 789) against ‘the worshippers of stones, trees and springs’. Powerless to suppress the old beliefs, Christianity assimilated aspects of paganism.

			This appropriation accounts for the large number of saints rooted in Celtic gods and heroes, the springs dedicated to saints or to the Virgin and the sanctuaries built on sacred mounds. Indeed, the Christian religion is a rich source for the study of Celtic spirituality.

			From ad 432, St Patrick established a form of Christianity in Ireland to suit a society that was still tribal. Rural monasteries, where monks followed the teachings of their founders, varied from the urban system of churches and Bishops, which was favoured by Rome. This was a much more familiar approach for the Celts, whose structures centred on the family, the clan and powerful local leaders. This form spread to other Celtic countries until the Celtic and Roman Churches met at the Synod of Whitby (ad 664) where the Roman approach prevailed. Thereafter, many of the teachings favoured in Ireland and Britain were forced underground.

			The Celtic church was distinctive in many ways which betrayed its ancient roots: its affinity with nature in all its aspects, for example; its respect for the seasonal festivals; the equality it afforded women; and the active participation of the congregation during worship.

			The Christian church adapted stories of Celtic divinities as miraculous events in the lives of the saints. Many reflect the Celtic sympathy with nature and the ability of the gods to assume the shape of animals. St Ciaran, for example, trained a fox to carry his psalter; St Kevin had his psalter returned by an otter when he dropped it in a lake; and St Columba subdued the Loch Ness Monster. St Patrick was attributed the most miracles, many of which arise from his struggle with the druids; it was said he could take the form of a deer. 

			The four main religious festivals of the Celts that were absorbed into the Christian calendar were Samain, Imbolc, Beltaine and Lughnasa. Samain (1 November) marked the end of the agricultural year and the beginning of the next. It was a time for important communal rituals, meetings and sacrifices, as well as being a period when spirits from the otherworld became visible to men. Under Christianity this celebration became Harvest Festival and All Souls Day. The eve of the festival, known today as All Hallows Eve or Halloween, was particularly dangerous. 

			Imbolc (1 February) was sacred to the fertility goddess, Brigit, and it marked the coming into milk of the ewes and the time for moving them to upland pastures. It was subsequently taken over by the Christians as the feast of St Brigid.

			At Beltaine (1 May), people lit bonfires in honour of Belenus, a god of life and death. The festival was seen as a purification or a fresh start. It is likely, too, that the fires were used to fumigate cattle before they were moved to the summer pastures. Under Christianity it became the feast of St John the Baptist. 

			Finally, there was the festival of Lughnasa (1 August), which the Christians renamed Lammas. It honoured the sun god, Lugh.

			Recurring Themes

			The myths of the Celts, found in Irish, Welsh and Continental vernacular literature, have inspired the imagination of poets and storytellers from the twelfth century to the present day. Their archetypal themes and imagery, though cloaked in novel forms by each new generation, never lose their potency.

			No Celtic creation myth has survived, although Caesar, among other ancient commentators, testifies that they did have one. The nearest we have is a collection of stories in the Book of Invasions (twelfth century), which provide a mythical history of Ireland from the Flood to the coming of the Gaels (Celts).

			Love is a central theme in Celtic mythology; love between deities and between gods and humans. The love triangle is a recurring variation, often involving a young couple and an unwanted suitor or an older husband. The outcome is often tragic. Typical of this genre are the Welsh story of Pwll and Rhiannon and the Irish tales of Diarmuid and Gráinne, and Deirdre and Naoise.

			Sometimes the triangle involves the young woman’s father, who is often represented as a giant. In these stories the hero is frequently set seemingly impossible tasks to complete before winning the daughter’s hand. A primary example is the Welsh tale of Kilhwch and Olwen. Here Kilhwch seeks the help of Arthur and his band of warriors to complete a list of tasks which culminate in a hunt for the monstrous boar, Twrch Trwyth.

			Another theme is that of sacral kingship and sovereignty, in which the coupling of the king and the goddess of fertility ensures prosperity in the land. The goddess sometimes appears as a hag who turns into a beautiful young woman following the ritual.

			Magic is an essential feature of Celtic myths. It is commonly used as a means of escape, as in the case of Diarmuid and Gráinne who evade Finn’s huntsmen for years using a cloak of invisibility, borrowed from Óengus, a love god. A typical form of magic found in many of the myths is the Celtic deities’ ability to transform themselves or others into a variety of creatures. For example, Midir, the Irish lord of the otherworld, turns himself and the beautiful Étain into swans to escape from the palace of Óengus. The skill is also commonly used to deceive and punish. 

			Cú Roi and Sir Bartilek are transformed into giants for the beheading game, to make them unrecognizable to Cúchulainn and Gawain. When Math returns home to discover that his foot-maid has been raped by his nephews, Gwydion and Gilfaethwy, he punishes them by turning them into a succession of animals, one male and one female, demanding they produce offspring every year. 

			Love and enchantment are intimately linked in Celtic tales: Oisín is enchanted by Naim’s beauty; a love potion is the undoing of Tristan and Iseulte; Diarmuid is enchanted by Gráinne; Naoise is enchanted by Deirdre. 

			Other common themes are the otherworld feast and the feast where dramatic events occur. Such a feast might include a seduction, as in the story of Diarmuid and Gráinne, or a dispute, as in the tale of Briccriu’s Feast. In the latter, an argument over who should receive the choicest cut of meat leads to the contenders taking part in a game to prove who is the most courageous. This involves their submitting without flinching to beheading. Because he is the only one brave enough to go through with it, the Ulster hero, Cúchulainn, is spared the ordeal and wins ‘the champion’s portion’.

			The Arthurian Legends

			Tales of King Arthur and his Knights of the Round Table, which swept Europe in the Middle Ages and beyond, were designed to entertain. 

			But, like the Irish and Welsh legends, they were echoes of the mythology which must have existed in Ireland, Britain and Gaul at the time of the Roman conquests.

			Early references to Arthur appear in a Welsh poem by Aneirin (sixth century ad), the writings of the British monk, Gildas (sixth century ad) and of the Celtic historian, Nennius (eighth century ad). A tenth-century Latin history of Wales lists his victories and his defeat at the battle of Camlan. There is no proof that Arthur actually existed, but it is possible that he was a Romanized dux bellorum (battle leader) who lived in Britain in the late fifth century and was famed for resisting the Saxons. By the Middle Ages he and his band had become firmly imbedded in the popular imagination, sharing many of the attributes of Finn mac Cumaill and the Fianna.

			Arthur had many faces before emerging as a Christian king, the epitome of medieval chivalry and the once and future saviour of his people. In early stories he is given the epithet Horribilis and is called a tyrant. The eleventh-century Welsh story, Kilhwch and Olwen, the earliest, fully fledged Arthurian tale in a Celtic language, portrays him as a Celtic king and benefactor touched with magic. In later romances he is shown as flawed, falling into slothful states from which it is difficult to arouse him.

			The popular image of King Arthur was begun by Geoffrey of Monmouth. His twelfth-century History of the Kings of Britain inspired the Norman poet, Wace, who wrote a more courtly version and introduced the Round Table. The French poet, Chrétien de Troyes, developed the story later in the twelfth century, adding novel elements from Continental sources and the songs of Breton minstrels. It was Chrétien who introduced the idea of courtly love and the earliest version of the Grail legend. In the thirteenth century, Layamon wrote a longer, English version, replacing love and chivalry with earlier Celtic traditions and Dark Age brutality. German contributions followed and, in the fourteenth century, the greatest single Arthurian legend in Middle English, Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, appeared. In the fifteenth century Thomas Malory published the Le Morte d”Arthur, which was to become the best-known and most complete version of the story.

			The pagan roots of Arthurian legend are clearly evident in typical devices such as the band of warriors (the knights), the love triangle (Arthur, Guinevere and Lancelot), the search for a magic cauldron (the Grail), the beheading game (Sir Gawain and the Green Knight) and the otherworld (Avalon, Arthur’s final resting place). Medieval authors, from Geoffrey of Monmouth to Malory, found inspiration in these themes, and wove them with other elements into a form which spoke to their courtly contemporaries. So powerful and archetypal is the imagery that it continued to enthrall succeeding generations. In the nineteenth century, English poets such as Alfred, Lord Tennyson (1809–1892) and Algernon Charles Swinburne (1837–1909) revisited the themes. In the twentieth century, further Arthurian interpretations and adaptations appeared in literature (T.H. White’s Once and Future King – 1958) and in new media such as film and television. The latter range from the brutally realistic (John Boorman’s Excalibur – 1981) to the ridiculous (Monty Python and the Holy Grail – 1974).
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			The Invasions Cycle
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			Introduction

			Tales of the Tuatha Dé Danann and the Early Milesians

			The three stories which introduce this volume are based on tales selected from the Book of Invasions, otherwise known as the Mythological Cycle. This chapter begins after the conquest of the Fir Bolg by the Tuatha Dé Danann, the god-like race, whose name translates as ‘the people of the god whose mother is Dana’. Three of the most outstanding stories have been chosen for this section, each of which has an especially powerful narrative impact.

			The Tuatha Dé Danann are recorded as having originally travelled to Erin from the northern islands of Greece around 2000 bc. They possessed great gifts of magic and druidism and they ruled the country until their defeat by the Milesians, when they were forced to establish an underground kingdom known as the Otherworld or the Sidhe, meaning Hollow Hills.

			Lugh (pronounced ‘Lu’, ‘gh’ is silent, as in English) of the Long Arm, who also appears later in the Ulster Cycle as Cúchulainn’s divine father, emerges as one of the principal heroes of the Tuatha Dé Danann who rescues his people from the tyranny of the Fomorians. The Quest of the Children of Tuirenn, together with the sorrowful account of Lir’s children, are undoubtedly two of the great epic tales of this cycle. 

			The Wooing of Étain which concludes the trio, was probably written sometime in the eighth century. The story unfolds after the People of Dana are dispossessed by the Children of Miled and for the first time the notion of a Land of Youth, or Otherworld, is introduced, a theme again returned to in the third and final Fenian Cycle.  
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			The Quest of the Children of Tuirenn
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			Nuada of the silver hand rose to become King of the Tuatha Dé Danann during the most savage days of the early invasions. The Fomorians, a repulsive band of sea-pirates, were the fiercest of opponents who swept through the country destroying cattle and property and imposing tribute on the people of the land. Every man of the Tuatha Dé Danann, no matter how rich or poor, was required to pay one ounce of gold to the Fomorians and those who neglected to pay this tax at the annual assembly on the Hill of Uisneach were maimed or murdered without compassion. Balor of the Evil Eye was leader of these brutal invaders, and it was well known that when he turned his one glaring eyeball on his foes they immediately fell dead as if struck by a thunderbolt. Everyone lived in mortal fear of Balor, for no weapon had yet been discovered that could slay or even injure him. Times were bleak for the Tuatha Dé Danann and the people had little faith in King Nuada who appeared powerless to resist Balor’s tyranny and oppression. As the days passed by, they yearned for a courageous leader who would rescue them from their life of wretched servitude. 

			The appalling misery of the Tuatha Dé Danann became known far and wide and, after a time, it reached the ears of Lugh of the Long Arm of the fairymounds, whose father was Cian, son of Cainte. As soon as he had grown to manhood, Lugh had proven his reputation as one of the most fearless warriors and was so revered by the elders of Fairyland that they had placed in his charge the wondrous magical gifts of Manannan the sea-god which had protected their people for countless generations. Lugh rode the magnificent white steed of Manannan, known as Aenbarr, a horse as fleet of foot as the wailing gusts of winter whose charm was such that no rider was ever wounded while seated astride her. He had the boat of Manannan, which could read a man’s thoughts and travel in whatever direction its keeper demanded. He also wore Manannan’s breast-plate and body armour which no weapon could ever pierce, and he carried the mighty sword known as ‘The Retaliator’ that could cut through any battle shield. 

			The day approached once more for the People of Dana to pay their annual taxes to the Fomorians and they gathered together, as was customary, on the Hill of Uisneach to await the arrival of Balor’s men. As they stood fearful and terrified in the chill morning air, several among them noticed a strange cavalry coming over the plain from the east towards them. At the head of this impressive group, seated high in command above the rest, was Lugh of the Long Arm, whose proud and noble countenance mirrored the splendour of the rising sun. The King was summoned to witness the spectacle and he rode forth to salute the leader of the strange army. The two had just begun to converse amiably when they were interrupted by the approach of a grimy-looking band of men, instantly known to all as Fomorian tax-collectors. King Nuada bowed respectfully towards them and instructed his subjects to deliver their tributes without delay. Such a sad sight angered and humiliated Lugh of the Long Arm and he drew the King aside and began to reproach him:

			“Why do your subjects bow before such an evil-eyed brood,” he demanded, “when they do not show you any mark of respect in return?”

			“We are obliged to do this,” replied Nuada. “If we refuse we would be killed instantly and our land has witnessed more than enough bloodshed at the hands of the Fomorians.” 

			“Then it is time for the Tuatha Dé Danann to avenge this great injustice,” replied Lugh, and with that, he began slaughtering Balor’s emissaries single-handedly until all but one lay dead at his feet. Dragging the surviving creature before him, Lugh ordered him to deliver a stern warning to Balor:

			“Return to your leader,” he thundered, “and inform him that he no longer has any power over the People of Dana. Lugh of the Long Arm, the greatest of warriors, is more than eager to enter into combat with him if he possesses enough courage to meet the challenge.” 

			Knowing that these words would not fail to enrage Balor, Lugh lost little time preparing himself for battle. He enlisted the King’s help in assembling the strongest men in the kingdom to add to his own powerful army. Shining new weapons of steel were provided and three thousand of the swiftest white horses were made ready for his men. A magnificent fleet of ships, designed to withstand the most venomous ocean waves, remained moored at port, awaiting the moment when Balor and his malicious crew would appear on the horizon.

			The time finally arrived when the King received word that Balor’s fierce army had landed at Eas Dara on the northwest coast of Connacht. Within hours, the Fomorians had pillaged the lands of Bodb the Red and plundered the homes of noblemen throughout the province. Hearing of this wanton destruction, Lugh of the Long Arm was more determined than ever to secure victory for the Tuatha Dé Danann. He rode across the plains of Erin back to his home to enlist the help of Cian, his father, who controlled all the armies of the fairymounds. His two uncles, Cu and Cethen, also offered their support and the three brothers set off in different directions to round up the remaining warriors of Fairyland. 

			Cian journeyed northwards and he did not rest until he reached Mag Muirthemne on the outskirts of Dundalk. As he crossed the plain, he observed three men, armed and mailed, riding towards him. At first he did not recognize them, but as they drew closer, he knew them to be the sons of Tuirenn whose names were Brian, Iucharba and Iuchar. A long-standing feud had existed for years between the sons of Cainte and the sons of Tuirenn and the hatred and enmity they felt towards each other was certain to provoke a deadly contest. Wishing to avoid an unequal clash of arms, Cian glanced around him for a place to hide and noticed a large herd of swine grazing nearby. He struck himself with a druidic wand and changed himself into a pig. Then he trotted off to join the herd and began to root up the ground like the rest of them. 

			The sons of Tuirenn were not slow to notice that the warrior who had been riding towards them had suddenly vanished into thin air. At first, they all appeared puzzled by his disappearance, but then Brian, the eldest of the three, began to question his younger brothers knowingly:

			“Surely brothers you also saw the warrior on horseback,” he said to them. “Have you no idea what became of him?”

			“We do not know,” they replied.

			“Then you are not fit to call yourselves warriors,” chided Brian, “for that horseman can be no friend of ours if he is cowardly enough to change himself into one of these swine. The instruction you received in the City of Learning has been wasted on you if you cannot even tell an enchanted beast from a natural one.” 

			And as he was saying this, he struck Iucharba and Iuchar with his own druidic wand, transforming them into two sprightly hounds that howled and yelped impatiently to follow the trail of the enchanted pig. 

			Before long, the pig had been hunted down and driven into a small wood where Brian cast his spear at it, driving it clean through the animal’s chest. Screaming in pain, the injured pig began to speak in a human voice and begged his captors for mercy:

			“Allow me a dignified death,” the animal pleaded. “I am originally a human being, so grant me permission to pass into my own shape before I die.”

			“I will allow this,” answered Brian, “since I am often less reluctant to kill a man than a pig.”

			Then Cian, son of Cainte, stood before them with blood trickling down his cloak from the gaping wound in his chest.

			“I have outwitted you,” he cried, “for if you had killed me as a pig you would only be sentenced for killing an animal, but now you must kill me in my own human shape. And I must warn you that the penalty you will pay for this crime is far greater than any ever paid before on the death of a nobleman, for the weapons you shall use will cry out in anguish, proclaiming your wicked deed to my son, Lugh of the Long Arm”. 

			“We will not slay you with any weapons in that case,” replied Brian triumphantly, “but with the stones that lie on the ground around us.” And the three brothers began to pelt Cian with jagged rocks and stones until his body was a mass of wounds and he fell to the earth battered and lifeless. The sons of Tuirenn then buried him where he had fallen in an unmarked grave and hurried off to join the war against the Fomorians.

			With the great armies of Fairyland and the noble cavalcade of King Nuada at his side, Lugh of the Long Arm won battle after battle against Balor and his men. Spears shot savagely through the air and scabbards clashed furiously until at last, the Fomorians could hold out no longer. Retreating to the coast, the terrified survivors and their leader boarded their vessels and sailed as fast as the winds could carry them back through the northern mists towards their own depraved land. Lugh of the Long Arm became the hero of his people and they presented him with the finest trophies of valour the kingdom had to offer, including a golden war chariot, studded with precious jewels which was driven by four of the brawniest milk-white steeds. 

			When the festivities had died down somewhat, and the Tuatha Dé Danann had begun to lead normal lives once more, Lugh began to grow anxious for news of his father. He called several of his companions to him and appealed to them for information, but none among them had received tidings of Cian since the morning he had set off towards the north to muster the armies of the fairymounds. 

			“I know that he is no longer alive,” said Lugh, “and I give you my word that I will not rest again, or allow food or drink to pass my lips, until I have knowledge of what happened to him.”

			And so Lugh, together with a number of his kinsmen, rode forth to the place where he and his father had parted company. From here, the horse of Manannan guided him to the Plain of Muirthemne where Cian had met his tragic death. As soon as he entered the shaded wood, the stones of the ground began to cry out in despair and they told Lugh of how the sons of Tuirenn had murdered his father and buried him in the earth. Lugh wept bitterly when he heard this tale and implored his men to help him dig up the grave so that he might discover in what cruel manner Cian had been slain. The body was raised from the ground and the litter of wounds on his father’s cold flesh was revealed to him. Lugh rose gravely to his feet and swore angry vengeance on the sons of Tuirenn:

			“This death has so exhausted my spirit that I cannot hear through my ears, and I cannot see anything with my eyes, and there is not one pulse beating in my heart for grief of my father. Sorrow and destruction will fall on those that committed this crime and they shall suffer long when they are brought to justice.”

			The body was returned to the ground and Lugh carved a headstone and placed it on the grave. Then, after a long period of mournful silence, he mounted his horse and headed back towards Tara where the last of the victory celebrations were taking place at the palace.

			Lugh of the Long Arm sat calmly and nobly next to King Nuada at the banqueting table and looked around him until he caught sight of the three sons of Tuirenn. As soon as he had fixed his eye on them, he stood up and ordered the Chain of Attention of the Court to be shaken so that everyone present would fall silent and listen to what he had to say.

			“I put to you all a question,” said Lugh. “I ask each of you what punishment you would inflict upon the man that had murdered your father?”

			The King and his warriors were astonished at these words, but finally Nuada spoke up and enquired whether it was Lugh’s own father that had been killed.

			“It is indeed my own father who lies slain,” replied Lugh “and I see before me in this very room the men who carried out the foul deed.”

			“Then it would be far too lenient a punishment to strike them down directly,” said the King. “I myself would ensure that they died a lingering death and I would cut off a single limb each day until they fell down before me writhing in agony.”

			Those who were assembled agreed with the King’s verdict and even the sons of Tuirenn nodded their heads in approval. But Lugh declared that he did not wish to kill any of the Tuatha Dé Danann, since they were his own people. Instead, he would insist that the perpetrators pay a heavy fine, and as he spoke he stared accusingly towards Brian, Iuchar and Iucharba, so that the identity of the murderers was clearly exposed to all. Overcome with guilt and shame, the sons of Tuirenn could not bring themselves to deny their crime, but bowed their heads and stood prepared for the sentence Lugh was about to deliver.

			“This is what I demand of you,” he announced.

			“Three ripened apples

			The skin of a pig

			A pointed spear

			Two steeds and a chariot

			Seven pigs

			A whelping pup

			A cooking spit

			Three shouts on a hill.

			“And,” Lugh added, “if you think this fine too harsh, I will now reduce part of it. But if you think it acceptable, you must pay it in full, without variation, and pledge your loyalty to me before the royal guests gathered here.”

			“We do not think it too great a fine,” said Brian, “nor would it be too large a compensation if you multiplied it a hundredfold. Therefore, we will go out in search of all these things you have described and remain faithful to you until we have brought back every last one of these objects.”

			“Well, now,” said Lugh, “since you have bound yourselves before the court to the quest assigned you, perhaps you would like to learn more detail of what lies in store,” And he began to elaborate on the tasks that lay before the sons of Tuirenn.

			“The apples I have requested of you,” Lugh continued, “are the three apples of the Hesperides growing in the gardens of the Eastern World. They are the colour of burnished gold and have the power to cure the bloodiest wound or the most horrifying illness. To retrieve these apples, you will need great courage, for the people of the east have been forewarned that three young warriors will one day attempt to deprive them of their most cherished possessions.

			“And the pig’s skin I have asked you to bring me will not be easy to obtain either, for it belongs to the King of Greece who values it above everything else. It too has the power to heal all wounds and diseases.

			“The spear I have demanded of you is the poisoned spear kept by Pisar, King of Persia. This spear is so keen to do battle that its blade must always be kept in a cauldron of freezing water to prevent its fiery heat melting the city in which it is kept.

			“And do you know who keeps the chariot and the two steeds I wish to receive from you?” Lugh continued.

			“We do not know,” answered the sons of Tuirenn.

			“They belong to Dobar, King of Sicily,” said Lugh, “and such is their unique charm that they are equally happy to ride over sea or land, and the chariot they pull is unrivalled in beauty and strength.

			“And the seven pigs you must gather together are the pigs of Asal, King of the Golden Pillars. Every night they are slaughtered, but every morning they are found alive again, and any person who eats part of them is protected from ill-health for the rest of his life.

			“Three further things I have demanded of you,” Lugh went on. “The whelping hound you must bring me guards the palace of the King of Iruad. Failinis is her name and all the wild beasts of the world fall down in terror before her, for she is stronger and more splendid than any other creature known to man.

			“The cooking-spit I have called for is housed in the kitchen of the fairywomen on Inis Findcuire, an island surrounded by the most perilous waters that no man has ever safely reached. 

			“Finally, you must give the three shouts requested of you on the Hill of Midcain where it is prohibited for any man other than the sons of Midcain to cry aloud. It was here that my father received his warrior training and here that his death will be hardest felt. Even if I should one day forgive you of my father’s murder, it is certain that the sons of Midcain will not.”

			As Lugh finished speaking, the children of Tuirenn were struck dumb by the terrifying prospect of all that had to be achieved by them and they went at once to where their father lived and told him of the dreadful sentence that had been pronounced on them.

			“It is indeed a harsh fine,” said Tuirenn, “but one that must be paid if you are guilty, though it may end tragically for all three of you.” Then he advised his sons to return to Lugh to beg the loan of the boat of Manannan that would carry them swiftly over the seas on their difficult quest. Lugh kindly agreed to give them the boat and they made their way towards the port accompanied by their father. With heavy hearts, they exchanged a sad farewell and wearily set sail on the first of many arduous journeys. 

			“We shall go in search of the apples to begin with,” said Brian, and his command was answered immediately by the boat of Manannan which steered a course towards the Eastern World and sailed without stopping until it came to rest in a sheltered harbour in the lands of the Hesperides. The brothers then considered how best they might remove the apples from the garden in which they were growing, and it was eventually decided among them that they should transform themselves into three screeching hawks.

			“The tree is well guarded,” Brian declared, “but we shall circle it, carefully avoiding the arrows that will be hurled at us until they have all been spent. Then we will swoop on the apples and carry them off in our beaks.”

			The three performed this task without suffering the slightest injury and headed back towards the boat with the stolen fruit. The news of the theft had soon spread throughout the kingdom, however, and the king’s three daughters quickly changed themselves into three-taloned ospreys and pursued the hawks over the sea. Shafts of lightning lit up the skies around them and struck the wings of the hawks, scorching their feathers and causing them to plummet towards the waters below. But Brian managed to take hold of his druidic wand and he transformed himself and his brothers into swans that darted below the waves until the ospreys had given up the chase and it was safe for them to return to the boat. 

			After they had rested awhile, it was decided that they should travel on to Greece in search of the skin of the pig. 

			“Let us visit this land in the shape of three bards of Erin,” said Brian, “for if we appear as such, we will be honoured and respected as men of wit and wisdom.”

			They dressed themselves appropriately and set sail for Greece composing some flattering verses in honour of King Tuis as they journeyed along. As soon as they had landed, they made their way to the palace and were enthusiastically welcomed as dedicated men of poetry who had travelled far in search of a worthy patron. An evening of drinking and merry-making followed; verses were read aloud by the King’s poets and many ballads were sung by the court musicians. At length, Brian rose to his feet and began to recite the poem he had written for King Tuis. The King smiled rapturously to hear himself described as ‘the oak among kings’ and encouraged Brian to accept some reward for his pleasing composition. 

			“I will happily accept from you the pig’s skin you possess,” said Brian, “for I have heard that it can cure all wounds.”

			“I would not give this most precious object to the finest poet in the world,” replied the King, “but I shall fill the skin three times over with red gold, one skin for each of you, which you may take away with you as the price of your poem.”

			The brothers agreed to this and the King’s attendants escorted them to the treasure-house where the gold was to be measured out. They were about to weigh the very last share when Brian suddenly snatched the pig’s skin and raced from the room, striking down several of the guards as he ran. He had just found his way to the outer courtyard when King Tuis appeared before him, his sword drawn in readiness to win back his most prized possession. Many bitter blows were exchanged and many deep wounds were inflicted by each man on the other until, at last, Brian dealt the King a fatal stroke and he fell to the ground never to rise again.

			Armed with the pig’s skin that could cure their battle wounds, and the apples that could restore them to health, the sons of Tuirenn grew more confident that they would succeed in their quest. They were determined to move on as quickly as possible to the next task Lugh had set them and instructed the boat of Manannan to take them to the land of Persia, to the court of King Pisar, where they appeared once more in the guise of poets. Here they were also made welcome and were treated with honour and distinction. After a time, Brian was called upon to deliver his poem and, as before, he recited some verses in praise of the King which won the approval of all who were gathered. Again, he was persuaded to accept some small reward for his poem and, on this occasion, he requested the magic spear of Persia. But the King grew very angry at this request and the benevolent attitude he had previously displayed soon turned to open hostility:

			“It was most unwise of you to demand my beloved spear as a gift,” bellowed the King, “the only reward you may expect now is to escape death for having made so insolent a request.” 

			When Brian heard these words he too was incensed and grabbing one of the three golden apples, he flung it at the King’s head, dashing out his brains. Then the three brothers rushed from the court, slaughtering all they encountered along the way, and hurried towards the stables where the spear of Pisar lay resting in a cauldron of water. They quickly seized the spear and headed for the boat of Manannan, shouting out their next destination as they ran, so that the boat made itself ready and turned around in the direction of Sicily and the kingdom of Dobar. 

			“Let us strike up a friendship with the King,” said Brian, “by offering him our services as soldiers of Erin.” 

			And when they arrived at Dobar’s court they were well received and admitted at once to the King’s great army where they won the admiration of all as the most valiant defenders of the realm. The brothers remained in the King’s service for a month and two weeks, but during all this time they never once caught a glimpse of the two steeds and the chariot Lugh of the Long Arm had spoken of. 

			“We have waited long enough,” Brian announced impatiently. “Let us go to the King and inform him that we will quit his service unless he shows us his famous steeds and his chariot.”

			So they went before King Dobar who was not pleased to receive news of their departure, for he had grown to rely on the three brave warriors. He immediately sent for his steeds and ordered the chariot to be yoked to them and they were paraded before the sons of Tuirenn. Brian watched carefully as the charioteer drove the steeds around in a circle and as they came towards him a second time he sprung onto the nearest saddle and seized the reins. His two brothers fought a fierce battle against those who tried to prevent them escaping, but it was not long before they were at Brian’s side, riding furiously through the palace gates, eager to pursue their fifth quest. 

			They sailed onwards without incident until they reached the land of King Asal of the Pillars of Gold. But their high spirits were quickly vanquished by the sight of a large army guarding the harbour in anticipation of their arrival. For the fame of the sons of Tuirenn was widespread by this time, and their success in carrying away with them the most coveted treasures of the world was well known to all. King Asal himself now came forward to greet them and demanded to know why they had pillaged the lands of other kings and murdered so many in their travels. Then Brian told King Asal of the sentence Lugh of the Long Arm had pronounced upon them and of the many hardships they had already suffered as a result. 

			“And what have you come here for?” the King enquired.

			“We have come for the seven pigs which Lugh has also demanded as part of that compensation,” answered Brian, “and it would be far better for all of us if you deliver them to us in good will.”

			When the King heard these words, he took counsel with his people, and it was wisely decided that the seven pigs should be handed over peacefully, without bloodshed. The sons of Tuirenn expressed their gratitude to King Asal and pledged their services to him in all future battles. Then Asal questioned them on their next adventure, and when he discovered that they were journeying onwards to the land of Iruad in search of a puppy hound, he made the following request of them:

			“Take me along with you,” he said “for my daughter is married to the King of Iruad and I am desperate, for love of her, to persuade him to surrender what you desire of him without a show of arms.”

			Brian and his brothers readily agreed to this and the boats were made ready for them to sail together for the land of Iruad.

			When they reached the shores of the kingdom, Asal went ahead in search of his son-in-law and told him the tale of the sons of Tuirenn from beginning to end and of how he had rescued his people from a potentially bloody war. But Iruad was not disposed to listen to the King’s advice and adamantly refused to give up his hound without a fight. Seizing his weapon, he gave the order for his men to begin their attack and went himself in search of Brian in order to challenge him to single combat. A furious contest ensued between the two and they struck each other viciously and angrily. Eventually, however, Brian succeeded in overpowering King Iruad and he hauled him before Asal, bound and gagged like a criminal.

			“I have spared his life,” said Brian, “perhaps he will now hand over the hound in recognition of my clemency.”

			The King was untied and the hound was duly presented to the sons of Tuirenn who were more than pleased that the battle had come to a swift end. And there was no longer any bitterness between Iruad and the three brothers, for Iruad had been honestly defeated and had come to admire his opponents. They bid each other a friendly farewell and the sons of Tuirenn took their leave of the land of the Golden Pillars and set out to sea once again.

			Far across the ocean in the land of Erin, Lugh of the Long Arm had made certain that news of every success achieved by the sons of Tuirenn had been brought to his attention. He was fully aware that the quest he had set them was almost drawing to a close and became increasingly anxious at the thought. But he desired above everything else to take possession of the valuable objects that had already been recovered, for Balor of the Evil Eye had again reared his ugly head and the threat of another Fomorian invasion was imminent. Seeking to lure the sons of Tuirenn back to Erin, Lugh sent a druidical spell after the brothers, causing them to forget that their sentence had not yet been fully completed. Under its influence, the sons of Tuirenn entertained visions of the heroic reception that awaited them on the shores of the Boyne and their hearts were filled with joy to think that they would soon be reunited with their father. 

			Within days, their feet had touched on Erin’s soil again and they hastened to Tara to the Annual Assembly, presided over by the High King of Erin. Here, they were heartily welcomed by the royal family and the Tuatha Dé Danann who rejoiced alongside them and praised them for their great courage and valour. And it was agreed that they should submit the tokens of their quest to the High King himself who undertook to examine them and to inform Lugh of the triumphant return of the sons of Tuirenn. A messenger was despatched to Lugh’s household and within an hour he had arrived at the palace of Tara, anxious to confront the men he still regarded as his enemies.

			“We have paid the fine on your father’s life,” said Brian, as he pointed towards the array of objects awaiting Lugh’s inspection.

			“This is indeed an impressive sight,” replied Lugh of the Long Arm, “and would suffice as payment for any other murder. But you bound yourselves before the court to deliver everything asked for and I see that you have not done so. Where is the cooking-spit I was promised? And what is to be done about the three shouts on the hill which you have not yet given?”

			When the sons of Tuirenn heard this, they realized that they had been deceived and they collapsed exhausted to the floor. Gloom and despair fell upon them as they faced once more the reality of long years of searching and wandering. Leaving behind the treasures that had hitherto protected them, they made their way wearily towards their ship which carried them swiftly away over the storm-tossed seas.

			They had spent three months at sea and still they could not discover the smallest trace of the island known as Inis Findcurie. But when their hopes had almost faded, Brian suggested that they make one final search beneath the ocean waves and he put on his magical water-dress and dived over the side of the boat. After two long weeks of swimming in the salt water, he at last happened upon the island, tucked away in a dark hollow of the ocean bed. He immediately went in search of the court and found it occupied by a large group of women, their heads bent in concentration, as they each embroidered a cloth of gold. The women appeared not to notice Brian and he seized this opportunity to move forward to where the cooking-spit rested in a corner of the room. He had just lifted it from the hearth when the women broke into peals of laughter and they laughed long and heartily until finally the eldest of them condescended to address him:

			“Take the spit with you, as a reward for your heroism,” she said mockingly, “but even if your two brothers had attended you here, the weakest of us would have had little trouble preventing you from removing what you came for.”

			And Brian took his leave of them knowing they had succeeded in humiliating him, yet he was grateful, nonetheless, that only one task remained to be completed.

			They lost no time in directing the boat of Manannan towards their final destination and had reached the Hill of Midcain shortly afterwards, on whose summit they had pledged themselves to give three shouts. But as soon as they had begun to ascend to the top, the guardian of the hill, none other than Midcain himself, came forward to challenge the sons of Tuirenn: 

			“What is your business in my territory,” demanded Midcain.

			“We have come to give three shouts on this hill,” said Brian, “in fulfilment of the quest we have been forced to pursue in the name of Lugh of the Long Arm.”

			“I knew his father well,” replied Midcain, “and I am under oath not to permit anyone to cry aloud on my hill.”

			“Then we have no option but to fight for that permission,” declared Brian, and he rushed at his opponent with his sword before Midcain had the opportunity to draw his own, killing him with a single thrust of his blade through the heart.

			Then the three sons of Midcain came out to fight the sons of Tuirenn and the conflict that followed was one of the bitterest and bloodiest ever before fought by any group of warriors. They battled with the strength of wild bears and the ruthlessness of starving lions until they had carved each other to pieces and the grass beneath their feet ran crimson with blood. In the end, however, it was the sons of Tuirenn who were victorious, but their wounds were so deep that they fell to the ground one after the other and waited forlornly for death to come, wishing in vain that they still had the pig skin to cure them.

			They had rested a long time before Brian had the strength to speak, and he reminded his brothers that they had not yet given the three shouts on the Hill of Midcain that Lugh had demanded of them. Then slowly they raised themselves up off the ground and did as they had been requested, satisfied at last that they had entirely fulfilled their quest. And after this, Brian lifted his wounded brothers into the boat, promising them a final glimpse of Erin if they would only struggle against death a brief while longer.

			And on this occasion the boat of Manannan did not come to a halt on the shores of the Boyne, but moved speedily overland until it reached Dun Tuirenn where the dying brothers were delivered into their father’s care. Then Brian, who knew that the end of his life was fast approaching, pleaded fretfully with Tuirenn:

			“Go, beloved father,” he urged, “and deliver this cooking-spit to Lugh, informing him that we have completed all the tasks assigned us. And beg him to allow us to cure our wounds with the pig skin he possesses, for we have suffered long and hard in the struggle to pay the fine on Cian’s murder.”

			Then Tuirenn rode towards Tara in all haste, fearful that his sons might pass away before his return. And he demanded an audience with Lugh of the Long Arm who came out to meet him at once and graciously received the cooking-spit presented to him.

			“My sons are gravely ill and close to death,” Tuirenn exclaimed piteously. “I beg you to part with the healing pig skin they brought you for one single night, so that I may place it upon their battle wounds and witness it restore them to full health.”

			But Lugh of the Long Arm fell silent at this request and stared coldly into the distance towards the Plain of Muirthemne where his father had fallen. When at length he was ready to give Tuirenn his answer, the expression he wore was cruel and menacing and the tone of his voice was severe and merciless:

			“I would rather give you the expanse of the earth in gold,” said Lugh, “than hand over any object that would save the lives of your sons. Let them die in the knowledge that they have achieved something good because of me, and let them thank me for bringing them renown and glory through such a valorous death.”

			On hearing these words, Tuirenn hung his head in defeat and accepted that it was useless to bargain with Lugh of the Long Arm. He made his way back despondently to where his sons lay dying and gave them his sad news. The brothers were overcome with grief and despair and were so utterly devastated by Lugh’s decision that not one of them lived to see the sun set in the evening sky. Tuirenn’s heart was broken in two and after he had placed the last of his sons in the earth, all life departed from him and he fell dead over the bodies of Brian, Iucharba and Iuchar. The Tuatha Dé Danann witnessed the souls of all four rise towards the heavens and the tragic tale of the sons of Tuirenn was recounted from that day onwards throughout the land, becoming known as one of the Three Sorrows of Story-Telling.

			[image: ]

		

	
		
			The Tragedy of the Children of Lir
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			During the great battle of Tailtiu that raged on the plain of Moytura, the Tuatha Dé Danann were slain in vast numbers and finally defeated by a race of Gaelic invaders known as the Milesians. Following this time of wretched warring, Erin came to be divided into two separate kingdoms. The children of Miled claimed for themselves all the land above ground, while the Tuatha Dé Danann were banished to the dark regions below the earth’s surface. The Danann gods did not suffer their defeat easily, and immediately set about re-building an impressive underground kingdom worthy of the divine stature they once possessed. Magnificent palaces, sparkling with jewels and precious stones, were soon erected and a world of wondrous beauty and light was created where once darkness had prevailed. Time had no meaning in this new domain and all who lived there remained eternally beautiful, never growing old as mortals did above ground.

			The day approached for the Tuatha Dé Danann to choose for themselves a King who would safeguard their future peace and happiness. The principle deities and elders of the people gathered together at the Great Assembly and began deliberating on their choice of leader. Lir, father of the sea-god, Manannan mac Lir, had announced his desire to take the throne, but so too had Bodb the Red, son of the divinity Dagda, lord of perfect knowledge. It came to pass that the People of Dana chose Bodb the Red as their King and built for him a splendid castle on the banks of Loch Dearg. The new ruler made a solemn pledge to his people, promising to prove himself worthy of the great honour bestowed on him. Before long, the People of Dana began to applaud themselves on their choice. Their lives were happy and fulfilled and their kingdom flourished as never before. 

			Only one person in the entire land remained opposed to the new sovereign. Lir was highly offended that he had not been elected by the People of Dana. Retreating to his home at Sídh Fionnachaidh, he refused to acknowledge Bodb the Red, or show him any mark of respect. Several of the elders urged the King to gather his army together and march to Armagh where Lir could be punished for this insult, but Bodb the Red would not be persuaded. He desired more than anything to be reconciled to every last one of his subjects and his warm and generous spirit sought a more compassionate way of drawing Lir back into his circle.

			One morning, the King received news that Lir’s wife had recently passed away, leaving him grief-stricken and despondent. Many had tried, but none had yet managed to improve Lir’s troubled heart and mind and it was said that he would never recover from his loss. Bodb the Red immediately sent a message to Lir, inviting him to attend the palace. Deeply moved by the King’s forgiveness and concern, Lir graciously accepted the invitation to visit Loch Dearg. A large banquet was prepared in his honour and four shining knights on horseback were sent forth to escort the chariot through the palace gates. The King greeted Lir warmly and sat him at the royal table at his right hand. The two men began to converse as if they had always been the closest of friends, and as the evening wore on it was noticed by all that the cloud of sorrow had lifted from Lir’s brow. Presently, the King began to speak more earnestly to his friend of the need to return to happier times.

			“I am sorely grieved to hear of your loss,” he told Lir, “but you must allow me to help you. Within this court reside three of the fairest maidens in the kingdom. They are none other than my foster-daughters and each is very dear to me. I give you leave to take the one you most admire as your bride, for I know that she will restore to your life the happiness you now lack.” 

			At the King’s request, his three daughters entered the hall and stood before them. Their beauty was remarkable indeed, and each was as fair as the next. Lir’s eyes travelled from one to the other in bewilderment. Finally, he settled on the daughter known as Aeb, for she was the eldest and deemed the wisest of the three. Bodb the Red gave the couple his blessing and it was agreed that they should be married without delay.

			After seven days of glorious feasting and celebrating, Aeb and Lir set off from the royal palace to begin their new life together as husband and wife. Lir was no longer weighted down by sorrow and Aeb had grown to love and cherish the man who had chosen her as his bride. Many years of great joy followed for them both. Lir delighted in his new wife and in the twin children she bore him, a boy and a girl, whom they named Aed and Fionnguala. Within another year or two, Aeb again delivered of twins, two sons named Fiachra and Conn, but the second birth proved far more difficult and Aeb became gravely ill. Lir watched over her night and day. Yet despite his tender love and devotion, she could not be saved and his heart was again broken in two. The four beautiful children Aeb had borne him were his only solace in this great time of distress. During the worst moments, when he thought he would die of grief, he was rescued by their image and his love for them was immeasurable. 

			Hearing of Lir’s dreadful misfortune, King Bodb offered him a second foster-daughter in marriage. Aeb’s sister was named Aoife and she readily agreed to take charge of Lir’s household and her sister’s children. At first, Aoife loved her step-children as if they were her very own, but as she watched Lir’s intense love for them increase daily, a feeling of jealousy began to take control of her. Often Lir would sleep in the same bed chamber with them and as soon as the children awoke, he devoted himself to their amusement, taking them on long hunting trips through the forest. At every opportunity, he kissed and embraced them and was more than delighted with the love he received in return. Believing that her husband no longer felt any affection for her, Aoife welcomed the poisonous and wicked thoughts that invaded her mind. Feigning a dreadful illness, she lay in bed for an entire year. She summoned a druid to her bedside and together they plotted a course to destroy Lir’s children.

			One day Aoife rose from her sickbed and ordered her chariot. Seeking out her husband in the palace gardens, she told him that she would like to take the children to visit her father, King Bodb. Lir was happy to see that his wife had recovered her health and was quick to encourage the outing. He gathered his children around him to kiss them goodbye, but Fionnguala refused her father’s kiss and drew away from him, her eyes brimming with tears. 

			“Do not be troubled, child,” he spoke softly to her, “your visit will bring the King great pleasure and he will prepare the most fleet-footed horses for your speedy return”.

			Although her heart was in turmoil, Fionnguala mounted the chariot with her three brothers. She could not understand her sadness, and could not explain why it deepened with every turning of the chariot wheels as they moved forward, away from her father and her beloved home at Sídh Fionnachaidh.

			When they had travelled some distance from Lir’s palace, Aoife called the horses to a halt. Waking the children from their happy slumber, she ordered them out of the chariot and shouted harshly to her manservants:

			“Kill these monstrous creatures before you, for they have stolen the love Lir once had for me. Do so quickly, and I shall reward you as you desire.” 

			But the servants recoiled in horror from her shameful request and replied resolutely:

			“We cannot perform so terrible an evil. A curse will surely fall on you for even thinking such a vile thing.”

			They journeyed on further until they approached the shores of Loch Dairbhreach. The evening was now almost upon them and a bank of deep crimson cloud hung lazily on the horizon above the shimmering lake. Weary starlings were settling in their nests and owls were preparing for their nocturnal watch. Aoife now sought to kill the children herself and drew from her cloak a long, pointed sabre. But as she raised her arm to slay the first of them, she was overcome by a feeling of maternal sympathy and it prevented her completing the task. Angry that she had been thwarted once more, she demanded that the children remove their garments and bathe in the lake. As each one them entered the water, she struck them with her druid’s wand and they were instantly transformed into four milk-white swans. A death-like chill filled the air as she chanted over them the words the druid had taught her:

			“Here on Dairbhreach’s lonely wave

			For years to come your watery home

			Not Lir nor druid can now ye save

			From endless wandering on the lonely foam.”

			Stunned and saddened by their step-mother’s cruel act of vengeance, the children of Lir bowed their heads and wept piteously for their fate. Fionnguala eventually found the courage to speak, and she uttered a plea for lenience, mindful of her three brothers and of the terrible tragedy Lir would again have to suffer:

			“We have always loved you Aoife,” she urged, “why have you treated us in this way when we have only ever shown you loyalty and kindness?”

			So sad and helpless were Fionnguala’s words, so soft and innocent was her childlike voice, that Aoife began to regret what she had done and she was suddenly filled with panic and despair. It was too late for her to undo her druid’s spell, and it was all she could do to fix a term to the curse she had delivered upon the children:

			“You will remain in the form of four white swans,” she told them, “until a woman from the south shall be joined in marriage to a man from the north, and until the light of Christianity shines on Erin. For three hundred years you will be doomed to live on Loch Dairbhreach, followed by three hundred years on the raging Sea of Moyle, and a further three hundred years on Iorras Domhnann. I grant you the power of speech and the gift of singing, and no music in the world shall sound more beautiful and pleasing to the ear than that which you shall make.”

			Then Aoife called for her horse to be harnessed once more and continued on her journey to the palace of Bodb the Red, abandoning the four white swans to their life of hardship on the grey and miserable moorland lake. 

			The King, who had been eagerly awaiting the arrival of his grandchildren, was deeply disappointed to discover that they had not accompanied his daughter. 

			“Lir will no longer entrust them to you,” Aoife told him, “and I have not the will to disobey his wishes.”

			Greatly disturbed by this news, the King sent a messenger to Lir’s palace, demanding an explanation for his extraordinary behaviour. A strange sense of foreboding had already entered Lir’s soul and, on receiving the King’s message, he became tormented with worry for his children’s safety. He immediately called for his horse to be saddled and galloped away into the night in the direction of Loch Dearg. Upon his arrival at Bodb’s palace, he was met by one of Aoife’s servants who could not keep from him the terrible tale of his wife’s treachery. The King was now also informed and Aoife was ordered to appear before them both. The evil expression in his daughter’s eye greatly enraged the King and his wand struck violently, changing Aoife into a demon, destined to wander the cold and windy air until the very end of time. 

			Before the sun had risen the next morning, an anguished party had set off from the palace in search of Lir’s children. Through the fog and mist they rode at great speed until the murky waters of Loch Dairbhreach appeared before them in the distance. It was Lir who first caught a glimpse of the four majestic white swans, their slender necks arched forwards towards the pebbled shore, desperately seeking the warm and familiar face of their father. As the swans swam towards him, they began to speak with gentle voices and he instantly recognized his own children in the sad, snow-white creatures. How Lir’s heart ached at this woeful sight, and how his eyes wished to disbelieve the sorrowful scene he was forced to witness. He began to sob loudly and it seemed that his grief would never again be silenced. 

			“Do not mourn us, father,” whispered Fiachra comfortingly, “your love will give us strength in our plight and we shall all be together one day.”

			A beautiful, soothing music now infused the air, miraculously lifting the spirits of all who heard it. After a time, Lir and his companions fell into a gentle, peaceful sleep and when they awoke they were no longer burdened by troubles. Every day, Lir came to visit his children and so too did the Men of Erin, journeying from every part to catch even a single note of the beautiful melody of the swans. 

			Three hundred years passed pleasantly in this way, until the time arrived for the Children of Lir to bid farewell to the People of Dana and to move on to the cold and stormy Sea of Moyle. As the stars faded and the first rays of sunlight peered through the heavens, Lir came forward to the shores of the lake and spoke to his children for the very last time. Fionnguala began to sing forlornly of the grim and bitter times which lay ahead and as she sang she spread her wings and rose from the water. Aed, Fiachra and Conn joined in her song and then took to the air as their sister had done, flying wearily over the velvet surface of Loch Dairbhreach towards the north-east and the raging ocean:

			“Arise, my brothers, from Dairbhreach’s wave,

			On the wings of the southern wind;

			We leave our father and friends today

			In measureless grief behind.

			Ah! Sad the parting, and sad our flight.

			To Moyle’s tempestuous main;

			For the day of woe

			Shall come and go

			Before we meet again!”

			Great was the suffering and hardship endured by the swans on the lonely Sea of Moyle, for they could find no rest or shelter from the hissing waves and the piercing cold of the wintry gales. During that first desolate winter, thick black clouds perpetually gathered in the sky, causing the sea to rise up in fury as they ruptured and spilled forth needles of icy rain and sleet. The swans were tossed and scattered by storms and often driven miles apart. There were countless nights when Fionnguala waited alone and terrified on the Rock of Seals, tortured with anxiety for the welfare of her brothers. The gods had so far answered her prayers and they had been returned to her on each occasion, drenched and battered. Tears of joy and relief flowed freely from her eyes at these times, and she would take her brothers under her wing and pull them to her breast for warmth.

			Three hundred years of agony and misery on the Sea of Moyle were interrupted by only one happy event. It happened that one morning, the swans were approached by a group of horsemen while resting in the mouth of the river Bann. Two of the figures introduced themselves as Fergus and Aed, sons of Bodb the Red, and they were accompanied by a fairy host. They had been searching a good many years for the swans, desiring to bring them happy tidings of Lir and the King. The Tuatha Dé Danann were all now assembled at the annual Feast of Age, peaceful and happy, except for the deep sorrow they felt at the absence of the four children of Lir. Fionnguala and her brothers received great comfort from this visit and talked long into the evening with the visitors. When the time finally came for the men to depart, the swans felt that their courage had been restored and looked forward to being reunited with the People of Dana sometime in the future.

			When at last their exile had come to an end on the Sea of Moyle, the children of Lir made ready for their voyage westwards to Iorras Domhnann. In their hearts they knew they were travelling from one bleak and wretched place to another, but they were soothed by the thought that their suffering would one day be over. The sea showed them no kindness during their stay at Iorras Domhnann, and remained frozen from Achill to Erris during the first hundred years. The bodies of the swans became wasted from thirst and hunger, but they weathered the angry blasts of the tempests and sought shelter from the driving snow under the black, unfriendly rocks, refusing to give up hope. Each new trial fired the desire within them to be at home once again, safe in the arms of their loving father.

			It was a time of great rejoicing among Lir’s children when the three hundred years on Iorras Domhnann finally came to an end. With hearts full of joy and elation, the four swans rose ecstatically into the air and flew southwards towards Sídh Fionnachaidh, their father’s palace. But their misery and torment was not yet at an end. As they circled above the plains of Armagh, they could not discover any trace of their former home. Swooping closer to the ground, they recognized the familiar grassy slopes of their childhood, but these were now dotted with stones and rubble from the crumbling castle walls. A chorus of wailing and sorrow echoed through the ruins of Lir’s palace as the swans flung themselves on the earth, utterly broken and defeated. For three days and three nights they remained here until they could bear it no longer. Fionnguala led her brothers back to the west and they alighted on a small, tranquil lake known as Inis Gluare. All that remained was for them to live out the rest of their lives in solitude, declaring their grief through the saddest of songs.

			On the day after the children of Lir arrived at Inis Gluare, a Christian missionary known as Chaemóc was walking by the lakeside where he had built for himself a small church. Hearing the haunting strains floating towards him from the lake, he paused by the water’s edge and prayed that he might know who it was that made such stirring music. The swans then revealed themselves to him and began to tell him their sorry tale. Chaemóc bade them come ashore and he joined the swans together with silver chains and took them into his home where he tended them and provided for them until they had forgotten all their suffering. The swans were his delight and they joined him in his prayers and religious devotions, learning of the One True God who had come to save all men. 

			It was not long afterwards that Deoch, daughter of the King of Munster, came to marry Lairgnéan, King of Connacht, and hearing of Chaemóc’s four wonderful swans, she announced her desire to have them as her wedding-present. Lairgnéan set off for Inis Gluare intent on seizing the swans from Chaemóc. Arriving at the church where they were resting, their heads bowed in silent prayer, he began to drag them from the altar. But he had not gone more than four paces when the plumage dropped from the birds and they were changed back into their human form. Three withered old men and a white-faced old woman now stood before Lairgnéan and he turned and fled in horror at the sight of them. 

			For the children of Lir had now been released from Aoife’s curse, having lived through almost a thousand years, to the time when her prophecy came to be fulfilled. Knowing that they had little time left to them, they called for Chaemóc to baptize them and as he did so they died peacefully and happily. The saint carried their bodies to a large tomb and Fionnguala was buried at the centre, surrounded by her three beloved brothers. Chaemóc placed a large headstone on the mound and he inscribed it in oghram. It read, ‘Lir’s children, who rest here in peace at long last’.
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			The Wooing of Étain
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			Midhir the Proud was King of the Daoine Sidhe, the fairy people of the Tuatha Dé Danann, and he dwelt at the grand palace in the Hollow Hills of Brí Leíth. He had a wife named Fuamnach with whom he had lived quite contentedly for a good many years. One day, however, while Midhir was out hunting with a group of his companions, he stumbled across the fairest maiden he had ever before laid eyes on, resting by a mountain stream. She had begun to loosen her hair to wash it and her chestnut tresses fell about her feet, shimmering magnificently in the sunlight. The King was enraptured by her perfect beauty and grace and he could not prevent himself from instantly falling in love with her. Nothing could persuade him to abandon the thought of returning to the palace with the maiden and making her his new wife. He boldly confessed to her this desire, hopeful that his noble bearing and royal apparel would not fail to win her approval. The maiden told him that her name was Étain. She was both honoured and delighted that the fairy king had requested her hand in marriage and agreed at once to return with him to Brí Leíth.

			Within a short time, Étain’s beauty had won her great fame throughout the land and the words ‘as fair as Étain’ became the highest compliment any man could bestow on a woman. Midhir had soon forgotten about his former wife and spent his days in the company of his new bride whom he doted on and could not bear to be parted from. Fuamnach was distressed and enraged to see them together, but her desire to be comforted and loved once more was entirely overlooked by her husband. When she could bear her cruel treatment no longer, she sought the help of the druid, Bressal, who was well known to the royal palace. Bressal heard Fuamnach’s story and took great pity on her. That evening, as Étain lay in bed, they both entered her chamber. A great tempest began to rage around them as the druid waved his wand over the sleeping woman and delivered his curse in grave, commanding tones. As soon as he had uttered his final words, the beautiful Étain was changed into a butterfly and swiftly carried off by the howling winds through the open window far beyond the palace of Midhir the Proud. 

			For seven long years, Étain lived a life of intolerable misery. She could find no relief from her endless flight and her delicate wings were tattered and torn by the fiery gusts that tossed and buffeted her throughout the length and breadth of the country. One day, when she had almost abandoned hope of ever finding rest again, a chance flurry thrust her through a window of the fairy palace of Aengus Óg, the Danann god of love. All deities of the Otherworld possessed the ability to recognize their own kind, and Étain was immediately revealed to Aengus, despite her winged appearance. He could not entirely undo the druid’s sorcery, but he took Étain into his care and conjured up a spell to return her to her human form every day, from dusk until dawn. During the daytime, Aengus set aside the sunniest corner of the palace gardens for her private use and planted it with the most colourful, fragrant flowers and shrubs. In the evening, when Étain was transformed once again into a beautiful maiden, she gave Aengus her love and they grew to treasure each other’s company, believing they would spend many happy years together. 

			It was not long, however, before Fuamnach came to discover Étain’s place of refuge. Still bent on revenge, she appeared at the palace of Aengus Óg in the form of a raven and alighted on an apple tree in the centre of the garden. She soon caught sight of a dainty butterfly resting on some rose petals and with a sudden swoop she opened her beak and lifted the fragile creature into the air. Once they were outside of the palace walls, a magic tempest began to blow around Étain. She found herself being carried away from the fairy mounds during the fierce storm, to the unfamiliar plains of Erin above ground where very few of the fairy people had ever dared to emerge.

			As soon as he discovered that Étain had been outwitted by Fuamnach, Aengus sprinkled a magic potion into the air and called upon the gods to end the beautiful maiden’s torturous wanderings above the earth’s surface. A short time afterwards, Étain became trapped in a terrible gale and was hurled through the castle windows of an Ulster Chieftain named Etar. A great feast was in progress and all the noblemen of the province were gathered together for an evening of merry-making and dancing. Etar’s wife sat at his right hand and she held a goblet of wine to her lips. Weary and thirsty from her flight, Étain came to rest on the rim of the vessel intending to sip some of the refreshing liquid. But as she leaned forward, she fell into the drinking-cup and was passed down the throat of the noblewoman as soon as she swallowed her next draught.

			Several weeks after the great feast, Etar’s wife was overjoyed to discover that she was carrying a child. The gods had fulfilled their promise and had caused Étain to nestle in her womb until the time when she could be reborn as a mortal child. After nine months, the Chieftain and his wife were blessed with a daughter and they gave her the name of Étain. She grew to become one of the most beautiful maidens in Ulster and although she bore the same name as before, she could remember nothing of her former life with the Daoine Sidhe. 

			It was at about this time that a distinguished warrior known as Eochaid Airem was crowned High King of Erin. One of the first tasks he set himself was to organize a splendid annual feast, gathering together all of the kingdom’s noblemen to the royal palace for a month of glorious festivity. But the king was soon disappointed to discover that a great number of his noblemen would not accept his generous invitation. Deeply puzzled by this turn of events, he ordered several of them to appear before him and demanded an explanation.

			“We cannot attend such a feast,” they told him, “since the absence of a queen by your side would make it unwholesome. The people of Erin have never before served a king who does not possess a queen. There are many among us with daughters young and fair who would be more than willing to help restore your honour.” 

			The King was now made to realize that his integrity rested on securing a wife, and he immediately sent out horsemen to the four corners of Erin in search of a maiden who would make for him a suitable queen. Within a few days, a group of his messengers returned with the news that they had found the fairest creature in the land. Eochaid set forth at once to view with his own eyes the maiden his men had found for him. He rode for some distance until at last he happened upon four nymph-like figures laughing and dancing in the sunshine at the edge of a small, meandering brook. One of them was indeed far more beautiful than the others. She was clothed in a mantel of bright purple which was clasped over her bosom with a brooch of bright, glittering gold. Underneath, she wore a tunic of the finest emerald silk, intricately decorated with silver fringes and sparkling jewels. Her skin was as white and smooth as snow, her eyes were as blue as hyacinths and her lips as red as the finest rubies. Two tresses of chestnut hair rested on her head. Each one was plaited into four strands and fastened at the ends with tiny spheres of gold. Eochaid shyly approached the maiden and began to question her softly: 

			“Who are you,” he inquired, “and who was it created so rare and beautiful a vision as you?”

			“I am Étain, daughter of Etar,” said the maiden. “Your messengers warned me of your visit Eochaid and I have heard noble tales of you since I was a little child.” 

			“Will you allow me to woo you then, fair Étain,” asked the King, “for I cannot conceive of any greater pleasure left to me.”

			“It is you I have waited for,” replied Étain, “and I will only be truly fulfilled if you take me with you to Tara where I will serve you well as queen.”

			Overwhelmed with joy at these words, Eochaid grasped Étain’s hand and lifted her onto the saddle next to him. They rode speedily towards the palace at Tara where news of the king’s betrothal had already reached the ears of his subjects. A hearty welcome awaited the couple as they approached the great gates and they were married that same afternoon to the jubilant sounds of chiming bells and shouts of approval from the large crowd that had gathered to wish them well. 

			The Royal Assembly of Tara was now the grand occasion everybody looked forward to and preparations began in earnest for the series of lavish banquets and pageants that were to take place in the grounds of the palace. On the morning of first day of the Assembly, Étain made ready to welcome Eochaid’s guests and she rode to the top of the hill beyond the gates to catch a glimpse of the first to arrive. After a time, a young warrior on horseback appeared in the distance making his way steadily towards her. He wore a robe of royal purple and his hair, which tumbled below his shoulders, was golden yellow in colour. His face was proud and radiant and his eyes lustrous and gentle. In his left hand, he held a five-pointed spear and in his right, a circular shield, laden with white gold and precious gems. The warrior came forward and Étain welcomed him zealously: 

			“We are honoured by your presence, young warrior,” said Étain. “A warm reception awaits you at the palace where I shall be pleased to lead you.”

			But the warrior hesitated to accompany her and began to speak in a pained, anxious voice.

			“Do you not know me, Étain?” he asked. “For years I have been searching every corner of the land for you. I am your husband, Midhir the Proud, from the fairy kingdom of the Ever Young.”

			“My husband is Eochaid Airem, High King of Erin,” replied Étain. “Are you not deceived by your own eyes? You are a stranger to me and I have never before heard of your kingdom.” 

			“Fuamnach is dead and it is now safe for you to return to your home,” Midhir told her. “It was the sorcery of Fuamnach and Bressal that drove us apart, Étain. Will you come with me now to a land full of music, where men and women remain eternally fair and without blemish. There, in the land of your birth, we may again live happily as man and wife.”

			“I will not readily abandon the King of Erin for a man unknown to me,” answered Étain. “I would never seek to depart with you without the King’s consent and I know he will not give it, since his love for me deepens with every passing day.”

			Hearing these words, Midhir bowed his head in defeat. It was not in his nature to take Étain by force and he sadly bade her farewell, galloping furiously across the plains of Erin, his purple cloak billowing around him in the breeze.

			Throughout the winter months that followed, Étain remained haunted by the image of the stranger who had visited her on the hill. She began to dream of a land filled with sunshine and laughter where she frequently appeared seated on a throne, smiling happily. She could not explain these dreams and did not dare to confide in her husband. Often, however, she would ride to the place where she had met with Midhir the Proud and gaze outwards towards the flat, green carpet of land, secretly entertaining the hope that a rider on a white horse might suddenly appear on the horizon.

			One fair summer’s morning as Eochaid Airem peered out of the palace window, he noticed a young warrior in a purple cloak riding towards the Hill of Tara. The King was intrigued by the sight and ordered his horse to be saddled so that he might personally greet the stranger and establish the purpose of his visit to the palace.

			“I am known to all as Midhir,” said the warrior. “I have journeyed here to meet with Eochaid Airem, for I am told he is the finest chess-player in the land. I have with me a chessboard with which to test his skill if he is willing to meet my challenge.”

			The warrior then produced from beneath his mantel a solid gold chessboard with thirty-two silver pieces, each one encrusted with the finest sapphires and diamonds. 

			“I would be more than delighted to play a game of chess with you,” replied the King, and he led the way to a brightly-lit chamber where they placed the board on a sturdy round table and sat down to play the first game. The King was not long in proving his reputation as a champion player and, as the young warrior seemed disappointed with his own performance, it was decided that they should play a second game. Again, the King was victorious and the warrior appeared to become more and more agitated. But it was Midhir’s intention all along to win Eochaid’s sympathy and to lure him into a false sense of security.

			“Perhaps it would be best,” suggested the King, “if we decided on a wager for our third and final game. Name your stake, choose any treasure you desire, and it will be forfeited to you if you are triumphant over me.” 

			“That is very generous of you,” replied Midhir, “but I have more than enough wealth and possessions to satisfy me. Perhaps you have a wife, however, who would not protest too loudly if I stole from her a single kiss as my prize?” 

			“I am sure she would not object,” answered Eochaid cheerfully, for he felt certain that Étain would never have to deliver such a trophy. 

			The two played on, but this time the King struggled to keep control of the game and at length he was beaten by the younger man. Eochaid now fell silent and began to regret that he had so carelessly offered his wife as prize. In desperation and despair, he begged his opponent to surrender his claim to the pledged kiss. But Midhir insisted firmly on the forfeit and the King was forced to honour his part of the bargain.

			“Perhaps you will find it in your heart to show me a little kindness,” Eochaid pleaded, “and allow me time to reconcile myself to the dispatch of such a precious reward. Return to this palace one month from today and what you have asked for will not be denied you.”

			“Your request is not unreasonable,” replied Midhir, “and it leads me to believe that a kiss from your wife must be worth the long wait.” 

			Then Eochaid Airem appointed a day at the end of the month when Midhir would return to collect his prize and the young warrior departed the palace, his heart lighter than it had been for a very long time. 

			As the days passed by and the time approached for Étain to deliver her kiss, the King became more and more protective of his beautiful wife. Fearing that his handsome rival would appear at any moment, he gave the order for the palace to be surrounded by a great host of armed men and instructed them not to allow any stranger to enter the grounds. Once he had made certain that the outer courtyards were protected and that the doors to the inner chambers were properly guarded, Eochaid began to feel more at ease and decided to invite his closest friends to dine with him later that evening in the banqueting hall. Étain appeared next to him in a gown of shimmering silver and a row of servants carried trays of the most exotic food and flagons of the finest wine through to the long table. While the queen poured the wine for her hosts, the hall began to fill with laughter and conversation and it was not long before Eochaid called for his musicians to begin playing. 

			In the midst of this happy atmosphere, nobody noticed the tall, elegant figure enter the room and make his way towards the King, his face noble and determined, his spear held proudly in his left hand. Étain suddenly raised her eyes and saw before her the young rider whose image had filled her sleeping hours since their meeting on the Hill of Tara. He appeared more beautiful and resplendent than ever, more eloquent and powerful than her memory had allowed for. A wonderful feeling of warmth and affection stirred within Étain’s breast as Midhir gazed tenderly upon her and she felt that somehow she had always known and loved the man who stood before her. Then Midhir addressed the King and his words were purposeful and resolute:

			“Let me collect what has been promised me,” he said to Eochaid, “It is a debt that is due and the time is ripe for payment.”

			The King and his party looked on helplessly as Midhir encircled the fair Étain in his arms. As their lips met, a thick veil of mist appeared around them, and they were lifted gracefully into the air and out into the night. Eochaid and his noblemen rushed from the banqueting hall in pursuit of the couple, but all they could see were two white swans circling the star-filled sky above the royal palace. Eochaid wept bitterly for his loss and swore solemnly that he would not rest a single moment until every fairy mound in the land had been dug up and destroyed in his search for Midhir the Proud.
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			The Ulster Cycle
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			Introduction

			Stories of Cúchulainn of the Red Guard

			The Ulster Cycle, also known as the Red Branch Cycle, is compiled of tales of Ulster’s traditional heroes, chief among whom is Cúchulainn (pronounced ‘Koo khul-in’), arguably the most important war-champion in ancient Irish literature. An account of his birth dating from the ninth century is retold here, although a great many variations exist.

			From the age of six, Cúchulainn displays his supernatural ancestry and astounding strength. While still a child, he slays the terrifying hound of Culann. As a mere youth he is sent to train with the Knights of the Red Guard under Scathach and he alone is entrusted with the diabolical weapon known as the Gae Bolg. Later, he single-handedly defends Ulster against Queen Medb (pronounced ‘Maev’) while the rest of the province sleeps under the charm of Macha. His most notable exploits spanning his hectic warrior’s life up until his early death are recounted here. 

			Cúchulainn is said to have fallen at the battle of Muirthemne, c. 12 bc. He was finally overcome by his old enemy Lugaid, aided by the monstrous daughters of Calatin. As death approaches, Cúchulainn insists that he be allowed to bind himself upright to a pillar-stone. With his dying breath, he gives a loud, victorious laugh and when Lugaid attempts to behead his corpse, the enemy’s right hand is severed as the sword of Cúchulainn falls heavily upon it. The hero’s death is avenged by Conall the Victorious, but with the defeat of Cúchulainn, the end is sealed to the valiant reign of the Red Guard Knights in ancient Irish legend.  
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			The Birth of Cúchulainn
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			King Conchobar mac Nessa was ruler of Ulster at the time when Cúchulainn, the mightiest hero of the Red Guard, came to be born. It happened that one day, the King’s sister Dechtire, whom he cherished above all others, disappeared from the palace without warning, taking fifty of her maidens and her most valuable possessions with her. Although Conchobar summoned every known person in the court before him for questioning, no explanation could be discovered for his sister’s departure. For three long years, the King’s messengers scoured the country in search of Dechtire, but not one among them ever brought him news of her whereabouts.

			At last, one summer’s morning, a strange flock of birds descended on the palace gardens of Emain Macha and began to gorge themselves on every fruit tree and vegetable patch in sight. Greatly disturbed by the greed and destruction he witnessed, the King immediately gathered together a party of his hunters, and they set off in pursuit of the birds, armed with powerful slings and the sharpest of arrows. Fergus mac Roig, Conchobar’s chief huntsman and guide, was among the group, as were his trusted warriors Amergin and Bricriu. As the day wore on, they found themselves being lured a great distance southward by the birds, across Sliab Fuait, towards the Plain of Gossa, and with every step taken they grew more angry and frustrated that not one arrow had yet managed to ruffle a single feather. 

			Nightfall had overtaken them before they had even noticed the light begin to fade, and the King, realizing that they would never make it safely back to the palace, gave the order for Fergus and some of the others to go out in search of a place of lodging for the party. Before long, Fergus came upon a small hut whose firelight was extremely inviting, and he approached and knocked politely on the door. He received a warm and hearty welcome from the old married couple within, and they at once offered him food and a comfortable bed for the evening. But Fergus would not accept their kind hospitality, knowing that his companions were still abroad without shelter.

			“Then they are all invited to join us,” said the old woman, and as she bustled about, preparing food and wine for her visitors, Fergus went off to deliver his good news to Conchobar and the rest of the group.

			Bricriu had also set off in search of accommodation, and as he had walked to the opposite side of the woodlands, he was certain that he heard the gentle sound of harp music. Instinctively drawn towards the sweet melody, he followed the winding path through the trees until he came upon a regal mansion standing proudly on the banks of the river Boyne. He timidly approached the noble structure, but there was no need for him to knock, since the door was already ajar and a young maiden, dressed in a flowing gown of shimmering gold, stood in the entrance hall ready to greet him. She was accompanied by a young man of great stature and splendid appearance who smiled warmly at Bricriu and extended his hand in friendship:

			“You are indeed welcome,” said the handsome warrior, “we have been waiting patiently for your visit to our home this day.”

			“Come inside, Bricriu,” said the beautiful maiden, “why is it that you linger out of doors?”

			“Can it be that you do not recognize the woman who appears before you?” asked the warrior.

			“Her great beauty stirs a memory from the past,” replied Bricriu, “but I cannot recall anything more at present.”

			“You see before you Dechtire, sister of Conchobar mac Nessa,” said the warrior, “and the fifty maidens you have been seeking these three years are also in this house. They have today visited Emain Macha in the form of birds in order to lure you here.”

			“Then I must go at once to the King and inform him of what I have discovered,” answered Bricriu, “for he will be overjoyed to know that Dechtire has been found and will be eager for her to accompany him back to the palace where there will be great feasting and celebration.”

			He hurried back through the woods to rejoin the King and his companions. And when Conchobar heard the news of Bricriu’s discovery, he could scarcely contain his delight and was immediately anxious to be reunited with his sister. A messenger was sent forth to invite Dechtire and the warrior to share in their evening meal, and a place was hurriedly prepared for the couple at the table inside the welcoming little hut. But Dechtire was already suffering the first pangs of childbirth by the time Conchobar’s messenger arrived with his invitation. She excused herself by saying that she was tired and agreed instead to meet up with her brother at dawn on the following morning.

			When the first rays of sunshine had brightened the heavens, Conchobar arose from his bed and began to prepare himself for Dechtire’s arrival. He had passed a very peaceful night and went in search of Fergus and the others in the happiest of moods. Approaching the place where his men were sleeping, he became convinced that he had heard the stifled cries of an infant. Again, as he drew nearer, the sound was repeated. He stooped down and began to examine a small, strange bundle lying on the ground next to Bricriu. As he unwrapped it, the bundle began to wriggle in his arms and a tiny pink hand revealed itself from beneath the cloth covering. 

			Dechtire did not appear before her brother that morning, or on any morning to follow. But she had left the King a great gift – a newborn male child fathered by the noble warrior, Lugh of the Long Arm, a child destined to achieve great things for Ulster. Conchobar took the infant back to the palace with him and gave him to his sister Finnchoem to look after. Finnchoem reared the child alongside her own son Conall and grew to love him as if he had been born of her own womb. He was given the name of Setanta, a name he kept until the age of six, and the druid Morann made the following prophecy over him:

			“His praise will be sung by the most valorous knights, 

			And he will win the love of all 

			His deeds will be known throughout the land

			For he will answer Ulster’s call.”
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			How Setanta Won the Name of Cúchulainn
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			Within the court of Emain Macha, there existed an élite group of boy athletes whose outstanding talents filled the King with an overwhelming sense of pride and joy. It had become a regular part of Conchobar’s daily routine to watch these boys at their various games and exercises, for nothing brought him greater pleasure than to witness their development into some of the finest sportsmen in Erin. He had named the group the Boy-Corps, and the sons of the most powerful chieftains and princes of the land were among its members, having proven their skill and dexterity in a wide and highly challenging range of sporting events.

			Before Setanta had grown to the age of six, he had already expressed his desire before the King to be enrolled in the Boy-Corps. At first, Conchobar refused to treat the request seriously, since his nephew was a great deal younger than any other member, but the boy persisted, and the King at last agreed to allow him to try his hand. It was decided that he should join in a game of hurling one morning, and when he had dressed himself in the martial uniform of the Boy-Corps, he was presented with a brass hurley almost his own height off the ground. 

			A team of twelve boys was assembled to play against him and they sneered mockingly at the young lad before them, imagining they would have little difficulty keeping the ball out of his reach. But as soon as the game started up, Setanta dived in among the boys and took hold of the ball, striking it with his hurley and driving it a powerful distance to the other end of the field where it sailed effortlessly through the goal-posts. And after this first onslaught, he made it impossible for his opponents to retrieve the ball from him, so that within a matter of minutes he had scored fifty goals against the twelve of them. The whole corps looked on in utter amazement and the King, who had been eagerly following the game, was flushed with excitement. His nephew’s show of prowess was truly astonishing and he began to reproach himself for having originally set out to humour the boy.

			“Have Setanta brought before me,” he said to his steward, “for such an impressive display of heroic strength and impertinent courage deserves a very special reward.” 

			Now on that particular day, Conchobar had been invited to attend a great feast at the house of Culann, the most esteemed craftsman and smith in the kingdom. A thought had suddenly entered Conchobar’s head that it would be a very fitting reward for Setanta to share in such a banquet, for no small boy had ever before accompanied the King and the Knights of the Red Guard on such a prestigious outing. It was indeed a great honour and one Setanta readily acknowledged. He desperately wanted to accept the invitation, but only one thing held him back. He could not suppress the desire of a true sportsman to conclude the game he had begun and pleaded with the King to allow him to do so:

			“I have so thoroughly enjoyed the first half of my game with the Boy-Corps,” he told the King, “that I am loathe to cut it short. I promise to follow when the game is over if you will allow me this great liberty.”

			And seeing the excitement and keenness shining in the boy’s eyes, Conchobar was more than happy to agree to this request. He instructed Setanta to follow on before nightfall and gave him directions to the house of Culann. Then he set off for the banquet, eager to relate the morning’s stirring events to the rest of Culann’s house guests.

			It was early evening by the time the royal party arrived at the dwelling place of Culann. A hundred blazing torches guided them towards the walls of the fort and a carpet of fresh green rushes formed a mile-long path leading to the stately entrance. The great hall was already lavishly prepared for the banquet and the sumptuous aroma of fifty suckling pigs turning on the spit filled every room of the house. Culann himself came forward to greet each one of his guests and he bowed respectfully before the King and led him to his place of honour at the centre of the largest table. Once his royal guest had taken his seat, the order was given for the wine to be poured and the laughter and music followed soon afterwards. And when it was almost time for the food to be served, Culann glanced around him one last time to make certain that all his visitors had arrived.

			“I think we need wait no longer,” he said to the King. “My guests are all present and it will now be safe to untie the hound who keeps watch over my home each night. There is not a hound in Erin who could equal mine for fierceness and strength, and even if a hundred men should attempt to do battle with him, every last one would be torn to pieces in his powerful jaws.”

			“Release him then, and let him guard this place,” said Conchobar, quite forgetting that his young nephew had not yet joined the party. “My men are all present and our appetites have been whetted by our long journey here. Let us delay no longer and begin the feasting at once.” 

			And after the gong had been sounded, a procession of elegantly-clad attendants entered the room carrying gilded trays of roasted viands and freshly harvested fruit and vegetables, which they set down on the table before the King and the hungry warriors of the Red Guard.

			It was just at this moment that the young Setanta came to the green of Culann’s fort carrying with him the hurley and the ball that had brought him victory against the Boy-Corps. As the boy drew nearer to the entrance of the fort, the hound’s ears pricked up warily and it began to growl and bark in such a way as to be heard throughout the entire countryside. The whole company within the great hall heard the animal snarling ferociously and raced outdoors to discover what exactly it was that had disturbed the creature. They saw before them a young boy, who showed little sign of fear as he stood facing the fierce dog with gaping jaws. The child was without any obvious weapon of defence against the animal, but as it charged at him, he thrust his playing ball forcefully down its throat causing it to choke for breath. Then he seized the hound by the hind legs and dashed its head against a rock until blood spewed from its mouth and the life had gone out of it.

			Those who witnessed this extraordinary confrontation hoisted the lad triumphantly into the air and bore him on their shoulders to where Conchobar and Culann stood waiting. The King, although more than gratified by the boy’s demonstration of courage, was also much relieved to know that Setanta was safe. Turning to his host, he began to express his joy, but it was immediately apparent that Culann could share none of Conchobar’s happiness. He walked instead towards the body of his dead hound and fell into a mournful silence as he stroked the lifeless form, remembering the loyal and obedient animal who had given its life to protect its master’s property. Seeing Culann bent over the body of his faithful dog, Setanta came forward without hesitation and spoke the following words of comfort to him:

			“If in all of Erin there is a hound to replace the one you have lost, I will find it, nurture it and place it in your service when it is fit for action. But, in the meantime, I myself will perform the duty of that hound and will guard your land and your possessions with the utmost pride.”

			There was not one among the gathering who remained unmoved by this gesture of contrition and friendship. Culann, for his part, was overcome with gratitude and appreciation and declared that Setanta should bear the name of Cúchulainn, ‘Culann’s Hound’, in remembrance of his first great act of valour. And so, at the age of six, the boy Setanta was named Cúchulainn, a name by which he was known and feared until the end of his days. 
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			The Tragedy of Cúchulainn and Connla
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			As soon as Cúchulainn had reached the appropriate age to begin his formal training as a Knight of the Red Guard, it was decided at the court of Conchobar mac Nessa that he should depart for the Land of Shadows, where Scathach, the wisest, strongest, most celebrated woman-warrior, had prepared the path of his instruction in the feats of war. The stronghold of Scathach lay in a mysterious land overseas, beyond the bounds of the Plain of Ill-luck. It could only be reached by crossing the Perilous Glen, a journey very few had survived, for the Glen teemed with the fiercest of goblins lying in wait to devour hopeful young pilgrims. But even if a youth managed to come through the Perilous Glen unharmed, he had then to cross the Bridge of Leaps, underneath which the sea boiled and hissed furiously. This bridge was the highest and narrowest ever built and it spanned the steepest gorge in the western world. Only a handful of people had ever crossed it, but those who did were privileged to become the highest-ranking scholars of Scathach and the very finest of Erin’s warriors. 

			Within a week of leaving the court of Emain Macha, Cúchulainn had arrived at the Plain of Ill-luck and although he had already suffered many trials along the way, he knew in his heart that the worst still lay ahead. As he gazed out over the vast stretch of barren land he was obliged to traverse, he grew despondent, for he could see that one half was covered in a porous clay which would certainly cause his feet to stick fast, while the other was overgrown with long, coarse, straw-coloured grass, whose pointed blades were designed to slash a man’s limbs to pieces. And as he stood crestfallen, attempting to decide which of the two routes would prove less hazardous, he noticed a young man approaching on horseback from the east. The very appearance of the rider lifted Cúchulainn’s spirits, but when he observed that the youth’s countenance shone as splendidly as the golden orb of the sun (though he does not reveal himself, this is, of course, Cúchulainn’s father, Lugh of the Long Arm), he immediately felt hopeful and reassured once more. The two began to converse together and Cúchulainn enquired of the young man which track he considered the best to follow across the Plain of Ill-luck. The youth pondered the question awhile and then, reaching beneath his mantel, he handed Cúchulainn a leather pouch containing a small golden wheel.

			“Roll this before you as you cross the quagmire,” he told Cúchulainn, “and it will scorch a path in the earth which you may follow safely to the stronghold of Scathach.”

			Cúchulainn gratefully received the gift and bid farewell to the youth. And after he had set the wheel in motion, it led him safely, just as the young rider had promised, across the Plain of Ill-luck and through the Perilous Glen until he reached the outskirts of the Land of Shadows. 

			It was not long before he happened upon a small camp in the heart of the woodlands where the scholars of Scathach, the sons of the noblest princes and warriors of Erin, were busy at their training. He recognized at once his friend Ferdia, son of the Firbolg, Daman, and the two men embraced each other warmly. After Cúchulainn had told Ferdia all of the latest news from Ulster, he began to question his friend about the great woman-warrior who was set to educate him in arms.

			“She dwells on the island beyond the Bridge of Leaps,” Ferdia told him, “which no man, not even myself, has ever managed to cross. It is said that when we have achieved a certain level of valour, Scathach herself will teach us to cross the bridge, and she will also teach us to thrust the Gae Bolg, a weapon reserved for only the bravest of champions.”

			“Then I must prove to her that I am already valorous,” replied Cúchulainn, “by crossing that bridge without any assistance from her.”

			“You are unlikely to succeed,” warned Ferdia, “for if a man steps on one end of the bridge, the middle rises up and flings him into the waters below where the mouths of sea-monsters lie open, ready to swallow him whole.”

			But these words of caution merely fired Cúchulainn’s ambition to succeed in his quest. Retiring to a quiet place, he sat down to recover his strength from his long journey and waited anxiously for evening to fall. 

			The scholars of Scathach had all gathered to watch Cúchulainn attempt to cross the Bridge of Leaps and they began to jeer him loudly when after the third attempt he had failed to reach the far side. The mocking chorus that greeted his failure greatly infuriated the young warrior but prompted him at the same time to put all his strength and ability into one final, desperate leap. And at the fourth leap, which came to be known as “the hero’s salmon-leap”, Cúchulainn landed on the ground of the island at the far side of the bridge. Lifting himself off the ground, he strode triumphantly to the fortress of Scathach and beat loudly on the entrance door with the shaft of his spear. Scathach appeared before him, wonder-struck that a boy so young and fresh of face had demonstrated such courage and vigour. She agreed at once to accept him as her pupil, promising to teach him all the feats of war if he would pledge himself to remain under her tuition and guidance for a period not less than a full year and a day.

			During the time that Cúchulainn dwelt with Scathach, he grew to become her favourite pupil, for he acquired each new skill with the greatest of ease and approached every additional challenge set him with the utmost enthusiasm. Scathach had never before deemed any of her students good enough to be trained in the use of the Gae Bolg, but she now considered Cúchulainn a champion worthy of this special honour and presented him one morning with the terrible weapon. Then she instructed him on how to use it and explained that it should be hurled with the foot, and upon entering the enemy it would fill every inch of his body with deadly barbs, killing him almost instantly.

			It was while Cúchulainn remained under Scathach’s supervision that the Land of Shadows came under attack from the fiercest of tribal warriors, led by the Princess Aífe. After several weeks of bloody battle, during which no solution to the conflict could be reached, it was agreed that Scathach and Aífe should face each other in single combat. On hearing this news, Cúchulainn expressed the gravest concern and was adamant that he would accompany Scathach to the place where the contest was due to take place. Yet Scathach feared that something untoward might befall her young protégé, and she placed a sleeping-potion in Cúchulainn’s drink with the power to prevent him waking until she was safely reached her meeting place with Aífe. But the potion, which would have lasted twenty-four hours in any other man, held Cúchulainn in a slumber for less than one hour and when he awoke he seized his weapon and went forth to join the war against Aífe. 

			And not only did he slay three of Aífe’s finest warriors in the blink of an eyelid, he insisted on trading places with Scathach and facing the tribal-leader by himself. But before going into battle against her, he asked Scathach what it was that Aífe prized above all other things.

			“What she most loves are her two horses, her chariot, and her charioteer,” she informed Cúchulainn. So he set off to meet Aífe, forearmed with this knowledge.

			The two opponents met on the Path of Feats and entered into a vicious combat there. They had only clashed swords three or four times however, before Aífe delivered Cúchulainn a mighty blow, shattering his powerful sword to the hilt and leaving him defenceless. Seeing the damage to his weapon, Cúchulainn at once cried out:

			“What a terrible fate that charioteer beyond has met with. Look, his chariot and his two beautiful horses have fallen down the glen.”

			And as Aífe glanced around, Cúchulainn managed to seize her by the waist, squeezing firmly with his hands until she could hardly breathe and had dropped her sword at his feet. Then he carried her over his shoulder back to the camp of Scathach and flung her on the ground where he placed his knife at her throat. 

			“Do not take my life from me, Cúchulainn,” Aífe begged, “and I will agree to whatever you demand.”

			It was soon settled between Scathach and Cúchulainn that Aífe should agree to a lasting peace and, as proof of her commitment, they pronounced that she should bind herself over to remain a full year as Cúchulainn’s hostage in the Land of Shadows. And after nine months, Aífe gave birth to a son whom she named Connla, for she and Cúchulainn had grown to become the best of friends and the closest of lovers with the passing of time. 

			Now sadly, the day arrived for Cúchulainn to depart the Land of Shadows, and knowing that Aífe would not accompany him, he spoke the following wish for his son’s future:

			“I give you this golden ring for our child,” he told Aífe. “And when he has grown so that the ring fits his finger, send him away from here to seek out his father in Erin. 

			“Counsel him on my behalf to keep his identity secret,” he added, “so that he may stand proud on his own merit and never refuse a combat, or turn out of his way for any man.”

			Then after he had uttered these words, Cúchulainn took his leave of Aífe and made his way back to his own land and his people.

			Seven years had passed, during which time Cúchulainn had chosen Emer, daughter of Forgall, one of the finest maidens in Ulster, to become his wife, and the two lived a very happy life together. He rarely thought of Aífe and the son he had left behind in the Land of Shadows, for he had also risen to become captain of the House of the Red Branch of Conchobar mac Nessa and was by far the busiest and most respected warrior in the kingdom. 

			It was at this time, however, that Connla, son of Cúchulainn, set out on his journey to be reunited with his father in Erin, approaching her shores on the precise day that all the great warriors and noble lords of Ulster were assembled for an annual ceremony on the Strand of Footprints. They were very much surprised to see a little boat of bronze appear on the crest of the waves, and in it a small boy clutching a pair of gilded oars, steering his way steadily towards them. The boy seemed not to notice them and every so often he stopped rowing and bent down to pick up a stone from the heap he had collected at the bottom of the boat. Then, putting one of these stones into a sling, he launched a splendid shot at the sea-birds above, bringing the creatures down, stunned, but unharmed, one after another, in a manner far too quick for the naked eye to perceive. The whole party looked on in amazement as the lad performed these wonderful feats, but the King soon grew uncomfortable at the spectacle he witnessed and called Condere, son of Eochaid, to him:

			“This boy’s arrival here does not bode well for us,” said the King. “For if grown-up men of his kind were to follow in his wake, they would grind us all to dust. Let someone go to meet him and inform him that he is not welcome on Erin’s soil.”

			And as the boy came to moor his boat, Condere approached him and delivered Conchobar’s message.

			“Go and tell your King,” said the boy, “that even if everyone among you here had the strength of a hundred men, and you all came forward to challenge me, you would not be able to persuade me to turn back from this place.”

			Hearing these words, the King grew even more concerned and he called Conall the Victorious to him:

			“This lad mocks us,” Conchobar told him, “and it is now time for a show of force against him.”

			So Conall was sent against the boy, but as he approached the lad put a stone in his sling and sent it whizzing with a noise like thunder through the air. It struck Conall on the forehead, knocking him backwards to the ground and before he could even think about rising to his feet, the boy had bound his arms and legs with the strap from his shield. And in this manner, the youth made a mockery of the host of Ulster, challenging man after man to confront him, and succeeding on every occasion to defeat his opponents with little or no effort.

			At last, when King Conchobar could suffer this humiliation no longer, he sent a messenger to Dundalk to the house of Cúchulainn requesting that he come and do battle against the young boy whom Conall the Victorious could not even manage to overcome. And hearing that her husband was prepared to meet this challenge, Emer, his wife, went and pleaded with him not to go forward to the Strand of Footprints:

			“Do not go against the boy,” she begged Cúchulainn, “since the great courage he possesses has convinced me that he is Connla, son of Aífe. Hear my voice, Cúchulainn, and do not go forward to murder your only child.”

			“Even if he were my son,” replied Cúchulainn, “I would slay him for the honour of Ulster.”

			And he ordered his chariot to be yoked without further delay and set off in the direction of the strand.

			Soon afterwards, he came upon the young boy sitting in his boat polishing stones and calmly awaiting his next opponent. Cúchulainn strode towards him, demanding to know his name and lineage. But the boy would not reveal his identity or the slightest detail of the land of his birth. Then Cúchulainn lost patience with him and they began to exchange blows. With one daring stroke, the boy cut off a lock of Cúchulainn’s hair, and as he watched it fall to the ground, the older warrior became greatly enraged. 

			“Enough of this child’s play,” he shouted and, dragging the boy from the boat, he began to wrestle with him in the water. But the boy’s strength was astonishing and he managed twice to push Cúchulainn’s head beneath the waves, almost causing him to drown. And it was on the third occasion that this occurred, when Cúchulainn gasped helplessly for air, that he remembered the Gae Bolg which Scathach had entrusted him with, and he flung it at the boy through the water. At once, the boy loosened his powerful hold and reached agonizingly towards his stomach, where the blood flowed freely from the vast gaping wound the weapon had made there.

			“That is a weapon Scathach has not yet taught me to use,” said the boy. “Carry me now from the water, for I am gravely injured.”

			And as Cúchulainn bore the boy in his arms towards the shore he noticed a golden ring on his middle finger.

			“It is true then,” he murmured sadly to himself, and set the boy down on the ground before the King and the men of Ulster. 

			“You see here before you my son,” Cúchulainn announced solemnly, “the child I have mortally wounded for the good of Ulster.”

			“Alas, it is so,” spoke Connla in a feeble voice, “and I wish with all my heart that I could remain with you to the end of five years. For in that time, I would grow among you and conquer the world before you on every side, so that soon you would rule as far as Rome. But since this cannot be, let me now take my leave of the most famous among you before I die.”

			So, one after another, the most courageous knights of the Red Guard were brought before Connla and he placed his arms around the neck of each of them and embraced them affectionately. Then Cúchulainn came forward and his son kissed his father tenderly before drawing his last breath. And as he closed his eyes, a great lament was raised among them and they dug a grave for the boy and set a splendid pillar-stone at its head. Connla, son of Aífe, was the only son Cúchulainn ever had and he lived to regret for the rest of his days that he had destroyed so precious a gift.
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			The Combat of Ferdia and Cúchulainn
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			Beyond the borders of Ulster in the province of Connacht, there ruled a spirited and domineering queen named Medb, daughter of Eochaid Fedlech, whose husband, King Ailill, was the meekest and gentlest of creatures. Medb’s nature was such that whatever she desired she took for her own, and whatever law displeased her, she refused to obey, so that her husband gave her whatever she demanded and nothing was ever too great a task for him to complete on her behalf. Medb was also the strongest and mightiest of warriors and she had gathered together a powerful army, convinced that one day she would conquer the whole land of Erin. 

			One evening as Medb and her husband lay together, they began to count up and compare their numerous possessions, for it was one of Medb’s favourite entertainments to ridicule Ailill by proving that she had acquired far more treasures and wealth than he had over the years. Weapons, rings and jewellery were counted out, as well as chariots, horses, mansions and plots of land, but each of them was found to possess precisely the same amount as the other. So they began to count the herds of cattle and sheep that roamed the pastures beyond the walls of the castle and it was then that Ailill remembered the Bull of Finnbennach and began to tease his wife about the animal, reminding her of how the bull had deserted her herd in favour of his because it refused to remain in the hands of a woman. As soon as Medb heard these words, all of her property lost its value for her, and she grew adamant that she would soon find a bull to equal the Bull of Finnbennach even if she had to scour the entire countryside for it and bring it back to Connacht by force.

			 Mac Roth, the King’s steward, was summoned to appear before Medb and when she questioned him on the whereabouts of such a bull, he was able to tell her without any hesitation exactly where the best specimen in the country might be found:

			“It belongs to Daire mac Fiachna in the province of Ulster,” he told the Queen. “It is known as the Brown Bull of Cooley and is regarded as the finest beast in the whole of Erin.”

			“Then you must go to the son of Fiachna and ask him for the loan of the bull for a year,” replied Medb, “informing him that at the end of this time, the beast will be safely returned to him, together with fifty of the finest heifers my kingdom has to offer. And if Daire chooses to bring the bull here himself, he may add to his reward a measure of land equalling the size of his present domain in Ulster and a splendid war chariot worthy of the bravest of Connacht’s warriors.” 

			On the following morning, a group of nine foot-messengers led by mac Roth set off in the direction of Ulster, carrying with them a number of gifts from Queen Medb to the owner of the bull, including an oak chest loaded with gold and silver ornaments and several decorated bronze flagons filled with the finest mead in the land. The mere sight of such a treasure-laden party approaching the fort of Daire mac Fiachna raised the spirits of all who set eyes on them and a very warm welcome was lavished on the men. Then Daire himself came forward to greet the party and enquired of them the purpose of their journey to his home. Mac Roth began to tell him of the squabble between Medb and Ailill and of how the Queen had decided that she must quickly find a bull to match the impressive Bull of Finnbennach. Flattered that his own beast had achieved such fame in Connacht, Daire was immediately disposed to help Queen Medb as best he could, but when he heard of the generous reward he would receive in return for the loan of his property, he was well pleased with himself and gave the order at once for the Bull of Cooley to be prepared for its journey to Connacht the next day.

			The evening was spent feasting and drinking and a happy atmosphere prevailed for a time as the men of the two provinces exchanged friendly conversation. But as the wine flowed, the tongues of Queen Medb’s messengers began to loosen and in the company of their hosts they began to brag of their army’s great strength:

			“It is just as well for Daire,” boasted one of Medb’s envoys, “that he has surrendered the beast willingly to us. For if he had refused to do so, the Queen’s mighty army would have marched on Ulster and taken the bull from him without any trouble at all.”

			When Daire’s men heard these offensive remarks, they went straightaway to their master’s quarters and demanded that he avenge such a dreadful insult. Mac Roth was immediately summoned to appear before Daire who angrily informed him of the conversation that had been overheard. 

			“Go back to your Queen,” said Daire, “and tell her that she shall never take from me by foul means what she cannot win by fair. Let Medb and Ailill invade Ulster if they dare, for we are well equipped to meet the challenge.”

			Before the break of day, Medb’s messengers had set off for Connacht to deliver the unhappy tidings to their Queen. But when Medb saw that they had not returned with the Brown Bull of Cooley, she did not fly into the rage they had expected. Instead, she spoke calmly to mac Roth:

			“I have foreseen this result,” she told him. “Your dispute with the son of Fiachna is of little consequence, for I have always known that if the Brown Bull of Cooley was not given willingly, he would be taken by force. That time is now arrived, and taken he shall be!”

			So began the Queen of Connacht’s great war on Ulster, one of the bloodiest wars the country had ever before endured. From every corner of Erin came the allies of Medb and Ailill, including Fraech, son of Fidach, and Calatin, accompanied by his twenty-seven sons. Warriors of great renown from the provinces of Leinster and Munster swelled the numbers of Medb’s armed legions, and they were joined by many heroic Ulstermen, among them Fergus mac Roy and Cormac, son of Conchobar, who had defected from their own army, unhappy with their King’s leadership. 

			Not a day or a night passed without a fierce and fiery combat between the armies of Connacht and Ulster. Rivers and streams ran crimson with blood and the bodies of the slain littered the emerald hills and plains. Medb was not slow to display her true worth as a warrior in her own right and Fergus, her chief scout, proved himself a most loyal and courageous comrade in arms. Yet there was none among Medb’s great army who could emulate the feats of one particular Ulster warrior, a youthful figure who seemed utterly invincible and who drove himself against them time and time again, bursting with renewed vitality and strength on each occasion. 

			Cúchulainn, leader of Ulster’s Red Guard, was well known to both Fergus and Cormac, but he had grown stronger and more powerful than they had ever imagined possible during their brief time of exile. And as they observed his powers of command and his exceptional skill on the battlefield, they became increasingly alarmed and went before the Queen to warn her that she was faced with no ordinary opponent. Medb grew worried at this news and took counsel with the most prominent figures of her army. After some deliberation, it was decided that her most valiant warrior should be sent to do battle against Cúchulainn. The son of Daman, known as Ferdia, was nominated for this task, for he had been trained alongside Cúchulainn under the great woman-warrior Scathach in the Land of Shadows and had risen to become Connacht’s champion warrior, a man feared and respected by all who encountered him.

			Nothing had ever yet challenged the deep bond of friendship formed between Ferdia and Cúchulainn during their time together in the Land of Shadows. The love and respect the two men felt for each other had remained constant over the years, and whenever they found occasion to be together, it was not unusual for people to mistake them for brothers. When Ferdia discovered what Medb demanded of him, he was greatly disturbed, and though he was loathe to oppose the wishes of his sovereign, he immediately refused the Queen’s request and dismissed her messengers. Then Medb sent her druids and men of poetry to Ferdia’s tent, instructing them to recite the most savage and mocking verses in the loudest of voices for everybody to hear. 

			It was for the sake of his own honour that Ferdia agreed to meet with Medb and Ailill without any further delay. The King and Queen were more than delighted to receive him and Medb wasted no time reeling off the numerous rewards Ferdia could hope to receive if he would only obey her simple wish. But Ferdia showed no interest in the riches that were intended for him, so that Medb grew more and more angry and frustrated. She had little or nothing to lose by playing her one last card and with a tone of false resignation she addressed Ferdia once more:

			“It must be true what Cúchulainn has said of you,” said Medb slyly. “He said that you feared death by his hands and that you would be wise not to go against him. Perhaps it is just as well that the two of you do not meet.”

			On hearing this, Ferdia could scarcely contain his anger:

			“It was unjust of Cúchulainn to say such a thing,” he roared. “He well knows that it is not cowardice, but love, that prevents me facing him. So it is settled then. Tomorrow I will go forth to his camp and raise my weapon against him.”

			But even as he spoke these words, a mood of gloom and despair descended upon Ferdia and he walked out into the black night, his head bowed in sadness. His closest companions and servants were also overcome with grief to discover what it was that Ferdia was compelled to do, for each was troubled by the knowledge that one of the two great champion warriors of Erin would fail to return home alive.

			Word had soon reached Cúchulainn that Medb had chosen his dearest friend to face him in combat and, as he watched Ferdia’s war chariot approach, he was forced to acknowledge in his own mind that he would much rather fall by his friend’s weapon than slay Ferdia with his own. Yet, at the same time, he could not fully understand why his fosterbrother had so easily given into the wishes of Queen Medb. The betrayal he felt could not be ignored and he prepared himself to greet Ferdia with a degree of caution and reserve. As Ferdia stood down from his chariot, Cúchulainn did not rush forward to embrace him as he would have done in the past, but remained at a distance, waiting for his friend to make the first gesture of friendship.

			“I wish that we could have met again in more favourable circumstances,” said Ferdia. “With all my heart I long to embrace you, old friend.”

			“I once would have trusted such words,” answered Cúchulainn, “but I no longer place any trust in what you say when I know that you have abandoned our friendship for the sake of a treacherous queen and the rewards she no doubt promised you.”

			“I see that treason has overcome our love,” replied Ferdia sadly, “but it is just as well that you think this way. It is best not to remember our friendship, but to meet each other as true enemies of war.”

			And so they began to choose the weapons they would use against each other and it was agreed that they would begin the day’s fighting with small javelins. They hurled these at each other, backwards and forwards through the air with great energy and speed, but by the close of day, not one spear had pierced the shield of either champion. As nightfall approached, they called a truce, and agreed to resume combat with different weapons at dawn on the following morning.

			On the second day, Cúchulainn and Ferdia took up the fight once more, remaining seated in their chariots as they cast heavy, broad-bladed spears at each other across the ford from noon until sundown. But on this day, they both suffered many wounds that stained their flesh red with blood. When they had grown weary of the battle, they again agreed to stop fighting until morning and, placing their weapons in the hands of their servants, they moved towards each other and kissed and embraced warmly in remembrance of their friendship. Their horses shared the same paddock that evening and their charioteers gathered round the same fire. Healing herbs were laid on their wounds and they both rested until daybreak.

			As the third day of combat was about to commence and the two men stood opposite each other once more, Cúchulainn was suddenly struck by the change which seemed to have occurred overnight in his friend. Ferdia’s brow was now deeply furrowed and his eyes reflected a deep, dark sadness. He no longer held himself upright and he lurched forward wearily to meet his opponent. Filled with pity and sorrow, Cúchulainn pleaded with Ferdia to abandon the fighting, but his friend merely shook his head, insisting that he must fulfil his contract with Queen Medb and King Ailill. They proceeded to choose their weapons and armed themselves with full-length shields and hard-smiting swords. Then they began to strike each other savagely and viciously until they had each carved great wedges of flesh from the other’s shoulder-blades and thighs. Still the combat could not be resolved and they decided to part once more for the evening, their bodies torn to shreds and their friendship shattered irreparably. And on this occasion, no kiss was exchanged between them, no curing herbs were exchanged, and their horses and charioteers slept in separate quarters. 

			As the sun was about to rise on the fourth morning, Ferdia arose and walked out alone to the ford of combat. He wore the jaded, sorrowful expression of a man who senses death close at hand and he began to arm himself with particular care and attention. He knew instinctively that the decisive day of the battle had arrived and that one of them would certainly fall before the evening had drawn to a close. Next to his skin he wore a tunic of silk, speckled with gold and over this he placed a thick leather smock. He then laid a huge, flat stone, which he had carried all the way from Africa, across his torso and covered it with a solid iron apron. On his head he placed a crested war-helmet, adorned with crystals and rubies. He carried in his left hand a massive shield with fifty bosses of bronze and in his right, he clutched his mighty battle-sword. And when at last he was satisfied that he had protected himself against injury as best he could, he remained by the ford, performing many impressive feats with his sword while he awaited the arrival of Cúchulainn. 

			It was decided between the two warriors on this fourth day that they should use whatever weapons they had to hand and once they had gathered these together the fighting began in earnest. So wild was their rage on that morning, so bitter and violent the clashing of their swords, even the goblins and demons of the air fled in fear. Every creature of the forest shrieked in terror and ran for cover, while the waters themselves changed course, recoiling from the horror and ruthlessness of the combat. And as the afternoon came and went, the wounds inflicted were now deeper and more savage. Each man, although staggering with exhaustion, sought to outdo the other and remained watchful of just such an opportunity. Then, at last, in a moment of acute weariness, Cúchulainn lowered his heavy shield and as soon as he had done so, Ferdia thrust at him with his blade, driving it cleanly through his breast, causing the blood to flow freely down the battle-warrior’s tunic. Again, Ferdia struck with his sword and this time it entered Cúchulainn’s stomach so that he curled over in agony and began writhing on the earth. And knowing that he must save himself before it was too late, Cúchulainn reached for the Gae Bolg, a weapon he was resolved to use only as a last resort. Taking careful aim, he let fly the instrument with his right foot so that it passed through Ferdia’s protective iron apron, through to the flat stone which it broke in three pieces and into the body of his friend filling every joint and every limb with its deadly barbs.
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