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For Máire

mad for road, yet a rock of sense,

a woman of never-ending patience, encouragement and love
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Artist note: The illustrations for this book were hand drawn with a dip pen and Indian ink, with the natural imperfections and unpredictability that this method produces. I wanted them to be accessible, humorous and in the vernacular style to reflect the themes and language of Shane’s delightful writing.
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Foreword Réamhfhocal

Bhí an t-ádh liom, I was very lucky to have been born in the west Kerry Gaeltacht where folklore and seanachas seeps out of every rock and mountain, where the echoes of days gone by can be not only heard, but also felt in your bones.

I was always blown away with the stories I heard when I was growing up, and then, years later in Galway, hearing the same story with a different twist. These stories, legends and customs don’t belong exclusively to any one townland or county, even though we thought they did, so we all claim them. The beauty of the oral tradition is that the storyteller had the right to add, subtract and embellish the story each time it is told to meet the demands of his audience.

You can only imagine, then, my excitement when I see Shane Lehane coming into The Today Show in RTÉ with his bag of giuirléidí, his box of tricks. He is a natural storyteller full of pure passion for old customs and traditions of times gone by. I remember the first time he came in, he did so with the bounding enthusiasm of a seventeen-year-old Cork fan leaving Killarney after beating Kerry in a Munster final.

Shane’s folklore is a celebration of and a rejoining with all the people he has met along the way. In folklore and in life today, if you take the people and the community out of the equation, what are you left with? The pace of today’s world is faster than it’s ever been, which sometimes means that the lessons of the past seem further away, and even forgotten. With that, we can lose sight of who we are, where we have come from and what we have learned.

Up until recently we were not, in the traditional sense of the word, an educated people. It is not that long ago that we were not allowed to go to school and very young children had to work as part of a household. We did not have the freedom to do as we pleased. Nevertheless, our minds and imaginations were never conquered or controlled. We always had the ability to let our minds soar and dream, and these flights of imagination were played out in our songs and especially in our stories. Today, people hold up the stories of Disney or Narnia as great examples of how to catch people’s imaginations and keep them entertained. However, if you look back to what we have always had in Irish folklore, between fairy changelings being swapped for children or fishermen falling in love with mermaids by the sea, the modern stuff would not get a look in with us. Take Halloween as another example, it all started here in Ireland, landed in America, came back to us and now people here have bought into it not realising where it all began.

I know Naomh Bríd or St Brigid had, and still has, a very strong imprint in Kildare, Louth and Cork. Growing up in west Kerry, I remember my mother, who is from Cordal just outside Castleisland in the county, telling us about her going on the Biddy with a baby doll around to all the neighbours when she was a child in the 1940s. They didn’t have much to get from them – only an apple or whatever they could give. This story inspired us to do the same and, once or twice, I went on the Biddy, taking with me my sister’s Cabbage Patch doll, which was more like a Halloween doll, an unholy sight. Every year, as long as I can remember, I have put the brat Bríde out and I still believe in its power. St Brigid has made a huge resurgence in recent years; she has been reborn. I hear people say ‘this is amazing’ and it is, but some of us knew that a long time ago. St Brigid was always very important to me. I find great solace in her.

I had dinner with Kerry great, Mick O’Dwyer, one evening, most of the night was spent talking about football and the other part about piseoga. The Mayo football curse was mentioned, as you might imagine. He was a great storyteller. All the way home, I was wondering why we went out the back door when we had finished when the big front door was straight in front of us. I got my answer the following day when I went into Dingle to meet a friend for a pint. It was before opening time, so we went in the back door as the front one was closed. When it was time to go, I was heading for the front door and the man who was with me let out a roar, ‘Out the door we came in, a bhuachaill.’

Not only does this book explore and explain the world of piseoga and the many beliefs and customs we had, but it also gives us a moment in time of what life was like in Ireland down through the years. It is that connection between our generation and that of my parents and theirs before them, that shows how rooted we are in this country. People are amazed when Americans, for example, want to go see a ruin of an old cottage, in the middle of a field, in the middle of the Irish countryside. Sometimes, we forget how lucky we are because we can just walk down the road, point at a field and say my great-great-great-great grandmother was born there. Others cannot do this, they do not have that legacy or heritage at hand. I see it all the time on the Rose of Tralee. It is like a broken link, and I do think it is a big part of their lives that they are missing.

In his gentle style and fascinating accounts, Shane brings us from darkness to light and literally from the spoken to the written word. His great understanding of the Irish language is always a great help when trying to get to grips with the old ways in these new days in particular. When speaking about the language to people today they almost automatically mention the modh coinníolach, they are worrying about something that might never happen in one sense. Even when we speak English today, we do so through an Irish prism and we have a great skill of being able to put meat on the bone while not losing anything in translation. Folklore is often where the Irish and English language worlds meet in harmony. It is a safe place for both with no stopped the clock on the wall for either.

This book is also a great escape from the worries of today, just like the stories of yesteryear took minds off some of the harsh realities that surrounded those who listened. The only thing better than reading this book is hearing the stories from the man himself. I did feel like he was reading it to me, which is a skill in itself when writing.

‘Tá sé in am sip’ as my father would say, Now I’m off to play the fiddle in front of the young fella and see if he was swapped years ago. I must also look for the bean an tí, she was off looking for some leather cloak down by the shore, I hope she went out the door she came in!

Dáithí Ó Sé

September 2025




INTRODUCTION

Finding Folklore

Two lovely sisters, Madge and May Kennedy, lived without electricity in a mud-walled thatched house on the shore of Lough Beg, in a forgotten corner of Cork harbour. I remember with fondness my first meeting with these two gentle ladies back in 1986, when they, with big smiles, welcomed me into their extraordinary home. They swung open their red half-door and, when I entered, I felt as if I had stepped back in time.

I was a young undergraduate student of archaeology and, for my final-year dissertation, I had taken it upon myself to survey and record the extant vernacular houses in the Ringaskiddy hinterland. This area was soon to become one of Ireland’s most intensely developed industrial zones, with gargantuan pharmaceutical plants and a new deep-water berth.

Madge and May cooked over the open fire, their cooking pots black on the outside but scoured clean and gleaming on the inside. They had a beautiful dresser packed with shining delph, old photographs, and a lifetime of ornaments and mementos. They shared their house with a cat and a few kittens, and it was into the small shallow hollows of their earthen floor that they poured the milk for the cats to enjoy. At night, their only source of light came from a double-burning oil lamp set on their kitchen table and, as their cotton wick was nearly spent, I remember their relief when I sourced a new one for them in the hardware shop in Macroom Square.

When people ask me how I first got interested in Irish folklore and folk life, I think back to my encounters with Madge and May, and the countless other marvellous people that I have had the pleasure of meeting over the past forty years or so. Somehow, I have always been drawn to, and feel most at home, in that other Ireland; that slightly esoteric anachronistic place and its inhabitants, whose way of life is a step or two behind the ever-increasing waves of perpetual change.

I have fond memories of when, as a young folklorist, I visited a small house near the top of the mountain at Bauracaurin in County Cork’s Boggeragh Mountains. I was delighted to sit with my little tape-recorder in the kitchen, recording Johnny Katie Looney and his sister Hannie talking about their memories of cutting turf. There was yellow lino on the floor, the enchanting smell of turf burning in the range, and I was made welcome with endless cups of tea and slices of jam Swiss roll. Their stories of the lightning that killed two men coming from the bog and detailed accounts of finding and tasting bog butter, and the strange activities of the hares from Inchamay bog had me enraptured.

The same kind of lore and intricate detail of a different way of living and seeing the world was present when I visited my aunt and uncle every summer on their small farm between Cahersiveen and Portmagee in County Kerry. There, with my brothers, sister and cousins, we drew water from the well in white enamel buckets, rode on donkeys, and bound and stacked sheaves of oats in golden sun-drenched meadows. We sat under cows, milking them by hand, and marvelled at my uncle turning horseshoes on the anvil before searing them into a horse’s hoof. At night, we were regaled with story after story until we went off to bed, wide-eyed and half-paralysed with wonder, our heads full of stories of the fairies and the púca.

It was the intimate moments of such experiences that lit the fire of intrigue and wonder in me, and that led me to what is now close on forty years of study and lecturing in the field of folklore and ethnology.

I have had the pleasure of learning from the inspiring insights of accomplished academics at university, while simultaneously building up a substantial library and archive of my own folkloric research. I am deeply indebted to the innumerable local historians and enthusiasts whom I have met while giving lectures around the country. They, along with my many adult students, have shared a wealth of personal memories and fascinating stories with me. I am privileged to have enveloped myself in this wonderfully stimulating and intriguing discipline and to have been granted opportunities to share and illuminate this aspect of our heritage.

This collection of musings and memory is a concentrated mixum-gatherum of intriguing detail that seeks to illuminate the distinct elements and traditions that have shaped Irish life and character. It concerns itself with the changes and technologies that brought Ireland rapidly – almost too rapidly – from an almost medieval way of life to one of extraordinary modernity. Tradition and change are neither static nor linear; they are dynamic and often cyclical.

The transition from a peasant subsistence economy of 1750 to the commodity-fandangled, more convenient life of the present day was not without its problems, nor was it universal. Many held on to old traditions and customs. Life in the Irish countryside was an open social contest between the haves and have-nots, and conveniences and things new were met with anything from eagerness to suspicion to outright disdain. Change is inexorable, but the nature of tradition is to maintain the old order and to be conservative; an approach that is sometimes dictated by economic, religious or social circumstances.

This book will chart these great changes in Irish life by exploring how different technical innovations have changed people’s inherited survival skills and broadened their lives and their worlds. It is a window on our past that demonstrates how many of our traditions and ways of being have had a lasting impact, while some, for good or for bad, have been lost over the passage of time.




PART ONE

The Rituals of the Cycles of Life

[image: A nest with five spotted eggs.]
Some thirty years ago, I sat in the pub in Rossaveal, County Galway, trying to dry out following a soaking that I’d got on a rough ferry-crossing back from Inis Meáin – the ‘middle island’ of the Aran Islands. There were a few Connemara trawlermen in the pub, waiting for the bad weather to pass and, as I warmed up by the fire, I got chatting to one of them. I asked him about fishing lore, and he had a number of interesting stories about red-haired women and hares, and how they were not things any fisherman wanted to see or mention before he set sail. He was a fine storyteller, and I asked him if he had any stories about mermaids or seals. There are many folktales about seals taking human form and he told me one, the memory of which has stayed with me. I had no tape recorder or notebook, but such was the clarity of his storytelling, that the detail has remained crystal clear. I wrote it down as soon as I got home. It went as follows.

There was a man one time; he was unmarried and lived with his elderly parents. He had built himself a fine currach and spent most of his time working from the seashore, fishing, gathering seaweed and collecting periwinkles. He would often stop in his work, look out to the bright light reflected on the sea and wonder what would come of his life, for he was lonely. He never didn’t see the head of the young seal breaking the water, whose two eyes used to watch his hard toil every day.
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One day following a fierce storm, he went walking the shore collecting the wrack thrown up by the sea. There was always something of value in the flotsam and jetsam that came after a storm. Then, what did he come across but a beautiful sealskin folded on the beach. It was the finest piece of supple leather he had ever seen. He knew it would be very handy and he took it into his small storage shed at the corner of the beach. He hid it carefully away in the back and covered it over so no one could find it.

When he emerged from his shed, he was absolutely astonished to see a beautiful woman sitting on the rock close to where he had found the skin. He was very shy and did not know what to do. She was naked to the world except for her long hair, which she was combing with a seashell comb. She looked at him with her big dark eyes and put out her hand to take his. He put his jacket around her shoulders. He knew by the smile on her face and the look in her eyes that it was love at first sight for both of them. She did not speak a word, but there was an immediate deep understanding between them.

She gladly went with him back to his house and, in no time, and with his parents’ permission, the man married the woman, and she took over the running of the house.

From that day on, his pots and nets and fishing lines were never empty and, over the next number of years, they were as happy as any couple could be. She bore him a large family of nine hardy children. Every now and again, however, the man would find his wife missing and would always come across her sitting on the rock with tears in her eyes, looking out to sea. He knew that, despite her sincere love for him and their smiling contented children, there was a great and unbearable sadness deep within her. As time went on, she began to look pale and sick, and he became greatly worried.

One day, he was returning from a day’s fishing, his currach full of mackerel, when a wave gashed the boat against the rocks and ripped a big hole in its skin. On landing his currach, he immediately set about boiling the tar to patch the hole. He remembered the fine skin he had found on the beach all those years ago and, without thinking, he asked his wife to go down to the shed by the shore to fetch it. When she took down the skin, her true nature and instinct came rushing back to her, for this was the skin that she had taken off when she had left the sea. She opened out the skin on the shore and rolling it tight around her, she returned to her seal shape and slipped back into the water.

Her husband came to the shore to look for her, but all he could see was the head of the seal breaking the water and the two dark eyes staring back at him. He could not but recognise the beautiful eyes that had been so loving. He knew the seal was his wife and while he was heartbroken, he nodded and smiled at her to put her at her ease. He knew he had been lucky to have had her for so many years, but that she had no choice but to return to her own world.

This folktale carries some amazing folk imagery, not least the notion that a seal, by casting off its skin, can shapeshift into the form of a woman. There is also the idea of the horizontal threshold of the sea as a liminal barrier under which the fisherman cannot follow, for humans cannot survive in that otherworld. The tale is full of mythological conceits and symbolisms, but I have always looked at it as a simple love story, the detail of which would have resonated with many in the time when this tale was told. The loneliness and lack of opportunity of the poor fisherman living with his elderly parents was commonplace. The wonder of finding true love and fulfilment, even in such a fantastical and magical way, would have been truly appealing. The need for the parents’ agreement to bring an unknown woman into the home, who consequently took over the running of the house, corresponds to seminal moments in the lives of many.

Instructively, the stark contrast between the pre-marriage hardship and the subsequent good fortune and ample provisioning that followed the marriage was seen as a direct consequence of the quality of the union. A full family of no less than nine healthy children born from the love match, is an idyll in itself. Finally, the sudden and somewhat unexpected departure of the seal woman is a cause of sadness, yet there is the clear sense that her exit from the life of the man and the family was not unusual and was borne with the solace of good memories.

This intriguing narrative is punctuated by the life transitions that centre on love, marriage, birth, prosperity, and, finally, death and loss. In the cycle of life between birth and death, the prospect of finding love and securing a good marriage, having children, and enjoying health and prosperity were far from guaranteed. In addition to the usual uncertainties of life, a person’s luck might be altered by supernatural intervention.

Amongst the pre-industrial, rural peasantry of the eighteenth, nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, there was a deep investment in established folk beliefs and rituals, specifically at these liminal points of transition of birth, love, marriage and death. Despite a dedicated and public adherence to the doctrine of their Catholic faith, there remained the vestiges of a private belief system of a powerful otherworld. People were tied to superstitious observances and bound by rituals to court good fortune and ward off any potential bad luck. In Ireland, it is still considered a portent of bad luck to put shoes on a table or to hand someone a knife or to go out a different door than the one you came in. No matter how sophisticated we might think we are, remnants of our folkloric inheritance are still deeply rooted in our personal and communal psyches.
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NEW BEGINNINGS



In the Sop

Many years ago, I interviewed Charlie Twomey, the sacristan in Macroom. He was responsible for modernising the access to St Berrihert’s Holy Well, which is situated just outside the town on the road to Inchigeelagh. Charlie told me that he organised the building of the new entrance because, many years earlier, as he was passing the well, he saw two women trying to hoist a pregnant woman over the ditch so that she could gain access to the holy water.

In Ireland, many holy wells were the folk loci for popular medicine and cures, with some being considered essential for pregnant women facing the ordeal of labour. The miracle of new life is timeless, but its success was often a very complicated and dangerous affair, particularly before the advent of modern gynaecological and obstetric medicine. In rural Ireland, from 1700 until the early twentieth century, the ability – or not – to become pregnant and to give birth to children was strewn with widely held and deeply superstitious beliefs and rituals.

Brigid is the great mother figure in Ireland and the most revered of all the Irish female saints. In the folk tradition, on the eve of her feast day of 1 February, complex sets of rituals were performed in people’s homes that promoted fertility and the safe delivery of new life.

The Brat Bríde

For as long as anyone can remember, on the eve of St Brigid’s Day, it was customary to take a piece of cloth or a ribbon and hang it on a bush outside the house overnight. It was believed that the ‘Blessed Bridie’, as she was known, blessed the items and the following day the cloth or ribbon – the brat bríde and ribín bríd respectively – now bestowed magical properties, imparting health and well-being to the family.

This little piece of cloth had a wide variety of applications: everything from easing the creaking of old bones and rheumatic pains to helping reluctant ewes to accept their newborn lambs. The brat was placed on the backs of cows both during and after parturition to ensure that all would be well and there would not be any complications.

In the human realm, little pieces of the cloth were sown into petticoats and were thought to protect the virginity of young girls, while the brat was also the go-to item for couples who were having difficulty conceiving a child – as one man said to me some years back, ‘It was used to polish up the apparatus!’ The brat was much sought after when women were in labour as its presence was considered crucial for a safe delivery.

The ribín had similar attributes and functions, often tied as a girdle around the waists of women to protect virginity – and also those who were pregnant. The ribín is still a core traditional feature extant in Baile Bhuirne, County Cork, where Gobnait, the patron saint of beekeepers, who has the same fertility attributes as Brigid, is celebrated on her feast day of 11 February. It is on this day that people in the community will measure their ribbon against a medieval wooden statue of Gobnait and anyone who carries Gobnait’s measured ribbon with them will be safe on all journeys and when travelling on water. This attribute also applies to the brat Bríde, which takes on the magical properties associated with the ‘caul’. On rare occasions, a baby is born with a ‘caul’ (a part of the amniotic sac) covering their heads and this membrane was collected as a charm to protect against drowning. Such was the popularity of these cauls amongst the merchant and navy seamen in England, that midwives would advertise them in the local newspapers, selling them for a high price. In Ireland, other than the caul, the brat Bríde was considered the most effective protection against drowning and was very popular amongst fishermen. Similarly, the offcuts of the rushes used for making the Brigid’s Crosses were placed in currachs to protect from drowning.

It is common to see little pieces of cloth and ribbons hanging from thorn bushes at holy wells, many dedicated to Brigid and, indeed, Gobnait. Equally, at many of those sites, such as Brigid’s Well in Castlemagner and at Gobnait’s in Baile Bhuirne, both in County Cork, there are examples of sheela-na-gigs, the extraordinary medieval carvings that display older women in a squatting position, often with their hands on their genitalia exposing the birth canal. Some wear a ribbon or cord around their midriff while others can be seen to give birth to the amniotic sac. Scholars like Barbera Freitag suggest the sheela-na-gigs operated as folk deities; icons of wise women who imbued positive, life-giving powers at birth, a point in the cycle of life, often sadly characterised by death. In a time before modern medicine and medical procedures, complications in childbirth led to high incidences of mortality – and the death of the newborn, the mother or, in many cases, both.
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On a saint’s feast day, more commonly known as a pattern day, women would visit and perform rituals at the holy wells dedicated to both Brigid and Gobnait and other local saints. Perhaps cognisant of such impending potential mortality, women did everything they could to empower and safeguard themselves. They would spend the day ‘paying the round’, moving in a sunwise direction and stopping at various stations, either leaving a votive rag or ribbon, partaking of the sacred waters and placing their hand on the sheela-na-gig.

Birthing in the Straw

Another custom associated with St Brigid’s Eve was to make a small bed of rushes or straw in the corner of the kitchen, in case Brigid decided to stop in and rest. This leaba Bríd (Brigid’s bed) was directly linked with older birthing practices, when women would give birth, not in a bed, but in a kneeling or standing position onto a bed of soft straw. This practice is borne out by such old Irish expressions as ‘Ón oiche a tháinig mé ar an tsop’ (‘Since the night I landed on the straw’), meaning ‘since the night I was born’.

When a woman went into labour, the expression was that so and so was ‘in the sop’ or ‘in the straw’ in the same way that, for example, when a sow was about to farrow, she would make a soft birthing bed of straw for herself. There was an immediate need to call the local bean ghluine (kneeling woman), who had the accumulated experience of having helped many women to give birth. Her skill and knowledge were matched by the important belief people had in her; that she had a certain otherworldliness that would bring good luck and guard against ill fortune.

It was the custom that two people should always go to fetch the midwife and there was general relief, almost working as a placebo, when she was seen arriving, sitting at the back of the cart. Country midwives, given the size of families and the demand for their services, were jokingly nicknamed ‘rabbit-catchers’. Nevertheless, in isolated rural areas, trained midwifes or nurses were few and far between. If a doctor had to be called, it was seen as a precursor to a lost cause and imminent death.

There were important medical advancements that included the training of midwives of the mid-nineteenth century, which culminated in the Rules for Midwives organised by the Central Midwives Board, which was established in 1918.

Whether a midwife was available or not, trust was placed in the older, wise women in the locality who would have overseen the medical and magical needs of a community. Often, given their advanced age and, being close to death themselves, they were deemed to be between worlds and thus insulated against the evil forces that were present at the critical times of birth and death. These older women operated as the bean leighis (the herbalist), who prepared and administered cures, and the bean feasa (the wise woman), who offered diagnostic and prophetic counsel. Often, they were one and the same person.

Her role as the bean ghlúine in bringing new life into the world operated in a different system of understanding the cosmos, which was outside of, and contrary to, that of the ever-increasing, pragmatic medical and scientific orthodoxies of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Birth, like death, was the ultimate liminal time and it was dominated by fear of fairy interference and portends and superstitions about the health, future and character of the newborn. The bean ghlúine had much to consider.

Childbirth was a predominantly female affair and, in the days and weeks before and after, the women in the community would convene to bolster the expectant mother. They took over the everyday household chores of feeding the family – milking, cleaning, fetching water, minding fowl, tending the fire and baking. This lifecycle gathering of women attending a birth was ritually played out every Brigid’s Eve with the arrival of the Brideóg (the Biddy Boys). When people went out ‘on the biddy’, they disguised themselves in straw costume and went from house to house carrying with them a brideóg, an effigy of Brigid in the form of a small straw doll. They would sing and dance, and their visit was seen to bring luck and good fortune to each household.

Irish and Scottish folk records suggest that the so-called ‘Biddy Boys’ were, at one point, predominantly made up of girls. Their straw brideóg doll was not only Brigid, but in size, shape and form, it was reminiscent of a newborn baby. It was fashioned from the last sheaf of the harvest, known as the cailleach (the old hag), and represented the regeneration of the life force that comes in the New Year.

The occasional time when men were actively involved in childbirth was in the sporadic practice of couvade, when men were called upon to indirectly lessen a woman’s labour pains. The folklorist Séamus Ó Catháin records an account from County Mayo that tells of a woman who, when she was about to give birth, knelt in the middle of the straw-strewn floor, wearing her husband’s báinín (woollen jacket) with her husband standing behind her, his hands on her shoulders, imparting his strength and encouragement. If the husband was away or not available, his position at birth was taken up by another man from the locality to the same end but, in all cases, he was under the watchful eye of the midwife.

Whether the men were present or not, it was common practice for the woman to wear something belonging to her husband – a jacket, a tie or a waistcoat – turned inside out, not only to magically give her extra strength but to protect her from abduction. If the pregnant woman prepared a big pot of potatoes or porridge and gave them to her husband who then ate it with gusto, this was one way of transferring to him some of her impending pain. Sometimes, the man would load up a heavy creel of turf, carry it on his back, and walk around the house a number of times, his physical exertion and effort operating as a type of sympathetic magic for his wife. However, it seems most times, the midwife decided to get husbands out of the way and directed them to carry out meaningless tasks, such as picking stray wisps of straw from the thatch or fetching buckets of water from distant wells, simply to occupy them and let her continue with her work unhindered.

The first thing that the handywoman would do was to open all doors and windows in the house and make sure everything that was locked was unlocked, including the undoing of any ties or knots on the clothes of the woman in labour. There are early accounts of special protective birth charms, written in Latin on little pieces of vellum, folded up and attached by a cord around the expectant mother’s abdomen. Such protective birth charms or birthing girdles in the form of a ribín Bríd or a St Joseph’s Cord of chastity and protection, with its seven knots, were undone and removed to make sure nothing would symbolically block or inhibit the birth.

The mere presence of the handywoman provided immediate succour to the woman in labour and the placebo effect of various magical activities reinforced the event as her dominion. The handywoman’s shawl was, in itself, a type of brat Bríde and she would shake it three times over the woman while also bringing an extra-efficacious brat Bríde that, when placed on the woman’s forehead in the throes of labour, had the effect of offering immediate relief. In addition to the magical, the handywomen possessed practical skills that were the result of hard-won or handed-down experience.

One of the most difficult births for the handywoman to manage was a breech birth where a baby was born feet first, as this often led to suffocation. If a breech baby survived, they were much in demand as a certain cure for rheumatic pain and lumbago. They would be asked, especially when they were children, to walk on the backs of the affected person.

Many children were born with birth defects and birthmarks. Such manifestations were always attributed to some activity undertaken when the mother was pregnant. Any children born with dark or red birthmarks were said to come from the woman, who, when she was with child, picked blackberries or blackcurrants for making jam. One woman whose child had a large birthmark on her face put it down to the fact that she had been making black puddings after the pig was killed.

If a pregnant woman ended up by some accident with a burn or a bruise, the newborn child would have a birthmark in the same part of the body as their mother had been injured. Some sought a cure for the birthmarks and for this the handywoman used to rub the placenta on the mark, before burying the afterbirth. Equally, a child with a birthmark would be taken to a wake and the dead person’s hand was placed on the mark. It was thought that as the dead body decayed, the birthmark would fade.

[image: A hare leaps through the air over short grass.]
When a hare, long associated with the shape-shifting cailleach, crossed the path of a pregnant woman there was a danger that the child would be born with a ‘harelip’ (cleft lip). To offset any such likelihood it was necessary for the woman to immediately make a small tear in one of her petticoats.

Birth, bringing with it such prospective complications and the potential of death, was underpinned by these deeply inherited beliefs and observances. The rituals and practice were overseen by the wise women who interpreted the lore and facilitated the passage from womb to life.

Fairy Changelings

The belief in abduction by the fairies and the replacement of the mother or child with a changeling was widely held and was a matter of profound distress throughout the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.

In Irish tradition, fairies were an invisible otherworld community who occupied remote locations, such as hilltops, islands and ringforts. They incorporated a complex mix of otherworldly entities, including mythological ancestors and the dead. One prevalent belief was that they were fallen angels who had been expelled from heaven for following Lucifer.

Fairies had white blood and evidence of their activities was often ascribed to any white substance, such as cuckoo spit or bird droppings, that appeared in conspicuous places. As such, the fairies took it upon themselves to abduct newborn male children into their world as a mechanism to reintroduce red blood and so regain access to heaven.

The changeling – malartán or síofradh in Irish – was an old fairy who magically took the form of the human child placed in the cradle after the original child had been taken by fairies. This changeling caused no end of anguish for the parents, refusing to take food and vomiting up anything that was given to it. Parents would guard against this fate by placing the iron tongs from the fire across the cradle and never leaving the baby unattended until it had been baptised.

Our folklore record, dating from the eighteenth century to the near present, contains numerous accounts of how fairy changelings were discovered. A journeyman tailor whose experience of the world made him wise is often the figure who uncovers the changeling’s identity.

[image: A bearded man in a flat cap sits on a wooden stool. He is smoking a pipe and looking at a baby in a wooden cradle.]
One story goes that a young couple were delighted with their new baby, even though it was wizened and possessed a strange and menacing stare. The baby refused to latch on and suckle from the mother, and any food it did take immediately came back up. The couple got no sleep and their hours were tormented by the incessant shrill crying of the baby. The parents were very quickly at their wits’ end. Unknown to them, their baby had been ‘swept’ – as the expression goes – and replaced with a changeling by the fairies. As the days and nights went on, things went from bad to worse. In those days, it was usual that journeyman tailors would travel the countryside, stopping into houses to ply their craft. A tailor would bring his bag of needles and threads and turn a coat, make a suit of clothes and mend the frayed hems of skirts, whatever was required. On the arrival of this tailor, he looked at the bedraggled parents and assured them that he would look after their ailing child while they tried to get some sleep. The tailor knew by the look of the infant in the cradle that he was nothing but an old fairy pretending to be a baby and purposefully causing the mayhem for the parents. It now fell to him to reveal the true identity of the changeling.

The tailor began several actions designed to tease the changeling into
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