The Adventures of the Three Sons of Turlough Mac Stairn.

Eachtra Thriúir mhac Thoirdhealbhaigh Mhic Stairn.

Concerning the three sons of  Turlough namely Cróchán, Sal and Daithlion, they were being educated by Gruagach Sliabh Mish. They were much liked by him and their learning, knowledge and manners were his complete responsibility so that they were ahead of all their contemporaries in size, quality, shape, make, manners, stature, speed, strength, wisdom, and knowledge so that there was no-one more qualified than them in the house of any king or prince, because of the dedication of Gruagach Sliabh Mish. There was no learning or knowledge in scientific skills, in magic or sorcery, in shooting or deeds of valour, about which he knew a great deal, that he had not taught  to them, and that they had not learned as well as himself.

It happened, about this time, that the nobility of the Tuatha De Danann were building a school to educate their youth. They gathered the most competent masters and professors of learning from Greece and other parts of the world that could be got for gold or silver. The place selected for this school was the Island of Pigs (Inis na Muc), which is now called Mutton Island (Inis Caorach) i.e. a beautiful, small, airy island in the sea, half-way between Hags Head (Ceann Caillighe) and Loop Head (Léim Chonculainn). This was a small, lonely island on the edge of the land, far from the noise of people and the reason that it was called the Island of the Pigs was that the Fir Bolg left the country full of pigs when they were banished by the Tuatha De Danann. These pigs were destroying the land with rooting and this island was their sleeping place, where they rested after the destruction of the day. Eventually the Tuatha De Danann destroyed and banished them all, except one huge, spotted boar, the most destructive ever seen, and the sleeping place of this boar was a small island south-west of the Island of the Pigs. Matal was the boars name and they hunted him and persecuted him on the shore, attacked him with hundreds of spears, but could not succeed in drawing blood or inflicting any wounds on him and if one hundred hounds were set on him, not one would return alive in the evening, but would be killed by the boar, so the Tuatha De Danann called together their druids and they, by their magic inflicted storm tempest and thunder, so terrible that it stirred the rocks at the bottom of the sea and covered the entire of that island of the boar with water, so that the boar was thrown into the sea by the power of the tempest and hammering of the waves, and his entrails were scattered on the rocks and so the small island is called the Island of Matal (Oileán an Mhatail) ever since.

After this school had congregated on the island, Gruagach Sliabh Mish came, with his three students, to Mac an Dágda, who was his grandfather, to enrol the three in the school and he accompanied them. He settled them in and said that, as he was departing from them he wanted neither wages nor presents but that they should adopt his advice, for their own good and this advice was that they should never part from one another, and that they should help one another in all their undertakings, and as the three came into the world on the same day [triplets], so it was right and fitting that they should depart this world together, as this would be best for them and, seeing that they would be in he world longer than him, he was putting an obligation (geasa) on them to take his advice on this occasion.

Speaking as one, the three undertook to abide by his advice for ever.

Gruagach left them there and went home to Sliabh Mish.
The three youths spent some of their time out at the school and it was not long before they superseded all others there in nobility, in learning, in wisdom, in deeds of  strength and athletics, in genealogy, in personal appearance and in stature. After a short time they surpassed their masters for fame and reputation over Ireland and surrounding countries. They wanted only an opportunity to show their strength and leadership.

It was not long till they got such an opportunity, because there was a magic boar, of the Fir Bolg swine, which they left behind them in Ireland when they were forced to abandon it to the Tuatha De Danann, and his living place was on the high hill of Mount Callan (Sliabh Challáin). The place where he ate and slept was in a deep, dark, mysterious, glen on the north side of the hill, called Gormley’s Hole (Poll Goirmliagh); it was reported  that this boar  was bigger than any four oxen in Ireland, and a four-cornered stone flag was not bigger than either of the burning red eyes in his head. A fist-full of bright holly sticks was not finer, nor stronger than the hair that covered him from the top of his head to his tail. There were two tusks from each jaw, each of these curving tusks was five feet long, so that, with each tusk he could gore four oxen or ten warriors, at one attack  - such was the wicked, magic boar, which was rampaging the area and destroying the countryside since remotest times. Although he had often been hunted, there was nothing but death, for man or beast that met him, so that the whole country was a jungle from Mount Callan east to Inagh (Bréintír) and west to the sea.

There was, perchance, a meeting and wonderful gathering, as was the custom, once every three years, in Boolynagreana (Baile na nGréine), on the right side of Callan Hill, for adoring the sun on the altar of the sun that is made of bright brown stones, where many bulls, rams and puck-goats were killed and roasted and the blood and entrails of these animals was spilled and smeared on the altar every Whit Sunday. Once every three years they held this gathering there. Every man, woman and child was gathered there on, Boolynagreana from the country round about, on this day.

The three sons of Turlough Mac Stairn were there along with everyone else; at about midday, some of the gathering looking around, saw the great boar coming from the lake below, having drunk of its water, he was coming upwards, on the west side of them, towards his bed; and with the heat of the day he walked, but slowly, uphill. When the gathering saw the size of him every one of them fainted and they collapsed in weakness of terror when they saw that the boar was looking towards them, for the smell of blood and the smoke had caused the boar to look their direction. Even so he didn’t come towards them, but made for the top of the hill.

The three sons of Turlough were excited by such an opportunity, at this time, to show their bravery, strength and courage and took off at a run, without anyone else, till they caught up with the boar. When the boar realised they were following him he let a wild shriek, which was heard on the banks of the Shannon and in the three nearest counties. There was not a glen, wood or hollow around Mount Callan, that did not echo with the noise, and he then came towards them in a terrible rage, with a cloud of smoke from his mouth, covering him almost completely and when his jowls struck off one another there was a shower of sparks from them. He turned around, as fast as a mill-wheel, to attack the warriors, sidelong, with his tusks, but as he was turning the three warriors fired their spears, together, through his body. He fell on his side, where the spears protruded from his flank, so they were like three pins sticking him to the ground. The three then sprang to the attack with their broad-bladed, gold-hilted swords and with three sharp strokes made four equal parts of him. Many of the crowd then approached, but still would not come too near, for fear and terror, even though he was dead before them.
The whole country-side praised the deeds of the youths and their masters and learned professors were proud and boastful of the wonderful deed of their students that day.

The three brothers remembered well the advice of Gruagach Sliabh Mish, when he put an obligation (geasa) on them to stick together and help one another, for no single warrior in the world could have got the better of the boar of Mount Callan.

Later the boar was brought to the altar of the sun as a sacrifice and they had a sufficiency of food for the large crowd as long as they remained there.

On the third day thereafter, the three heroes got word of another animal that was causing great destruction, far and wide, on the other side of Doolough (Dubhloch), to-wit the tom-cat  of the Rock of the Old Birds (Carraig na Sean-Eun). This cat was bigger than any bull in Ireland and blacker than coal, with a moon-like stripe on his forehead, and his tail of the same colour, with a hard, curved, sharp, long, bony claw at the end, and the claws of his feet would make retainers (greamanna ) for holding a bull. He had a lair in the rocks, under a rough stone cliff and the pile of human and animal bones at the door of his lair was as big as a rough fort of stone, the terrible cat having eaten the meat of these bones.

When they heard of this cat, the three brothers decided to go and prevent his terrible destruction, or die in them attempt.

The three spent that night at Boolynagreana, till they rose the following day and set out for the Rock of the Old Birds, and even though there was a large crowd at Boolynagreana, none would accompany the three, out of fear, so they went themselves, bravely and high-mindedly, and while going over a rough rocky cliff, which is on the northern side of the lake, they saw, sitting between two grey rocks, at the foot of a rock outcrop, an ancient, withered, hoary man, whose eyes were hardly discernable, his entire person was covered with hair and he was shaking from head to foot.

The three young warriors asked if he was of this world or from whence he came ?
 He answered in a weak, dispirited voice and told them he was a human being like themselves, and that his homeland was under the lake, that he was one of the Fir Bolg and that their kingdom under the lake was one of the most beautiful in the world, and no fruit or flower, herb nor tree, food nor foodstuff came from any land in any country in any part of the four quarters of the world but was produced by the land of the Fir Bolg under Doolough. The men of the world were consoling one another because they could not go and conquer them, so powerful is the spell of Cearbán, high-druid of the Fir Bolg, who put lake-water overhead them instead of air, such as is over your head, and thus protected them from the power of the Tuatha De Danann, and subsequently the Milesians, and every other oppressor that came after them, or ever will come.

“There is no lake in Ireland”, said the old man, “but we have our place under it, and we allow, once every seven years for some of our towns to be seen by whoever is about at the time and able to see it. For my own part, he said, I was just thirty years old last evening and I was waiting for the king, and to my misfortune one of the kings women-folk was going past me and I took her hand, to make a way for her through the crowd and the king saw this and in the deep sleep of the night I was taken and found myself at daybreak in this place and in this condition that you now see me, and unless I am taken home tonight I will be but a pile of ashes by tomorrow morning”.

The three warriors left him there and went their way in wonderment at his story and all the other wonders of that place. Before long they reached the Rock of the Old Birds and saw the pile of bone at the door of the lair, on reaching the lair they readied their spears and stood, three, side by side. It happened, at sunrise, that the cat, who was at the time on the bank of a cliff above the lair, rolled up asleep, got the scent of the warriors. At their approach to the lair he let a wild screech, which was heard at Boolynagreana, and then took a wild leap down on top of them; they deployed their spears and fired them in unison so that they fastened on the cat as he descended, so that he fell to the ground with the spears through him. At the same time they struck three sharp blows of their blue-grey, sharp edged swords. Crochán split his head down to the shoulders, Sal cut one shoulder-blade out of his body and Daithlion did likewise to the other shoulder blade. They then made small pieces of his body and they --------(beioís) these pieces for an hour, jumping about the place.

The three were delighted with this second successful deed, and they recalled the advice of Gruagach Sliabh Mish, that they should stand together in every situation. They went to the top of the Pinnacle of Rock (splinc na carraige), [a local place-name, but not spelt with capitals, here] taking the air. The gathering at Boolynagreana  saw them there and knew from seeing them that they had succeeded in their mission. Thousands came to meet them and many got weak from the sight of the pieces of the cat, scattered about the place. They made a huge fire of his bones and burned them, for fear of diseases that might come from the carcase of that terrible tom-cat.

That evening they returned to Boolynagreana where they got a great welcome. The fame of their deed spread far and wide over Ireland.

That same night an old man, who had fled from Doolough a long time previously, came out of hiding and was amazed that they were staying so near Doolough it being so close to the calamity. He told them of the wondrous serpent in the lake called Fearbach, that was bigger than a middle sized ship, without mast or sail. Her head and foreparts were like a lion and her throat could swallow ten oxen at one go, her rear was like the tail of a fish with forty legs, that is twenty on each side and a hoof, like that of a lion, on each foot, and thorny, twisted, hard, sharp claws, that would pierce the grey rocks with strength and violence. When he walked on the stones of the lake, those stones, big and small, would move and jump like sea-stones under stormy waves. Likewise the serpent had two wings, wider than the sails of a boat, so that she could make a spectral flight over the land, with her hind parts trailing on the ground, the wings were made of grey furred skin. She had only one eye, in the centre of her head and that was as big as a mill-wheel and of a red fiery colour. Her hind parts had a wig of jet-black, coarse hair, like a horse’s mane. Such was the appearance of the serpent of Doolough. It was the high druid of the Fir Bolg that made the serpent like that and (it was he) that appointed that she should guard that beautiful airy place until she should die of old age or disease. And the druid decided to cover the whole place with a lake, and that was a secure and permanent roof and the serpent remained there ever since.

When the three warriors heard this report of the serpent, they were impatient for the morrow when they could go to attack her. As they said that since they had cleared the land of the other two monsters, they might as well deal with the third or die, themselves in the attempt. They went on the attack unaccompanied and stood on a headland to the west and let out three loud clear-winded roars and then saw the serpent coming eastwards towards them from a small island, on the east side of the lake where she normally lived. Her bulk was as big as ship without sail, her fore-part and wings being above water and her throat half open so that all the water of the lake piled to the two sides, by the power of the furrow she made. She made occasional wild jumps in the air by using her wings, and covered as much as an acre of ground with each jump, such was her hurry to attack the three. The noise she made echoed from the hollows around the lake, with the dint of bellowing, which was like the roaring of bulls attacking one another in combat on the plain or mountain clearing. Approaching the bank she took a wild leap from the water that brought her forty paces into the dry land, and she gave a bellow that blew the warriors forty paces backwards, onto the hard ground at their rear. They were no sooner knocked than on their feet again, their spears rapidly to hand. The serpent tried to swallow them in one bite, and the suction brought them as far as her jaws, but the three spears were driven into her throat so hard that two of them emerged through the back of her head and were left there by the warriors as they retreated a bit, the serpent let out another roar but instead of noise, a gush of blood came from her throat, enough to sink a ship and such that it knocked the three to the ground a second time, but they were quickly on their feet again, and , although covered from head to toe in the blood, they attacked her with their fierce broad-bladed gold-hilted swords, with three sharp blows. The first blow severed the right wing and the second severed the left wing, the third blow severed twenty of her feet from her side. The serpent lost most of her strength; she lay stretched on her side, by the loss of her feet. She tried to return to the lake again, but the three struck three blows, that made four parts of her hind quarters. She was left without life, stretched like a mound in the bog, on the green shore. The three worked their swords with passion, until she was completely dead. They went to the lake then and washed from head to foot, to cleanse their own perspiration and the blood of the serpent. 

When the people of Boolynagreana saw that the roaring of the serpent had ceased they all moved towards the lake and could not believe their eyes, at the sight of the serpent and were amazed that anyone in the world could have conquered her. They spent the rest of the day burning and burying the remains, for fear they would bring disease or plague to the land. They returned that night to Boolynagreana and spoke of nothing else except the ability, strength and bravery of the warriors. The news spread, not only around Ireland, but Britain, North Scotland (Cruithin) and Norway. When Cormac Mac Art, high king of Ireland and Fionn Mac Cumhaill, king of the Fianna heard of the deeds of the three warriors and all the talk about them, they did not like it, because their mother was of the Tuatha De Danann.

