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The  Irish History & Heritage Book

Dear Reader:

As you might have guessed from our names, we are brother and sister, grown from our days of sibling rivalry to amicable collaboration. We come from New Orleans Catholic stock, Irish supplemented with Italian, French, and German. Our Irish ancestors came to United States fleeing the Great Famine, as did so many unfortunate souls — we wish they could see Ireland in its current, happier days.

We are both trained historians with specialties in European and American history. Amy used to be a lawyer and Ryan used to be an e-commerce guru, but now we both earn our bread by our pens (or computers). Ryan has written and edited travel guides to Ireland. Amy has written a book about world mythology and a law dictionary.

Though we have both kissed the Blarney Stone, we hope eloquence hasn't come at the cost of accuracy. We know this book can't cover “everything,” but we hope it gives a fun introduction to the best parts of Ireland's history and heritage. We encourage you to read more about this fascinating island and its culture. Sláinte!





  
    
      

      
        Dedicated to Lucille Eileen Wichser and her Irish forebears.
      

    

  
    
      

      Welcome to the EVERYTHING® Series!

      These handy, accessible books give you all you need to tackle a difficult project, gain a new hobby, comprehend a fascinating topic, prepare for an exam, or even brush up on something you learned back in school but have since forgotten.

      You can read an EVERYTHING® book from cover to cover or just pick out the information you want from our four useful boxes. We literally give you everything you need to know on the subject, but throw in a lot of fun stuff along the way, too.

      We now have well over 150 EVERYTHING® books in print, spanning such wide-ranging topics as weddings, pregnancy, wine, learning guitar, one-pot cooking, managing people, and so much more. When you're done reading them all, you can finally say you know EVERYTHING®!
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      Important sound bytes of information
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      Quick handy tips
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      Fascinating areas to explore
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      Solutions to common problems
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      Top Ten Places to Visit in Ireland

      
        	
Dublin: From pubs and architecture to the astounding Book of Kells, Dublin continues to be one of the most interesting cities in Europe.

        	
Cliffs of Moher: It's a tough claim to make in a country as beautiful as Ireland, but these amazing 600-foot sea cliffs might just be the most picturesque spot on the island.

        	
Rock of Cashel: This monastery, church, and fortress is the island's most visually stunning reminder of medieval Ireland.

        	
Belfast: The recent peace agreement has allowed people to appreciate the city's impressive architecture and culture; there is no better place to get an understanding of the Troubles.

        	
Giant's Causeway: This eerie conglomeration of honeycomb-shaped stones on the Antrim Coast never fails to impress.

        	
Ring of Kerry: There's a reason it's packed with tourists — the mountains, lakes, and streams of this park are spectacularly beautiful.

        	
Galway: This booming college town in the West is packed with pubs, art, and energy.

        	
Newgrange: This fascinating collection of Stone Age tombs along the Boyne River Valley is known as Ireland's Stonehenge.

        	
Glendalough: This monastery's striking setting near mountain lakes almost makes you want to become a monk.

        	
Aran Islands: These craggy islands on the far-western coast give a salty taste of what Irish life was like 100 years ago.

      

    

  
    
      

      
      Introduction

      [image: illustration] ERIN, ÉIRE, IRELAND — the Emerald Isle of the north Atlantic is a beautiful island with beautiful names. The ancient Irish called it Éire (“Ire”), which might have meant “fertile country.” Put Éire together with the Old English word land and you get Ireland. Anglicize Éire and you get Erin, a romantic English synonym for Ireland.

      Ireland is divided into thirty-two counties, grouped into four provinces: Leinster, Ulster, Connacht, and Munster. Twenty-six counties are in the Republic of Ireland, and six are in Northern Ireland. Northern Ireland is part of the United Kingdom, and the Republic of Ireland is an independent nation. (A map of Ireland and its environs has been provided on the inside back cover of this book for your reference.)

      There's something unique about Ireland. It's a place where you can sit on an incredibly green field with a Neolithic tomb to your left and an ivy-covered monastery to your right. A farmer might drive a herd of sheep past you, then return to his thatch-roofed house to check his e-mail. Ireland is a place with a rich history, where the layers of different cultures have blended together into a beautiful mix found nowhere else. Its history has been filled with poetry, humor, and tragedy. It's a place worth getting to know.

      Ireland has a long and colorful history, and to cover everything about the island would require an entire library. While this book can't contain every detail, it does provide the major elements of Irish history and heritage. It gives a solid overview of the Irish story and provides a starting point for learning more through reading or travel.

      There were people in Ireland in prehistoric days, long before the dawn of Christianity. Ireland's earliest residents built enigmatic structures out of rock and made some intriguing pottery and jewelry, but their lives are still mostly a mystery. Historians know more about the Celts, whose culture overtook the island around the time the Romans were running most of Europe. They left behind a body of myths and culture that became a touchstone for later Irish people who wanted to define “Irishness.”

      Christianity arrived in Ireland in the fourth or fifth century, supposedly through the influence of St. Patrick. The Celtic people incorporated the new faith into their lives, and Ireland became a center for scholarship and missionary work — the island of saints and scholars. Both saints and scholars lost their momentum in the ninth century when Viking invaders arrived and began an era of pillaging and conquest. Eventually, the Vikings either left or became upstanding Irish citizens themselves. They introduced several cultural innovations and founded many major towns, including Dublin.

      The Viking era later became a symbol of Irish resistance to occupation; the king Brian Boru became an icon of Irish nationalism and bravery. A more tenacious invader, however, was to arrive shortly after the Vikings. The British came in the 1100s and never really left. The years of British wars and occupation had their share of low points — Cromwell's depredations, the Ulster Plantation, the Great Famine — but Irish culture continued to develop. Irish writers from Swift to Yeats showed a genius for using the Irish language, while Irish cooks demonstrated a world-class facility with the potato.

      Ireland eventually won its independence and has worked hard to regain its own identity. It has had difficulties — lingering economic problems, the Troubles of Northern Ireland — but the Irish people have continued to push forward. Today, with peace in the North and amazing economic developments in the Republic, Ireland is enjoying its best times ever.

      In addition to its fascinating history, Ireland also has an extremely vibrant culture. One reason Irish culture is so well known is that Irish people have spread all over the world. Hard times at home forced many people to emigrate to other countries. These emigrants became important members of their new societies and continue to embrace their heritage today.[image: illustration]
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[image: illustration] Prehistory: Stones, Tombs, and Sundials

      Ireland is an island with a past. People lived there millenniums before anyone started recording history, and they left their mark on the landscape — standing stones, odd-looking structures, great mounds of earth. The presence of so many prehistoric remains ties Ireland's past to its present.

      
        [image: illustration]
      

      
The Earliest Inhabitants

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

      Snow and Ice and Everything Nice

      Ireland was covered with ice for a very long time. It had few plants, and the only animals who lived there were creatures that prefer snow and ice, such as reindeer, woolly mammoths, and the spectacular Irish giant deer. The temperature fluctuated, but mostly just in variations on the same theme of cold.
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          Is it certain there were no humans in Ireland before 8000 B.C.E.?
        

        No. There were Neanderthal people in England for thousands of years before Ireland was definitely inhabited, and they might have ventured to Ireland. But so far no one has found traces of them, and they probably weren't there during the last ice age.

      

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

      The Mesolithic Period

      These conditions made Ireland even more attractive to humans. The early settlers did not leave behind much information about themselves. Mostly, archaeologists have found stone tools — things like axes, knives, and scrapers. People used these tools to chop plants or skin animals. Ireland is full of these stone tools, many of which have been picked up by amateur collectors.

      Flint is one of the best stones for tool making, and the best flint in Ireland is in the northeastern corner. And that's where most of Ireland's stone tools have been found — in Antrim, Down, and the Strangford Lough area. One of the best Mesolithic sites is Mount Sandel in County Derry, where archaeologists have found the remains of several little dome-shaped huts, built there between 7010 and 6490 B.C.E. Here people lived, huddled around their fires, eating nuts, berries, pigs, birds, and fish.
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        Modern people use the term Stone Age to describe anything hopelessly primitive and benighted. But Stone Age hunter-gatherers seem to have lived quite well. Plants and animals for food were plentiful and provided them with a balanced diet and ample leisure time. The archaeological record suggests that people only turn to the more “advanced” agricultural way of life when local free supplies run low.

      

      The Mesolithic Period, also known as the Middle Stone Age, lasted for several thousand years. Stone technology did not change much during this time. People lived a fairly migratory existence, moving around in pursuit of plants and animals.

      
The First Irish Farmers

      Around 4000 B.C.E., things changed. People began to grow food and make pottery. They cleared forests for their fields and built more permanent settlements. Archaeologists call this new period the Neolithic Period, or New Stone Age.

      It's possible that the Mesolithic Irish developed this new technology on their own, but it's more likely that these changes came over the ocean with new immigrants. The newcomers either conquered the people already living there, or, more likely, they just assimilated them, intermarrying and sharing techniques for making tools and growing food.

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

      
Where Legend and Archaeology Meet

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

      The megalithic tombs were probably constructed shortly before the arrival of the Celts, who called them fairy mounds and believed that the spirits of ancient people — bold heroes and brave maidens — lived there. The Celtic creator gods, the Tuatha Dé Danann, were known to be fabulously good at building things, and perhaps it was they who constructed the tombs dotting the countryside.

      Eventually the spirits inhabiting the fairy mounds transformed into the little people of later Irish legends — leprechauns and fairies and brownies, whose spirits are said to haunt the land.

      Passage Tombs

      Many of these tombs are called passage tombs because they contain passages leading to burial chambers underneath the mound. The walls of the passage and chamber are made of rock, often elaborately carved.
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        There are passage tombs all over the northern part of Ireland. Many of these have legends attached to them. For example, the complex of tombs at Carrowmore, near Sligo Town, supposedly contains the grave of the legendary queen Mebd; it has never been opened to verify this claim.

      

      Court Tombs

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

      Wedge Tombs

      Wedge tombs also occur primarily in the northern part of Ireland. These tombs have stone walls and roofs; the roof gets lower and the passage narrower as one goes into the tomb, hence the name wedge. Most of them face west or southwest, toward the setting sun.

      Wedge tombs are numerous; there are about 500 of them all over the northern part of the country. The ones that have been excavated contain human remains, and some contain pottery, which suggests that they were made toward the end of the Neolithic period. Labbacallee (“Hag's Bed”), in County Cork, is an excellent wedge tomb. It got its strange name because it contained the skeleton of a headless woman when it was first opened.

      Portal Tombs

      Portal tombs, also called dolmens, consist of several large upright stones topped by a giant capstone. Putting these rocks in place must have been a stupendous effort — some capstones weigh as much as 100 tons. These dolmens were originally surrounded by a mound of earth, and people were buried inside them. A giant dolmen at Poulnabrone, County Clare, had more than twenty people buried in it over a 600-year period; this might mean that only royalty was buried there.

      There are dolmens all over Ireland, as well as in Wales and Cornwall. The Kilclooney More dolmen in County Donegal is particularly cool — its capstone is almost 14 feet long.

      
Ireland's Stonehenge

      Some of the most spectacular archaeological sites from the Neolithic period are in the Boyne Valley in County Meath. These sites are called Brú na Bóinne, which means “Boyne Palace.” They consist of large stone tombs built around 3200 B.C.E., several centuries before the great pyramids of Egypt. The three main components of this site are Newgrange, Knowth, and Dowth.

      People have known about these tombs for centuries; Vikings plundered them and Victorians hunted treasures there and carved their initials on the walls. The sites gradually deteriorated and were even quarried at one point. The Republic of Ireland has become very interested in its history, however, and consequently, the tombs have been extensively restored.
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        Newgrange, Knowth, and Dowth were built around the same time that Stonehenge was erected in the south of England. They have generated nearly as much speculation as to their purpose as their English cousins. The most convincing theory about their use is the suggestion that they functioned as an ancient form of a solar calendar.

      

      At Newgrange

      The tombs at Newgrange are built inside a huge, grassy mound of earth. The stones at the entrance and some of the stones holding the tomb together are elaborately carved with spirals.

      These stones are not local; some of them came from Wicklow, 50 miles away, and others from Northern Ireland. This indicates that whoever built them was very organized — it's not easy to assemble the manpower to transport big rocks over that many miles. The tomb might have been surrounded by a ring of giant stones, though only twelve of these now remain.

      Inside the mound is a long passageway leading to a subterranean burial chamber. Inside this chamber are three recesses for holding bodies; when the tomb was first excavated by experts, archaeologists found the remains of at least three cremated bodies and some human bones. Offerings of jewelry were probably once there as well, but these were stolen long ago.

      
        [image: illustration]
      

      The front door of Newgrange, solar observatory extraordinaire.

      Solar Miracle Sites

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

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

      Similar solar phenomena happen at other megalithic sites. The light of the setting sun at winter solstice illuminates one of the chambers inside Dowth. At Knowth, the eastern passage seems to have been designed to catch the rising sun of the spring and autumn equinoxes, while the western passage might have caught the setting sun on those same days.

      Mystical Site on the River Boyne

      The tombs at Brú na Bóinne are an extremely popular tourist destination. The tour of Newgrange features a fake winter solstice sunrise, so that visitors can see how the sun illuminates the chamber. But don't get your hopes up about seeing the real thing; Newgrange at sunrise in December is booked solid for the next fifteen years, and the waiting list has been closed.

      The River Boyne, which flows past these mound tombs, has long been very important spiritually to the Irish people. Legend says that the first occupant of Newgrange was named Elcmar. His wife was Boann, the spirit of the river.
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        The Boyne was said to be both magical and earthly, and that it flowed from the well of Segais in the otherworld. Segais is the source of all wisdom. It is surrounded by seven hazel trees, and hazels periodically drop from their branches and flow down the Boyne.

      

      
The Bronze Age

      Around 2400 B.C.E., life in Ireland began to change again. People started making tools out of metal instead of stone. These metalworkers might have been a new wave of immigrants bringing their craft with them, or they might have been the folks already in Ireland. Whoever they were, their metal tools were much better than stone ones.

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

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

      Ireland also had a fair amount of gold hidden in its hills, and Bronze Age smiths used it to make some spectacular jewelry — thick bracelets and necklaces called torques, fancy hairpins, and half-moon-shaped trinkets that they probably hung around their necks. They also made disks of thin sheets of gold with hammered decoration; these are called sun-discs, and people might have worn them as jewelry, too.
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        If you've got a hankering to check out Ireland's prehistory in person, visit the Irish National Heritage Park in beautiful County Wexford. The park's full-size replicas of dolmens, ogham stones, and Irish houses through the ages will give you a feel for what life was like before Ireland got all fancy and civilized.

      

      
Iron Comes to Ireland

      The Bronze Age in Ireland ended around 800 B.C.E. Bronze tools disappeared and iron ones took their place. This must have been the result of increased contact with Britain, which was in closer contact with the rest of Europe, where iron was all the rage.

      Ugly but Cheap

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

      The Iron Age didn't start all at once. People gradually started using more iron and less bronze. In the late eighth century B.C.E., iron was prevalent on the Continent, and a century later it was widespread in Britain. Irish smiths at this time were working with both metals, producing distinctive swords and other artifacts.

      The iron-using people also had horses. Archaeologists have found many bits for bridles and other tidbits of equestrian gear. They have also unearthed miles and miles of wooden tracks beneath the bogs, paths made of giant oak planks laid side by side; these would have made transporting goods by horse and cart much easier than dragging them through Ireland's soft soil.
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        Ironically, some of the best-preserved artifacts from the Iron Age are made not of iron but of bronze — such as 5-foot-long bronze trumpets. Iron corrodes badly in Ireland's climate, but bronze doesn't.

      

      The Dawning of the Age of the Celts

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

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

      It's hard to say anything conclusive about the Celts, because they didn't record their history themselves. They couldn't write (with one minor exception, which we discuss later in this chapter). Most everything we know about them today comes from either the archaeological evidence or the accounts of Roman visitors that were transcribed by medieval Christians. This means that all of our written records on the Celts were filtered through two sets of biases: the Romans, who looked on them as an alien culture that needed to be conquered, and the Christians, who thought the Celts were pagans who hadn't seen the truth of Christ. And modern observers have all kinds of opinions that color their views.
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        The word Celt is properly pronounced kelt, with a hard initial consonant. The name of the former world-champion basketball team in Boston, however, is pronounced seltiks. If you encounter Celtics fans, don't try to correct their pronunciation.

      

      Geographic Origins

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

      The ancients thought the Celts had originated in Switzerland and spread out from there. They envisioned the Celts as a warrior people who marched from country to country, attacking civilized people and settling wherever they conquered. Modern scholars think it more likely that the Celtic language and culture spread from group to group through trade, though there was certainly some fighting involved, too. This Celtic culture moved over the Continent and into the British Isles until, by the fourth century B.C.E., most of the people in northwestern Europe and Britain were members of this cultural group.
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        The biblical Galatians were a Celtic people who wound up settling in Asia Minor (modern-day Turkey) sometime in the third century B.C.E. Like the Celts in Ireland, they weren't literate, so we don't know much about their history. By the time St. Paul wrote them letters in the first century C.E., they'd begun reading and writing Greek.

      

      Cultural Spread Is Not Conquest

      Historians have long imagined ancient history as a series of peoples taking over land from one another. When they envisioned the Celts, they saw warriors who came marauding over the countryside, laying waste and taking over local wealth. While there is some truth to this picture, it seems that cultural spread was actually a much gentler process most of the time.

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

      
Gaelic and Indo-European Languages

      Although Celtic languages and cultures were similar to one another, they were by no means identical; there were a vast number of physical types and cultural traditions that fell under the heading Celtic. The Celts who settled in France became known as Gauls. The ones in Britain became the Bretons and the Welsh.
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        Many people think of the Irish people as having red hair, green eyes, and freckles. This is something of a stereotype — only a small percentage of the Irish actually look like this — but it does match ancient descriptions of some Celts. The Romans and Greeks also described many of them as blond-haired and blue-eyed.

      

      The Celts who arrived in Ireland sometime around 350 B.C.E. didn't belong to the same group as the Celts in Britain. Most of the ancestors of the Irish Celts came from Spain. Language is the clue to their origin.

      The Indo-European Group

      Linguists classify languages into families of related tongues. Almost all European languages — including French, German, English, and Irish — are grouped into a giant family called Indo-European, which also includes such ancient languages as Latin, Sanskrit, and Hittite. (Finnish, Hungarian, Basque, and Estonian are exceptions — they are European but do not belong in the Indo-European group.) All Indo-European languages show basic similarities in vocabulary and grammar that suggest they might have come from a single language — proto-Indo-European.

      It is believed that proto-Indo-European may have been spoken many thousands of years ago somewhere north of the Black Sea. The people who spoke this language apparently traveled extensively in Central Asia and Europe, and forms of their language took root throughout these regions. One of the major language groups to develop this way was the Celtic family.

      What about Irish Celtic?

      There were many Celtic languages, and the Irish language is just one of them. Irish comes from the Celtic branch called Goidelic, which also includes Scots Gaelic. The term Goidelic comes from the Irish Celts' name for themselves, Goídil, which gives us the modern word Gaelic. Irish is not very closely related to the languages spoken nearby, particularly Welsh and Breton (spoken in Brittany, France), but instead had its roots in Spain; hence, scholars think the ancestors of the Irish came from Spain.
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        The Latin word for the Irish was Scotti. In the early centuries of the Common Era, many “Scots” from Ireland migrated to the Hebrides and Argyll, just a short boat ride from Antrim. That territory became known as Scotia, which later turned into Scotland.

      

      
Celtic Ireland

      People studying Ireland actually have an advantage over those scrutinizing Celts from other lands, because a number of ancient Irish stories and other writings survive. The Celts didn't write these things down themselves; they transmitted their culture orally. But centuries later, medieval monks, in their zeal to preserve stories of the oral tradition in written form, wrote down a bunch of ancient Celtic legends and books of laws, and these offer the modern reader a unique glimpse into ancient Irish life. (See Chapter 3 for more on Celtic mythology.) This life seems to have included heroes, feasts, cattle raids, and love affairs.

      The land was divided into five areas:

      
        	Leinster — the southeast

        	Meath — the middle

        	Connacht — the west

        	Ulster — the north

        	Munster — the southwest

      

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

      Wild and Crazy Heroes

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

      The Celts scared the Romans and other “civilized” contemporary observers. When they went into battle, they would strip naked and dash at their enemies dressed in nothing but sandals and their fancy necklaces. They howled as if possessed by demons, their shrieks augmented by loud bagpipes.

      Some warriors would be so overcome by battle-frenzy that their very appearance changed. They called this transformation the warp-spasm. The Táin Bó Cuailnge has an excellent description of the hero Cuchulain (or Cú Chulainn) undergoing this phenomenon, which involved most of his body turning itself inside out and fire and blood shooting out of his head, after which he killed hundreds of enemy warriors and walked away unscathed.
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        One of the most spectacular archaeological sites in Ireland is the Iron Age fort Dún Aengus in the Aran Islands. It's on a cliff, surrounded by a ring of sharp stone spikes, and further protected by fierce waves pounding the stones below. Some hapless tourists have been blown off the site by the strong winds and fallen to their deaths on the rocks.

      

      Cattle Raids

      Cattle and metal treasure were the main forms of wealth in ancient Ireland — metal because it was rare, and cattle because they were useful. Cattle provided milk to drink and to make into cheese, and hide and meat after they were dead. If a king demanded tribute from his subjects, it would probably be in the form of cattle — in fact, a wealthy farmer was called a bóiare, or “lord of cows.” In the famous poem Táin Bó Cuailnge, a major war starts because Queen Mebd discovers that her husband has one more bull than she does.

      Celtic chieftains spent quite a bit of their energy stealing cattle from one another. They even had a special word for this activity, táin. (Cattle raiding wasn't just an amusement for the ancient Irish; modern Irish people were stealing one another's cattle well into the twentieth century.) Anyone whose cattle got stolen had to try to retrieve them, which occasioned many heroic expeditions and battles.

      The Seat of Ancient Kings

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

      Tara was special because it was the home of the Lia Fáil, or “Stone of Destiny.” It was used to identify rightful kings — it shrieked if the feet of the rightful king rested on it.
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        The O'Hara plantation in the novel Gone with the Wind is named Tara. The plantation was named by Scarlett O'Hara's father, Gerald, an Irishman who had long suffered the hunger for land that came from living as a tenant on what had been his people's own lands. Fittingly, when he finally acquired a big piece of property in Georgia, he named it after the seat of the high king of Ireland.

      

      Fortifications

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

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

      
Brehon Laws

      The best picture we have today of ancient Irish social organization comes from the Brehon laws, which were written down in the seventh and eighth centuries C.E. These laws describe a very structured society, with several classes of people and clearly defined punishments for infractions.
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        The ancient and early medieval Irish were governed by a group of judges, lawyers, and professional poets; these either came from the druidic educational system or the Christian church, depending on the period. They were called breitheamh, or brehons. Brehons developed laws, interpreted them, and applied them to individual situations.

      

      Uncertain Origins

      For many years, historians believed that the Brehon laws came from the pre-Christian pagan past — possibly from the druids — and that they summarized centuries of laws and beliefs transmitted orally long before they were written. More recent scholars suggest that the Brehon laws were written by later Christians, who combined ancient Irish practice with foreign information and the Bible to create laws for the Irish people.

      This would mean the Brehon laws as described might not have entirely reflected the reality of Celtic society, but instead the Irish society of some centuries later. Still, many of the principles would have applied to the Celts, especially the emphasis on social status, honor, and recompense for offenses.

      The Class System

      There were five classes of Irish people. At the top were the nobles, who belonged to the dominant families and owned property. Below them were ordinary freemen, who rented the land and farmed it, and then base clients who had fewer rights; the lords would give their clients cattle, and in return receive rents and other services. At the bottom were slaves. The fifth class of people was the group of learned men, including doctors, judges, poets, and craftsmen. Members of this group enjoyed special privileges and could move most freely outside their own clans.

      Brehon laws applied to civil, criminal, and military matters. They delineated five major classes of people and their rights and duties. All relationships, such as between landlords and tenants, parents and children, and masters and servants, were carefully regulated. Professionals were required to charge only the fees set by law, and they were ranked according to the status of their profession.

      A person who injured another was required to compensate his victim for the loss or to have the person nursed back to health at his expense. Brehon law generally did not otherwise punish wrongdoers. People could kill outlaws who had committed serious crimes, but kings could ransom these outlaws and get them freed of obligation — if, for example, a king's ally had committed some atrocious crime and another noble wanted to kill him, the king could ransom the ally and get him off the hook.
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        Brehon law also regulated marriage. Husbands and wives were free to divorce. A husband could take a second or subsequent wife, but the first wife would have higher status than the second. The first wife received the second wife's bride price for her own and was allowed to do anything she wanted to the second wife (short of killing her) during the new wife's first three nights at home.

      

      
Learned Men — the Druids

      The druids were an ancient caste of learned men. What they learned and what they did has long been a matter of much discussion and debate. Herodotus claimed that they were descended from Noah, originated in the western Danube region, and espoused Pythagorean philosophy. Pliny and Tacitus noted their fondness for the oak and their refusal to worship the gods under roofs. Julius Caesar described their schools, where they memorized vast amounts of information, and their sacrificial practices, which involved placing humans or animals in wicker cages and burning them alive.

      The Romans distrusted the druids and did their best to put them down. In 61 C.E. the Roman Suetonius rounded up a number of druids and killed them, and that ended druidism in Roman territory (which didn't include Ireland). But the druids were too fascinating for people to forget them; many still think of the megalithic dolmens as druid altars, where the ancient priest-magicians sacrificed their victims.

      The Stuff of Legend

      In Irish legends, druids can predict the future by interpreting the actions of birds; they use this information to tell their leaders when to march into battle. They wear white robes and sport long beards.

      One of the most famous is the druid Cathbad in the Táin Bó Cuailnge. In some versions of the story, he was the father of King Conchobar of Ulster (or Conor mac Nessa). Cathbad ran a school of druidry with eight students. After the hero Cuchulain accidentally killed his own son in battle, the soldiers of Ulster (on Cuchulain's side) feared he might kill them in his frenzied grief; Cathbad saved the army by casting a spell on Cuchulain to make him think the waves in the ocean were warriors, so he would fight them and expend his anger there.

      
Celtic Art and Poetry

      The Celts produced some spectacularly beautiful art. Much of their best work was done in metal. They applied the same attention to intricate detail to their poetry. Poets, like great craftsmen, were honored members of society, welcome in any noble home.

      Metalwork

      Celtic metalwork is intricately decorated. Celtic smiths worked in gold, iron, and bronze. The Celtic aristocrats liked to have nice things on hand to give as gifts to honored guests, which would bring great honor to the giver, and they especially liked finely wrought metal.
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      A traditional Celtic design

      Celtic men and women wore heavy necklaces of twisted gold, called torques. These became status symbols, and the gods were also represented as wearing them. Celtic burial sites are full of decorative pins called fibulae, which are similar in design to the modern safety pin. Archaeologists have also discovered mirrors, combs, and a beautiful little model boat with oars. Many of these artifacts are elaborately decorated with the distinctive spirals and interweaving designs that the Celts are famous for.

      Celtic smiths must have been very skilled to produce their works. They used the lost-wax casting technique — molding an object out of wax, surrounding it with clay, baking the whole thing so the clay hardened and the wax ran out, and then pouring in metal to form the object. They also formed objects out of sheets of metal, hammered thin and then cut and formed into the desired shape.

      Celts held their craftsmen in high regard. Craftsmen belonged to a special privileged class of learned men, and the ordinary rules of serfdom and allegiance to a lord did not apply to them. They traveled from patron to patron plying their trade, and their status protected them from assault.
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        The Celts couldn't write, with one exception — the druids. They used ogham (oh-yam), a rather cumbersome system of parallel lines carved on either side of a vertical centerline, based on the Roman alphabet. Ogham usually appears on stone pillars. Many people believe it was used for magical and occult inscriptions.

      

      Celtic Poetry

      Poetry was extremely important to the ancient Irish. Poets, like craftsmen and judges, belonged to the privileged class of learned people. Poets preserved the history of the clan and of Ireland, including lore of the gods and the genealogy of the ruler. The ancient myths and legends were preserved by countless generations of poets, who memorized them and recited them to their listeners.

      Poets came in several grades; a poet of the highest status was equal to any chieftain. Training to become a poet took years and involved memorizing thousands of lines of verse. Poets also had a reputation for knowing something about magic and prophecy. A patron would expect a poet to sing his praises, but he had to be careful; poets demanded large rewards, and an unsatisfied poet could create burning satire that could ruin a chieftain's reputation.

      
Celtic to the End

      The Romans never saw a land they didn't want to conquer, but they never conquered Ireland. Julius Caesar initiated contact with Britain in 55 B.C.E., and for over a century the Romans planned to conquer the whole island. Though some Britons became Romanized, many locals didn't appreciate being colonized and fought their conquerors tooth and nail. The Romans couldn't keep enough troops on the island to hold them at bay. They had other frontiers to guard, after all. By 122 C.E., Hadrian had decided it would be wise to wall off Scotland to keep the barbarians separate from Romanized territory. Over the next two centuries, Rome gradually lost control over Britain.

      The Romans knew Ireland existed; Ireland's Latin name is Hibernia, which might mean “Land of Winter.” (Another theory holds that it comes from Iberia, or Spain.) Julius Caesar mentioned Ireland in his Commentaries, but just to note that it was less than half the size of Britain. The Greek geographer Strabo claimed that Ireland was on the edge of habitable earth and that the inhabitants of the island were complete savages living a miserable existence due to the cold climate. The Roman Tacitus, writing around 100 C.E., thought Ireland was very much like Britain. In the late first century C.E., Agricola, a Roman governor of Britain, considered conquering Ireland and even did reconnaissance; he decided that the Romans could take the island with just one legion of soldiers, but it probably wouldn't be worth the effort.

      But the Romans never tried to conquer Ireland. The distance from Rome was too great and the potential payoff too uncertain, and they already had their hands full with Britain. And so the Irish remained Celtic.
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        Some “experts” thought Ireland must be some sort of El Dorado, a land of fabulous wealth. Solinus, writing in the third century C.E., claimed that Ireland's grass was so rich that Irish cows regularly exploded from eating too much of it. He also noted that there were no snakes in Ireland, which probably made St. Patrick's job a lot easier when he arrived in the next century.
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