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PREFACE

As one of the objects of this book is to show that Irish history is as generally interesting as
Irish scenery is generally beautiful, few places are noticed that are not historic ; but in a
volume of the size of this, all the historic places could not be mentioned. Many books have
been published during the last three-quarters of a century that treat on Irish scenery and
antiquities. Some of them are very voluminous and copiously illustrated. They were, for the
most part, written by persons utterly un-fitted for the task they undertook. Their remarks on
Irish scenery may be of some value ; they may have thought Killarney more beautiful than the
Bog of Allen ; but wherever they touch on matters connected with history and antiquities,
they are so often incorrect and misleading that the books they have published may, for the
most part, be said to be useless. It is not too much to say that many of these works would be
actually increased in value if the printed matter were torn out of them and nothing left but the
illustrations and covers. The people who wrote them were totally unfitted to treat of Irish
history and antiquities. They knew little about the history of ancient Ireland, and nothing of
the Irish language or its literature. They could hardly be justified to treat of Irish architectural
remains, because they were ill-equipped to do so, and were unsympathetic with the race that
raised them.

If there is any country in Europe about the scenery and antiquities of which an interesting
book could be written, it is Ireland. In no other country are scenery and antiquities so closely
allied, for the finest remains of her ancient ruins are generally found where the scenery is
most weird, most strange, or most beautiful. In no other country, perhaps, can so many places
be identified with historic events, or historic personages, as in Ireland. It contains more relics
of a long vanished past than any other European land.

Great Britain seems a new country compared with Ireland. In spite of the wanton and
disgraceful destruction of her ancient monuments that has been going on for centuries, more
of such can be found in a single Irish county than in a dozen in Great Britain. Although
Stonehenge is the finest druidic monument known to exist, the quantity of druidic remains is
much greater in Ireland than in England. In the latter country we miss the dun, the rath, the
Us, the round tower and the sepulchral mound, some of which are found in almost every
square mile of Ireland. And coming down to later times, when men began to erect structures
of stone, we find the remains of castles and keeps in such extraordinary numbers that we
wonder for what purpose so many strongholds were erected. Counting raths, duns, Uses,
cromlechs, round towers, crumbling castles, and deserted fanes, Ireland may be called a land
of ruins beyond any other country in Europe. To make these multitudinous monuments of a
far-back past still more interesting, it will be found that mention is made of most of them
even in the remnant of Gaelic literature that by the merest chance has been preserved.

The place names of Ireland are as interesting and as extraordinary as her antiquities, and to
some are even more fascinating than her beauties. The bewildering immensity of Irish place



names is one of the most remarkable things connected with Ireland ; but like her ancient
monuments, they are every day disappearing fading away with the language from which they
were formed.

Even still, there are, probably, as many ancient place names in a single Irish province as in the
whole of Great Britain. If it is not absolutely true when speaking of Ireland to say that, " No
dust of hers is lost in vulgar mould," it can at least be said that there is hardly a square mile of
her surface where some hoary relic of the past or some beauti- ful object of nature can be met
with that is not mentioned in history, enshrined in legend, or cele- brated in song.

T. O. E.

“ Emania The Golden”

Two miles west of the city of Armagh lies an earthen fort known as the “ Navan Ring.” This
is all that remains of the renowned palace of the Pagan Kings of Ulster, the real name of
which was Emain Macha, which has been Latinised Emania, and corrupted into Navan.

After Tara, Emania is the most historic spot of Irish soil. No other place in all Ireland, Tara
only excepted, is so often mentioned in the historic and romantic tales that have been pre-
served in such abundance in ancient Gaelic. Emania is the great centre of that wondrous cycle
of legend, history, and song known as the Cuchullainn cycle of Celtic literature. Every tale
and legend in it refer more or less to Emania. It is curious that while hardly any of the
treasures of ancient Irish manuscript literature we possess were compiled in Ulster, there is
hardly a page of them, no matter in what province they were originally composed, that does
not mention this now almost obliterated stronghold of the Ulster kings. The “ Book of
Leinster” was compiled in Kildare or in Glendoloch, and for nearly a thousand years, or from
the imposition of the Leinster Tribute early in the second century down to the time of Brian
Boramha, Leinster and Ulster were inveterate enemies, yet the “ Book of Leinster” teems
with mention of Emania. Even in the great manuscript books compiled in Connacht and
Munster, the name of Emania occurs next in frequency to that of Tara.

So far as can be gathered from the most authentic sources, the palace of Emain Macha, or
Emania, was erected by the over-king Cimboath, about five hundred years before the
Incarnation. It continued to be the seat of the Ulster kings down to A.D. 331, when it was
destroyed by the three Collas, chieftains of the race of the over-kings of Ireland from a hostile
province, that made war on Ulster. The destruction of Emania is recorded by the Four Masters
under the year 331, when Fergus, King of Ulster, was defeated and slain by the three Collas.
Emania was burned, and the ancient dynasty that had so long ruled the province of Ulster was
destroyed. Emania may be said to have been a desolation since then ; for though we are told
that one of the O’Neill’s built a house within the ruins of the fort in 1387, no vestige of it now
remains, and it is not probable that it was long in existence.

None of the ancient palaces or great duns of ancient Ireland shows such utter desolation,
or bears evidence of having been so uprooted as does Emania. The great fosse by which it
was once surrounded is entirely obliterated save on the west side, where it is nearly twenty
feet in depth. Much as Tara has been obliterated, its monuments are more easily traced than
are those of Emania. The county Meath seems to have been a grazing country almost from
time immemorial. This saved Tara from being entirely uprooted ; but the country round this
ancient seat of the Ulster kings is essentially agricultural ; it is mostly in the possession of
small farmers owning from ten to twenty acres ; consequently they have levelled most of the
great circular embankments that formerly enclosed an area of nearly a dozen acres, and have



filled up most of the deep fosse which, if we can judge by the small part of it that still
remains, must have been, when Emania was in its glory, between twenty and thirty feet deep.
So potatoes are growing and corn is waving over a large extent of the inside of the fortress,
where vast wooden buildings once stood, and where mirth and revelry and clash of arms once
resounded.

Mons. Darbois de Jubainville, the eminent French archaeologist and Celtic scholar, made
an exhaustive examination of Emania some years ago. He found that the area within the
original enclosure was four and a half hectares, or between eleven and twelve English acres in
extent, and that the space enclosed was nearly circular. Like Tara, the buildings in Emania
must have been almost entirely of wood. Some of them may, like many of the wooden houses
in America, have been built on stone foundations, and there are some traces of stone-work
still to be seen. There is a magnificent passage in the Feilere of Oengus the Culdee, written
about A.D. 800, in which the greatness and glory of the Christian cities of Ireland are con-
trasted with the state of utter desolation into which the strongholds of the Pagan kings had
fallen. Speaking of Emania he says

“ Emain’s burgh hath vanished
Save that its stones remain ;
The Rome of the western world
Is multitudinous Glenclaloch.”

There is no doubt that the ruins of Emania were in a much better state of preservation when
Oengus wrote, nearly eleven hundred years ago, than they are in at present, and it is certain
that many of its stones have been carried away to build walls and houses. But it is also quite
certain that neither in Ireland, Great Britain, or in any northern country, were stone buildings
general in ancient times, and we may be sure that when Emania was at the height of its
splendour its best and largest buildings were of wood.

The area of eleven or twelve acres that was once surrounded by a deep fosse and high em-
bankment, and within which all the buildings of Emania were erected, is not quite circular,
nor is its surface level. Considerable inequality of surface evidently existed in it before it was
chosen for the site of palace or dun. The highest part within the enclosure is a good deal
removed from its centre, and it was evidently on it that the citadel stood. There was a dun
within a dun, as there generally was in all ancient Irish fortresses of any great extent. The
citadel having been on the highest ground within the enclosure, commanded a view of the
surrounding country for a considerable distance. Emania, when at its best, with its vast
surrounding fosse and high earthen rampart, capped with a strong fence of wood, might, if
properly provisioned and manned, defy almost any army that could be brought against it in
ancient times when fire-arms were unknown.

It is for the antiquarian rather than for the seeker of the picturesque that Emania will ever
have the most attraction. There is nothing very striking from a scenic point of view in its
environs. Its present shockingly uprooted condition, and the almost total lack of interest the
peasantry living in its immediate vicinity take in it, have a depressing effect on anyone inter-
ested in Irish literature, history, or antiquities. During the writer’s last visit to this historic spot
he met a small farmer whose potatoes were planted over part of the obliterated fosse and
rampart of this famous stronghold of Ulster. He had never heard of King Connor MacNessa,
of Connall Carnach, of Cuchullainn, or of the Red Branch Knights. He knew no more about
them than about the heroes of ancient China. He said that he “ ever an’ always hard that the
Navan Ring was built by the Danes.” This man had been born and bred in the locality, but he
took no more interest in the historic spot that had given him birth than if he were a Hottentot



instead of an Irishman. Anglicisation has indeed been carried to an extreme pitch in most
parts of Ireland, and is rapidly turning the Irish peasant into the most generally uninteresting,
prosy, and least spiritnel of mortals. As a rule, the more Anglicised he becomes the more
intolerable he is. If the peasantry living round Emania had preserved their native language,
while at the same time knowing English, if they were bilingual, like millions of their class in
different European countries, many things connected with the history of this celebrated place
would be known to them ; but having lost the link that bound them to the past, they are like a
new race in a new country. It is well known that the masses of the Greek peasantry, notwith-
standing that a large percentage of them are illiterate, know more about the history and
traditions of their country than any Irishman, save a specialist, knows about the history and
traditions of Ireland. In very few European countries will such a knowledge of its past be
found among the masses as in Greece, and principally because the Greeks have preserved
their language.

Although Tara is more ancient and more historic than Emania, the latter place is connected
with the most pathetic, the most dramatic, and most generally beautiful tale in all the vast
mass of ancient Gaelic literature “ The Fate of the Children of Uisneach.” It was in Emania
that their betrayer and murderer, Connor, King of Ulster, lived ; it was there that they them-
selves were killed, and it was there that Deirdre died. The tale appeared almost a century ago
in a book brought out by a Gaelic Society that then existed in Dublin. The Irish text was
given, with a translation by Theopholus O’Flanagan. It was thought by some that he had no
ancient copy of the tale, and that he might have embellished it, for he did not say from what
manuscript he had taken it. The story, as given in the “ Book of Leinster,” while agreeing in
the main with O’Flanagan’s version, is not nearly of such literary value as his, and is not
more than one quarter the length. But all doubts as to the existence of an ancient version of
the story given by O’Flanagan have been removed, for an ancient copy of it, supposed to be
of the fourteenth century, was found some years ago in the Advocates’ Library, Edinburgh,
and has been edited and translated by Mr. Whitley Stokes. It may be seen in Windische’s
Irische Texte. It agrees almost exactly with the version given by O’Flanagan. It would be hard
to give a clearer proof of the utter neglect with which Celtic literature has heretofore been
treated, than by a statement of the fact that there are not probably a hundred persons living, at
least of the literary class, who have read this wondrously beautiful tale of the Children of
Uisneach. For pathos, dramatic power, and pure poetry it would be hard to get anything in the
way of romance superior to it. If such a literary gem existed in the literature of any European
language but Irish, if such existed even in Arabic or Persian, it would be known to literary
people almost all over the world. But how can people of other nations be blamed for their
ignorance of Gaelic literature when the Irish themselves are more indifferent about it than the
Germans or the French ? A text and translation of the “ Fate of the Children of Uisneach” is
sorely wanted not merely as a text for scholars, but for the people at large. When such appears
it will make a visit to Emania infinitely more interesting ; for, after read-ing such a pathetic
tale, he would indeed be hard-hearted and unsympathetic that would not, if he could find
where she was buried, shed a tear over the grave of Deirdre. The very fine poem by the late
Doctor Robert Dwyer Joyce, published in Boston, America, in 1877, was the only attempt
ever made to popularise the story of the Children of Uisneach and the fate of the unfortunate
but true and noble Deirdre.

The country in the vicinity of Emania, while containing no striking objects of scenic
interest, is, at the same time, picturesque and beautiful. Southern Ulster, even where it is not
mountainous, is usually most varied and interesting in its general features. It is essentially a
land of hills and valleys ; but the hills are never so high that they cannot be cultivated, and the
best land is sometimes found on their very tops. The country round Emania is extremely
broken, hill and valley are on every side. It is generally, like most parts of Ulster, well



cultivated. There are many antiquarian curiosities in the neighbourhood of this ancient fort-
ress. Some of the most perfect Druid circles in Ireland are in its vicinity. There is a very
remarkable one about a mile from it which a thrifty farmer has turned into a haggard. It
encloses about quarter of an acre of ground. The stones of which it is composed stand about
four feet over the surface, and must average nearly a ton each in weight. But vandalism is
strong in the vicinity, for it is only a short time since another splendid Druid circle, nearly as
large as the one mentioned, was torn down, and its stones broken to mend roads withal. Thus
are many of the relics of ancient Erin disappearing before the march of denationalisation.

Those who live in the vicinity of Emania tell many stories about the finding of treasure-
trove close to and in this ancient fortress. According to them, gold ornaments of great value
were found by some persons many years ago who suddenly became rich, much to the surprise
of their neighbours. Those ornaments were, of course, melted down, and like hundreds of
thousands of pounds worth of similar articles found in almost every part of Ireland, never
found their way to any museum, and are lost to the country for ever. There can hardly be any
doubt that some very valuable articles in gold have been found near Emania.

One of the most interesting instances of the long survival of a place name is to be found
adjacent to this celebrated spot. Most Irish persons have heard of the Red Branch Knights.
Moore has immortalised them in his exquisite lyric, “ Let Erin Remember the Days of Old.”
Few believe that such an institution as the Red Branch Knights ever existed. It is generally
looked on as a bardic fable ; but there is a townland close to Emania which is still called
Creeve Roe, in correct orthography, Craobh Ruadh, which means Red Branch. The
preservation of this place name for nearly two thousand years cannot be regarded as an
accident. It goes far to prove that the Red Branch Knights did exist, and that the townland
took its name from them. This extraordinarily long survival of a place name, the historic fame
and antiquity of the locality, lend a supreme interest to this ruined stronghold, which,
centuries after its glories had vanished, Gaelic bards used still to call “ Emania the Golden.”

Ardmagh is so near Emania, only two miles from it, that one place could hardly be
described without saying something about the other. Its ancient name was Ardmacha, mean-
ing the height of Macha. This Macha was queen, or at least ruler, of that part of the country in
far-back pagan times. It was also from her that Emain Macha, or Emania, was named.
Ardmagh was founded by St Patrick in the year 457. Aman named Daire, chief of the district,
is said, in the “ Annals of the Four Masters,” to have given Patrick the site on which the city
is built. Patrick appointed twelve men to build the town, and ordered them to erect an arch-
bishop’s city there, and churches for the different religious orders. It seems strange that the
saint should have chosen Ardmagh for the site of the chief religious establishment in Ireland.
Emania had been ruined and desolated in the previous century, but it is evident that it was the
fame of the ancient stronghold of Ulster that induced Patrick to choose its immediate vicinity
as a site for his new Christian city, because Emania had been for so many centuries previous
the political centre of the province, and, next to Tara, the chief political centre of Ireland. Of
the old ecclesiastical buildings of Ardmagh, not a vestige remains. Some of its new ones, are,
however, magnificent.

The new Catholic cathedral is the finest building of its kind in Ireland. It is hardly to be
wondered at that none of the ancient buildings of Ardmagh should remain, for of all towns in
Ireland, it was burned, plundered, and razed the oftenest. In the course of the two centuries
and a half ending in 1080, it was plundered and wholly or partially burned twelve times by
the Danes. No other city in Ireland seems to have suffered so much from the Northmen.
Turgesius, the Danish king, captured it and lived there for some years. The present city is one
of the most picturesque towns of its size in Ireland, but it is not growing much. It once had a



good linen trade, but since the introduction of cotton fabrics, its linen trade has entirely
ceased.

Queen Mab’s Palace

RATHCROGHAN, about two miles from Tulsk, in the county Roscommon, is one of the most
celebrated places in Irish history, legend, and song. It was there that Queen Mab, spelt Medb
in old Irish, and Meave at present, had her palace, and it was there she was buried. That she
was a real historic personage, and not a myth or a fairy, there can be no doubt at all, and that
she was a very extraordinary woman cannot be doubted either. She was Queen of Connacht,
and was cotemporary with Cleopatra ; but if the Egyptian queen is mentioned in history she is
forgotten in legend, while Mab has lived in legend for more than eighteen centuries. It is
remarkable that the myths and legends about her should have been more prevalent during the
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries in England than in Ireland. There are few legends about
her in Ireland ; she is simply an historic personage there, but in England she became a fairy.
There is hardly a popular English writer of the two centuries referred to that has not said
something about Queen Mab ; and it is very probable that none of them knew that she was a
reality in Irish history. Shakespeare, Spenser, Drayton, and other English writers con-
temporary with them, speak of her as a fairy, and even Shelley considers her a sprite ; but she
is rarely, if ever, mentioned as such by the Gaelic writers of any epoch. Why legends about
Queen Mab, or, as we call her at present, Meave, should be so rare in Ireland is probably
owing to the fact that she belongs to what is known as the Cuchulainn cycle of Irish history
and legend. That cycle is almost forgotten by the people, and has been for many centuries. It
has been eclipsed by the greater popularity of the Finn cycle, which is some centuries more
recent. For the one legend existing in the most Gaelic-speaking parts of Ireland and Scotland
about Cuchulainn or his cycle there are a score about Finn, Oisin, Caoilte, and others of their
contemporaries. It may have been that the introduction of Christianity had much to do in
stereotyping the legends of the Finn cycle in the memories of the masses, for Finn is said to
have lived so long that he saw St Patrick, and held converse with him. One of the most
remarkable literary productions in Irish, the “ Dialogue of the Sages,” consists of converse
between the Saint and Finn, and others belonging to the same cycle.

There could hardly be a stronger proof of the high civilisation that existed in Ireland in
ancient times as compared with that which existed in England than the fact that the
remembrance of Irish historic personages continued widely spread in England in spite of so
many changes, not only in government, but in race and language. There is no traditional
remembrance in Ireland of any English historic personage contemporary with Queen Meave,
or of any such that lived for many centuries after her time. That a knowledge of her and Lir,
the Lear of Shakespeare, should have existed among the ancient Britons is not to be wondered
at, for they were kin to the Irish, and must have spoken the same, or nearly the same,
language ; but that this remembrance of Irish historic personages should have con-tinued to
exist in England under Roman, Saxon, Dane, and Frenchman, is very remarkable. If it was
knowledge obtained through books it would be less to be wondered at ; it was know-
ledge transmitted by legend, and like all legendary knowledge, it had a tendency to go astray.
The legends that existed in England about Meave and Lir did go astray, for they made a little
fairy of the one and a King of Britain of the other. But Meave was not a little fairy, but a very
fine woman of flesh and blood ; and Lir was not King of Britain, but an Irish pirate whose
principal stronghold appears to have been the Isle of Man. It is called after him, for his full
name was Mananan Mac Lir. It seems more than probable that both Dunleer and Liverpool
are also called after him, for the latter place is written “ Lyrpul” in the earliest known docu-
ment in which the name occurs, and it is Lyrpul still in Welsh. It is probable that Lir had pos-
sessions in England as well as in Ireland and the Isle of Man.



Medb or Meave, Queen of Connacht, was daughter to Eochy Fayloch, over-king of
Ireland. She lived about half a century before the Christian era. Keating says, in his “ History
of Ireland,” that she reigned ninety-eight years. This very long reign is doubted by some Irish
historians, but it is generally admitted by them that her reign, as well as her life, was remark-
ably long. She had more husbands than even the woman of Samaria is credited with. It was
evidently her extraordinary long life and reign that caused her to be ultimately believed to be
something supernatural, and to be regarded as a fairy. She was, however, no fairy, but a bold,
bad, and warlike woman. She, even more than Cuchulainn, is the central figure of the
greatest prose epic in the Irish language, the Tain Bo Chuailgne, or Cattle Raid of Cooley. By
lies and bribes she persuaded the other provincial rulers to join her in a totally unjustifiable
war on Ulster, so that she was able to invade that province with a great army of fifty-four
thousand men. She carried off a great prey from Ulster, but not without suffering some
defeats and losing some of her bravest warriors. It is said that Mr Ernest Windisch is engaged
in translating this great epic into German, but it seems not yet finished. Meave, like most of
the prominent people of her day, met with a violent death. She had many enemies, especially
in Ulster. One of them, a son to the king of that province, killed her by a cast from a sling as
she was about taking a cold water bath in Iniscloran, an island in Loch Ree. She must have
been considerably over a hundred years old when she was killed, but she appears, even at that
great age, to have been the admiration of every one that saw her on account of the great
beauty of her face and figure. Perhaps it was her cold water baths that were the chief means of
preserving her youth and good looks, for we are told in the “ Book of Leinster” that she was
under gets, or bonds, not to let any morning pass by without taking a bath.

It is no wonder that such a person should have in the long run passed into the realm of
fairie, and have been thought something supernatural. It is, however, a wonder that the Four
Masters do not mention the name of Meave, although they do mention the name of her father;
but there are many similar strange omissions in their annals. Meave is, however, mentioned in
the Annals of Clonmacnoise, in which many hard things are said of her.

The fort, as it is generally called, of Rathcroghan, upon which Queen Meave’s palace must
have stood, is unlike any other place of its kind known to the writer. Strictly speaking, it is
not a fort at all, and it is impossible to conceive how it ever could have been used for
purposes of defence, or for any purpose other than to build some sort of habitation on. It is
nothing but a raised circular elevation, an English acre in area, in a perfectly level field,
without a vestige of the fosse or rampart that usually surrounds the ruined strongholds of
Celtic chiefs and kings. Long ago as it is since Rathcroghan was the seat of kings or queens
of Connacht, some traces of the surrounding ramparts would almost certainly be yet visible
had they ever existed. Queen Meave seems to have depended more on her soldiers to defend
her than on ramparts of stone or earth. She seems to have relied on “ castles of bones” rather
than on castles of stones ; for her palace, so far as can be judged from existing remains, seems
to have been without defending ramparts of any kind. There are many references in old Gaelic
manuscripts to the splendour of Queen Meave’s palace. It is said to have been built of pine
and yew, and to have contained beds enough to accommodate a small army. It was prob-ably
an immense round wigwam that covered all or nearly all of the raised platform that still
remains. That platform is about eight or nine feet above the level of the field on which it
stands, and has two entrances into it, one exactly opposite the other. If the vast circular
wooden building that stood on it was roofed, as it almost certainly was, the walls would have
to be fifty feet or more in height to give it anything of an imposing appearance. It may have
been that the entire raised platform was not covered by the wooden structure, but the
descriptions of its great size given in old books would lead one to think that it was.



Rathcroghan does not appear to have been a place of residence of any of the rulers of
Connacht since the time of the celebrated Queen Meave. If it was, the writer has not been able
to find trustworthy evidence of the fact. It may, however, have been used as a place for
assemblies in comparatively recent times. Relig na Riogh, or the cemetery of kings, at Rath-
croghan, was one of the great burial places of the Pagan Irish Kings. It is a circular enclosure,
about half a mile from the platform on which Queen Meave’s palace stood. It bears all the
marks of extreme antiquity, and has suffered much from the ravages of time. It covers
between two and three acres, and at first sight appears nothing more than a piece of ground of
very broken surface, for the mounds that marked the graves of kings and chiefs have become
nearly obliterated. But it was here that many of the kings and heroes of ancient Ireland were
buried, and it is here that the bones of Queen Meave rest, that is, if we are to believe the most
trustworthy records of Irish history. It is thought by some that she was buried under the vast
cairn of stones that crowns the summit of Knocknarea, near Sligo, for it is called to this day
Moisgan Meabha, literally Meave’s butter-dish ; but by extension it probably means Meave’s
heap or cairn. There is no historic evidence to prove that she was interred under the cairn on
Knocknarea, however it came to be called by its present Irish name ; and according to the late
Sir Samuel Ferguson, her name, or a name closely resembling it, has been found written in
Ogam characters on a stone in Reilig na Riogh.

That there was such a person as Queen Meave there cannot be any doubt whatever. History
and legend never yet existed about a fabulous personage, and Meave figures in both.
Whatever impossible things may be related about her in legend, history says nothing about
her that cannot be easily believed, her great age and length of reign excepted. It must, how-
ever, be remembered that the ancient Irish were a very long-lived people. This fact is so
apparent in so many places in ancient Gaelic literature that it has to be believed. We have as
strong proof as can be afforded by history that in comparatively modern times Henry Jenkins
lived to be over a hundred and sixty, and Old Parr to be over a hundred and fifty years old,
and why could not Queen Meave have lived to as great or even a greater age ? She was an
extraordinary woman, and her name sheds a halo of romance round the place where she lived,
and where her remains rest in peace after her long and stormy career. It was also in Reilig na
Riogh that Dathi, the last pagan Irish Chief King, was buried. His mound is marked by a
pillar stone, and O’Donovan, one of the most cautious and least impulsive investigators of
Irish history and antiquities, saw no reason to doubt that the pillar stone marks his grave.

It may be said that no proof has been given that the Connacht Queen Medb or Meave was
the prototype of the Mab of Shakespeare, Drayton, Spenser, and other English poets. True, no
absolute proof has been given, and probably never will ; but there is that which may be called
negative proof, which in such a case is very strong. The negative proof, if it can be called
such, that the Connacht queen was the prototype of the Queen Mab of English poets and
English legend, is found in the complete silence of history and of tradition as to how else the
legend of Queen Mab originated, for it must have originated somewhere and from some one.
We are, then, and in a great measure by the total lack of any other way to account for the
origin of the legend of Queen Mab being queen of the fairies, forced to come to the con-
clusion that the Connacht queen is the only person known to history who furnishes the proto-
type for her. But there is something more. It has been stated that the old Irish form of the
name was Medb. It is well known to Celtic savants that what is now called “ aspiration,” or
the change in sound, and sometimes the entire suppression of certain consonants in pro-
nunciation, did not take place nearly so often in old Irish as in the modern language ; so that
the name Medb would in ancient times be pronounced Mob, or something very like it. It is
curious that in Drayton’s poem, “ The Nymphadia,” Queen Mab, though a fairy, is remarkable
for those things for which her Irish prototype was also remarkable namely, her chariots, her
amours, and her beauty.



A very strong proof that Queen Meave was an historic personage and not a myth is to be
found in the name of the island in Loch Ree where she was killed. It is usually pronounced
and written Iniscloran ; but Inis Clothran is how it ought to be spelled, and how it is
invariably spelled in the “ Annals of the Four Masters” where the name frequently occurs, the
island having been the seat of more than one church in early Christian times, and therefore
often mentioned in annals. Meave had a sister named Clothru who lived in Iniscloran, and
who was Queen of Connacht before Meave. Here is a translation from the “ Book of
Leinster,” page 124 : “ It was there that Clothru used to explain the laws of Connacht in Inis
Clothran in Loch Ree.” The island was evidently called after Clothru (Clothran in the
genitive), sister to Meave. This preservation of a place name connected with the name of an
historic personage for two thousand years is most remarkable, and shows that Irish history is
more truthful than is generally supposed. It is thought that Meave had Clothru killed, in order
that she herself might become Queen of Connacht.

The country around Rathcroghan abounds in antiquities of far-back ages. Sepulchral
mounds, ruined raths, tortuous caves, and weather-worn cromlechs are to be found on almost
every side. It is a spot where the antiquarian might revel for weeks and find something every
day to interest him. It is a beautiful country also, not a plain, in the strict sense of the word,
and yet not hills, but what an American would call “ rolling,” and a Frenchman “ accidenteV'
It is the “ Magh Aoi” of Queen Meave’s time, and “ Machaire Chonnacht,” or plain of
Connacht, of later days. It is part of the celebrated Plains of Boyle, and is considered to
contain some of the best grass land in Ireland. No fairer spot could be found in Connacht for
the dwelling of a potentate who dealt largely in cattle than the green eminence on which
Queen Meave had her palace, and both history and legend say that her flocks and herds were
well-nigh innumerable. She made her home in the centre of the fairest and richest part of the
province she ruled ; and long as that home has been desolate, it has not been forgotten in
history or in song, for that noble melody which Moore has made immortal “ Avenging and
Bright Fall the Swift Sword of Erin” was first known as “ Croghan na Veena,” or “ Croghan
of the Heroes” ; and the incident to which it refers the murder of the children of Uisneach
occurred when Queen Meave was at the height of her splendour, when Rathcrogan was in
its glory, and when it was really the dwelling-place of heroes.

There are many mentions of Rathcroghan in ancient Gaelic writings, and all of them speak
of it as one of the most important places in Ireland in Pagan times. Oengus, the Culdee,
whose poem has been already referred to, says of it

“ Rathcroghan hath vanished
With Ailill, offspring of victory ;
A fair sovranty above Kingdoms
Is in Cluain’s city.”

The Ailill mentioned was one of Qeeen Meave’s many husbands, and “ Cluain’s City”
means Clonmacnois. The nearest railway station to Rathcroghan is Castlerea, from which it is
about eight miles distant. Its long distance from a railway and the want of good accom-
modation for tourists in its vicinity have helped to cause this celebrated place to be so
neglected and forgotten.

The Hill of Uisneach

UISNEACH is one of the most historic hills in Ireland, yet there are probably not five per cent,
of the people of Ireland that have ever heard of it, and not one per cent, of them that has ever



seen it. Apart even from its historic interest, it is well worth seeing, for it is not only a
beautiful hill, but it affords from its summit one of the most extensive and lovely views in
Ireland. The hill of Uisneach is in the Barony of Rathconrath, County Westmeath, and only
about four Irish miles from Streamstown Station on the Midland Great Western Railway, so
that it is easily reached. There is, unfortunately, no hotel where tourists could be accom-
modated nearer to it than Moat, which is about eight Irish miles from it ; and Mullingar is
about the same distance. The village of Ballymore is five miles from the hill, but as there is
no hotel there, Moat and Mullingar are the only towns within any moderate distance of it
where tourists could get either lodgings or meals. It is not certain if even a car could be hired
at Streamstown or near it, consequently those wishing to visit Uisneach should either have a
private conveyance or make up their minds to “ do it” on foot.

Uisneach is one of the most peculiarly-shaped hills in Ireland. It is only six hundred feet in
height a fair elevation in a part of the country where there are no mountains but no matter
from what side it is approached, it cannot be seen until one is almost at its base. The country
immediately around it is so broken and so cut up by many hills and hollows of almost all
shapes, that Uisneach, the highest of all the hills near it, can hardly be noticed until one is
just at it. A public road runs close to its base, so there is no difficulty in reaching it, and the
ascent is by no means steep. It is not until one is on the top of Uisneach that he finds out how
high it is, for the view from its summit is extensive and beautiful almost beyond power of
description. The country on every side of it consists of some of the richest pasture lands, not
only in Ireland, but in the world. No matter in what direction one looks, a vast, undulated ex-
panse of green meets the eye. If the view from Uisneach is seen in autumn, when the too few
and far between grain-fields are turning yellow, it is as fair a sight as human eye ever gazed
on.

The country for scores of miles on every side is so rich, so green, and so varied with hill,
dale, wood, and water, that the Biblical phrase that is applied to parts of Palestine, “ the
garden of the Lord,” might well be applied to the land round this hill. But it is safe to say that
no Israelite ever gazed from Gilboa or Carmel on so fair a prospect. The vast extent of the
view from this hill seems out of all proportion with its moderate height. On a clear day one
can very nearly see from the Irish Channel to Galway Bay. The Wicklow hills seem close by.
The mountains, not only of Cavan, but of Leitrim, are distinctly visible. On every side, save
the south-west, the prospect is what some would be tempted to call boundless. On the south-
west the view is obstructed by the hill of Knock Cosgrey, an eminence slightly higher than
Uisneach, and one of the most beautiful hills in Ireland. It is about four miles south-west of
Uisneach. Unlike Uisneach, however, it is, seen from a distance, both striking and bold. It has
the misfortune to be called by so many different names, or rather, its name is pronounced in
so many different ways, that strangers are often sadly puzzled what to call it. It is called
Kunna Kostha and Kruck Kostha by the peasantry, and by the gentlefolk generally Knock
Ash. But its proper name is Cnoc Cosgraigh, and is so written by the Four Masters, who are,
undoubtedly, the highest authority we possess on place names. Seen from the road from Moat
to Ballymahon, Knock Cos-grey is one of the most charming sights imaginable. It is nearly a
mile from top to base, and forms a green pyramid of almost perfect symmetry. Its surface is
entirely under grass ; for this part of Ireland has been largely turned into pastures ; and some-
times one may drive for six miles and not see a field of grain. “ The bold peasantry” of whom
Goldsmith speaks in his “ Deserted Village” have become so few in these parts that miles
may be travelled at mid-day through as fine a country as there is in the world without meet-
ing a human being. Sheep and cattle, and not men and women, seem the prevailing living
creatures. Knock Cosgrey is not only higher than Uisneach, but more near the true geo-
graphical centre of the island ; but it possesses hardly any historic interest from the fact that
its summit was too narrow to allow the ancient Irish either to build or assemble on it.



Uisneach, with its over a hundred acres of nearly level land on its top, was therefore chosen,
for a hundred thousand men could find space on it. It became, for that reason, one of the most
historic, and in ancient times one of the most celebrated, hills in Ireland.

There is probably not another hill in Ireland so well adapted both for a place for
assemblies and a site for building as Uisneach. Its summit is extensive. There are springs of
the purest water on it. Plenty of stones of almost every size abound, and the soil, even in the
most elevated parts, is of great fertility. In the troublesome times of yore, Uisneach possessed
advantages that were most important in its elevation, and the extensive view it commanded ;
for they made it impossible for an army to approach it from any side without being seen by
the watchers on its top. From the many advantages that this beautiful and extraordinary hill
possesses, it seems strange that it was not chosen by the ancient Irish for a place of central
government. It would have been even better suited for such a purpose than Tara. It probably
would have been the chief seat of ancient Irish sovereignty if it had not been that the mistake
made in selecting Tara instead of it, occurred so far back in what may be called prehistoric
times, and antiquity had given Tara such a prestige that it continued to be the most important
place in Ireland until it was abandoned as a seat of government in the sixth century. But
Uisneach was also used as a place of residence by the Irish over-kings. That they sometimes
resided there can be proved from ancient Gaelic writings. It was supposed to be the geo-
graphical centre of Ireland, and before the formation of the province of Meath by the over-
king, Tuathal, in the early part of the second century, the four provinces met at Uisneach Hill.
It is curious what a close guess the ancients made to locate the exact centre of the island.
They seem, however, to have placed it four or five miles too far to the north-east, for, accord-
ing to the most recent surveys, the hill of Knock Cosgrey is in the exact geographical centre
of Ireland. In far-back ancient times, before the province of Meath had been formed by taking
parts of the four original provinces, the hill of Uisneach was in Connacht. This almost exact
quaternal division of Ireland into provinces, and their meeting at a point that was supposed to
be the exact centre of the island, is a very curious and interesting feature in ancient Irish
polity. In other countries, provinces seem to have originated by mere accident, some being
big, and some little ; but in Ireland they seem to have been laid out by line and rule, for the
four provinces that met at Uisneach must have been very nearly of equal area. The celebrated
Cat Stone on the hill of Uisneach was known from remote antiquity as Ail na Mireann, or
“ the rock of the divisions,” because the four provinces met at it. This rock was known by this
name among the peasantry of the neighbourhood up to recent times, until Irish became a dead
language in this part of the country.

Ail na Mireann, or, as it is now called, the Cat Stone, is the greatest curiosity on Uisneach
Hill. It is not on the top of the hill, but on its side. It is, perhaps, the most puzzling rock in
Ireland, for it is hard to say whether it was placed in its present position by an iceberg in the
glacial age, or whether it was placed there by human agency, and intended for a rude crom-
lech. Here is what the eminent scholar and antiquarian, John O’Donovan, says about it in his
yet unpublished letters when he was on the Government Survey of Ireland in 1837 : “ The
huge rock on this hill of Uisneach, a part of which was split and formed into a cromlech, is
now called the Cat Stone, from a supposed resemblance to a cat sitting and watching a
mouse.” If this stone is a cromlech, or Druid’s altar, it is unlike anything of the kind found
elsewhere in Ireland or other countries, for the four upright stones which usually support the
flat one, are not to be seen here. The weight of this enormous mass of stone can hardly be less
than twenty tons, and if it was put in its present position by human agency, it is by far the
most extraordinary thing of its kind in Ireland. But a majority of those who see it think that it
is merely a boulder of peculiar shape. If it is a boulder it is a very extraordinary one, and if it
is a cromlech it is a more extraordinary one still.



It was on Uisneach Hill, or in its immediate vicinity, that the ecclesiastical synod met in
the year 1111. This great meeting is mentioned in almost all Irish annals. It was attended by
fifty bishops, three hundred priests, and upwards of three thousand students, and by the
nobles of the southern half of Ireland, with Muircheartach O’Briain, King of Munster, at their
head. We are told that the synod was convened to regulate the manners and mode of living of
both clergy and laity. It does not seem to have done much good on account of the then chaotic
political state of the country, caused by almost constant wars between the aspirants for chief
kingship.

There are many interesting things besides the cromlech to be seen on the vast undulated
summit of Uisneach. There is a hollow known as St Patrick’s bed, and there are the remains
of the walls of large stone buildings on the most elevated part of the hill. There is also one of
the finest raths in Ireland, which must have been a place of great strength, for the embank-
ments are still of immense height, and are overgrown with hawthorn bushes of great size.
This rath, unlike the generality of such structures, is not round, but oblong. It encloses a space
of nearly an acre in extent.

Apart from antiquarianism, the hill of Uisneach is well worth seeing, for it is as strange in
shape as it is beautiful in verdure. It is only a few miles from a railroad ; it is easy to ascend,
for a carriage might be driven to its summit. The longest summer day might be passed on it,
and some new curiosity of antiquity or some fresh beauty of scenery be continually
discovered. The surface of the hill is so broken, and is of such great extent, that to explore it
thoroughly, and to enjoy all the varied prospects to be seen from it, even a long summer day
would hardly be long enough.

When treating of hills and of the country in the vicinity of Uisneach, it may be interesting
to say something about the most beautiful and perfect artificial hill in Ireland namely, the
Moat of Ballylochloe. It is about nine miles west of Uisneach, and three north-west of Moat.
It was evidently erected for a sepulchral mound, but seems to have also been used as a place
of defence. A ridge of sand-hills has been cut, and a most perfect and symmetrical moat has
been formed. It cannot be less than a hundred and fifty feet in height. When seen from the
road approaching it from the east, it is almost Alpine in appearance, and looks like a small
mountain. Neither history nor legend throws much light on the origin of this gigantic mound.
We are told, however, that in the time of Queen Meave, about the year 50 B.C., there was a
terrible battle in a place called Cloch Bruighne, now called Cloch Brian, some two miles from
where the moat now stands, in which battle a wealthy farmer called Da Choga was killed, and
his house burned. His wife, whose name was Lucha, died of grief, and was buried, it is said,
near Loch Lucha, which seems to have been called after her. In Irish, the name of this place is
Baile Loch Lucha. From the fact of the name of the wife of the farmer, or bruighe, being
contained in the name of the stead, the late Mr W. M. Hennessy, an excellent authority on
such matters, thought that the mound was erected over the remains of the woman Lucha. In
former times, there was a small lake at the foot of the moat, hence the modern name
Ballylochloe.

This beautiful artificial hill is well worth seeing. It is only three miles from the railway
station at Moat.
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