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            Introduction

         

         I was beguiled by words from an early age, especially the words that name places. My dad would regale us with stories of our grandfather, who hailed from Spellickanee, and of meeting up with his friends down Annabolica Lane, places that hardly sound real. Growing up on the Cooley Peninsula, home to the saga of the Brown Bull, I was fascinated by the mythology remembered in local names, like Queen Maeve’s Gap, Dundalk (Dún Dealgan) and Ardee (Ath Fhirdia). This fascination followed me when I fell, almost by accident, into a career in book publishing, and I found myself making mental notes while editing a series of Irish walking guides. Who wouldn’t pause for thought when faced with Lough Eekenohoolikeaghaun?

         Much as a hot summer can reveal the outline of millennia-old ring forts, our place names can hold the secrets of our past. There’s endless entertainment to be found in peeling back the layers of a name and digging into the histories, the myths and the legends behind it. Every field in the country can tell a story; every place name has memories woven into it. Sometimes it’s a practical, does-exactly-what-it-says-on-the-tin kind of name – ‘the sea lake’, Lough Atalia/Loch an tSáile – and sometimes it denotes possession – Tory, Túr Rí, 10‘the tower of the king’ – while some names commemorate an event from centuries ago: Priest’s Leap/Léim an tSagairt, which remembers the heroic escape of a priest from his pursuers (more on that anon). Some took a bit of effort to track down, like the aforementioned Annabolica, which resides primarily now in folklore. It appears as Anabologe on the 1820s six-inch Ordnance Survey map of Ireland. If I were to hazard a guess at its origin, I’d say Áth na Bológ, ‘the ford of the bullock’. It is in Cooley, after all!

         You can’t help but be struck by the sheer peculiarity of some of our place names, though. Some sound cosy and welcoming, some vaguely threatening and some you just have to smile at. Many are anglicisations – in other words, the original Irish names written in English roughly following the pronunciation. Cill Ciarán becomes Kilkieran, for example, and Trá Bán becomes Trabane. But the actual meanings – ‘the church of Ciaran’, ‘white strand’ – become garbled along the way. Others are an English name superimposed on a place, where the original Irish name bears little to no resemblance but has, thankfully, been retained. (Who outside of ‘the nook of the tanner’ – Cúil an tSúdaire – would recognise Portarlington?)

         The pancake stack of history goes all the way back into prehistory. The Celtic gods and goddesses are remembered in the names of rivers and lakes, and in the name of the 11country itself (‘Éire’ is named after a goddess of the Tuatha Dé Danann). There’s a deal of ambiguity about the origins of many place names but, as a nation, we’re well used to a bit of opacity: look no farther than GAA scoring and proportional representation.

         As a book editor, I have armchair-travelled the length and breadth of the country, to distant glens and upland corrie lakes, to villages and townlands. So come with me along roads both familiar and unfamiliar, those roads where the speed limit is a dare and where these curious and quirky place names are to be found.
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            Where It All Began

         

         Éire: The name ‘Éire’ comes from Ériu, one of three sister goddesses of the Tuatha Dé Danann, along with Banba and Fódla. Ériu is reputedly buried under the Catstone, also known as the Stone of Divisions, on the Hill of Uisneach, the navel of Ireland, where a fire festival is held annually at Bealtaine, to mark the start of summer.

         Ireland: The original inhabitants of the Emerald Isle, a tribe called the Scoti, must’ve been hard-as-nails contrary divils. They took themselves and their name and decamped to a country even colder and wetter than here: Scotland. The name ‘Ireland’ derives from ‘Hibernia’, which many suppose means ‘land of winter’. It’s what the Romans thought Ptolemy meant by the word he inscribed on his map – Ierne – but that was, in fact, the name of the tribe – the Iverni – who inhabited the area now known as Munster.
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            A Hundred Thousand Welcomes

         

         Since long before Fáilte Ireland started waving the Céad Míle Fáilte banner, there has been a history of hospitality in Ireland. For our early ancestors, it wasn’t just a point of pride and honour but an obligation to offer food and drink to travellers, even a bed for the night. In fact, it was such a part of the culture that providing a measure of hospitality – oigidecht – to strangers was enshrined in the Brehon Laws, back in the seventh century. A chieftain could be shamed by his file (poet) if he failed in this duty, and under the laws of the time, could be fined or even ostracised.

         Now, whether by happy accident or clever design, there’s an abundance of place names in Ireland that make you feel welcome simply by how cosy they sound. If hospitality were an Olympic sport, the gold medal winner would have to be New Twopothouse: clearly, they don’t stint on the tae and they use the good china. Now that’s a céad mile fáilte!

         Annabella | Cork: The name may come from Eanach Bile, meaning ‘marsh of the sacred tree’, or be named for Annabella House, which once stood here.

         Balloo | Down and Longford: There’s a Balloo in County Down with an Irish name of Baile Aodha, ‘Aodh’s homestead’, 14and one in County Longford, which comes from Baile Lú, ‘the homestead of Lugh’ (no relation to the god of the Tuatha Dé Danann). And there’s a Cat Ballou in Hollywood, USA, but that’s a different story altogether.

         Ballycotton | Cork: If this name conjures up images of floral tablecloths and gingham aprons, you wouldn’t be far off the mark: right on its doorstep is Ballymaloe House, a renowned hotel and restaurant, and its nearby cookery school. Ballycotton has an island with a lighthouse, both of the same name, and it’s as tranquil an anchorage as a weary sailor could hope for. There’s no consensus on the meaning of the Irish, Baile Choitín, with some advocating for ‘the town of small boats’ and others ‘town of the cots’.

         Ballynana | Kerry: This one sounds like a warm hug! The original Irish name for this County Kerry townland may have been Baile na nAchadh, ‘the townland of the field’, or Baile na nÁith, ‘the townland of the kilns’.

         Boho | Fermanagh: Boho (pronounced ‘boh’) comes from Botha, meaning ‘huts’. The huts in question may date back 4,000 years, as that’s how long this area has been inhabited. Boho’s most important artefacts are the Reyfad stones (Reyfad from Ráith Fada, ‘the long fort’) and traces of a 15Neolithic settlement discovered by archaeologist Thomas Plunkett in the late nineteenth century. They may have led a boho lifestyle in Neolithic Boho, but we can’t say for sure.

         Brickeens | Mayo: It may sound like a pile of little bricks, but Na Broicíní means ‘badger warren’.

         Bunnyconnellan | Mayo: From the Irish Muine Chonalláin, which means ‘Conlon’s thicket’. There may or may not be rabbits hereabouts.

         Crinkle or Crinkill | Offaly: This midlands place name conjures up smiley grandmothers. From Críonchoill, it means ‘the withered wood’.

         Dangandargan | Tipperary: Sounding like a peal of bells in both English and Irish, Daingean Deargáin is ‘Dargan’s fortress’.

         Dingle | Kerry: Far from being a wooded dell, or even a marine abyss, as the English word suggests, Daingean Uí Chúis is ‘the fortress of the Ó Cúis’. This clan knew what they were about: the Dingle Peninsula possesses scenery to make artists weep and poets sigh. Films as diverse as Ryan’s Daughter and Star Wars: The Last Jedi have used it as a 16location and National Geographic called it ‘the most beautiful place on earth’.

         Dollingstown | Down: The village of Dollingstown is named for a nineteenth-century rector of Magheralin parish, the Rev. Boughey William Dolling (c. 1782–1853). He was descended from a Count Dolling, a Huguenot who fled France around 1580, and he served his parish faithfully for forty-six years.

         Dollymount | Dublin: Famed for its strand, Dollymount is named for the now-vanished Dollymount House on Mount Prospect Avenue, which was so called in honour of Dorothy, or Dolly, Vernon by her husband. It first appeared on Duncan’s Map of 1820 but disappeared from the Dublin Directory after 1836. The first recorded use of the name for the district was in 1838.

         Dunmoon | Waterford: Dunmoon is an anglicisation of Dún Mún, ‘the fort of Mún’, though who or what Mún was is not recorded.

         Eden | Leitrim: Who’d have thought we’d find paradise in County Leitrim? And yet there is it, bordered by the upper reaches of the River Shannon before it enters Lough Allen. 17In Irish, it’s An tÉadan, meaning ‘brow’ or ‘forehead’, so there’s a hill. You’ll find other Edens in counties Antrim, Derry, Donegal, Mayo, Meath, Roscommon and Tyrone, and an Eden Island in Monaghan.

         Fairymount | Roscommon: Mullach na Sí means just that: ‘a fairy mount’, or ‘hilltop of the fairies’. It may have got its name in the early days of Christianity, when St Lallocc, a niece of St Patrick, was installed in a convent here. When the locals saw her and her sisters from a distance, they took them to be fairy women.

         Heavenstown | Wexford: The earliest record of this townland is from 1654 of a Havenstowne, and it isn’t a huge leap from there to Heavenstown. But is the English name a corruption of Baile Héibhín, or was the Irish name an attempt to reclaim it for ourselves?

         Hugginstown | Kilkenny: Aw, if you need a hug, this is the place for you! And it was more than a hug for the people who settled here: following the revocation of the Edict of Nantes in 1685 by Louis XIV of France, many Protestant Huguenots fled the country, fearing persecution. They wound up mainly in The Netherlands, England and Wales, while some went as far as South Africa and North America. About 10,000 came 18to Ireland, settling in counties Antrim, Cork, Down, Dublin, Kilkenny and Laois. Their presence echoes in the street names: French Church Street in Cork city and, in Dublin, D’Olier Street and Fumbally Lane. And Hugginstown in County Kilkenny. It’s a direct anglicisation of Baile Hugúin, recorded as the townland of the ‘Huggenhoughs’.

         New Twopothouse | Cork: Tigh Nua an Dá Phota. Back in the 1700s, there was a coaching inn between Mallow and Buttevant called the Two-Pot House Inn (named for the two beer kegs, or pots, kept by the front door). In the 1800s, a new road was built between Cork and Limerick – now the N20 – and it had need of a coaching stop, too, of course. To differentiate it from the original one, it was called New Two-Pot-House.

         Strawberry Beds | Dublin: Sounding like something straight out of an Enid Blyton novel, the Strawberry Beds near Lucan in west County Dublin were named for the row of strawberry gardens there. In his 1859 book, What They Are Doing in Ireland, William Irvine noted that there was a small pub ‘attached to each in which one usually finds a fiddler, a harper or a piper – the centre of a jovial lot of lads and lasses who dance and drink ginger beer and consume strawberries’. 19

         Sunday’s Well | Cork: Is there a name more redolent of lazy weekends or a leisurely stroll on sun-drenched streets? The
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