Destruction of the Hostel
Introducing the Togail Bruidne Dá Derga

PART 1 – THE DESTRUCTION OF THE HOSTEL
A BRIEF OVERVIEW

It is a clear moonlit night on the island of Hibernia, located on the
western fringes of a European continent increasingly brought under
the Roman imperial control and the Pax Romana.
Emperor Augustus has aggressively pushed the boundaries of
Rome, but that control has stretched the legions and consulates to
their limit. Under one such client administration, the former
kingdom of Judea, the beginnings of what will eventually become
Christianity will have far reaching consequences.

But now the island of Hibernia remains nominally independent, it
various fractious kingdoms continuing to jostle for position, under
the overall rule of the High King Conaire Mór.
Conaire’s reign thus far has been peaceful, with political and
economic stability the overwhelming hallmarks of his rule. But this
night, Samhain, which marks the end of the harvest and the
beginning of winter, will see that rule extinguished in massacre and
flame.

As Conaire approaches his
residence at Tara, he sees on
the northern horizon the sight
of battle.

“ …and they saw the raiding
parties from east and west, and
from north and south, and they
saw the warbands and the
hosts, and the men starknaked; and the land of the
southern O’Neills was a cloud
of fire around [Conaire]…”

Whilst battle rages to the
north of Tara, something
darker still from Conaire’s
past emerges along the
coast.
Some one hundred and fifty
warships, crewed by over
five thousand exiled warriors
from Hibernia and Britain,
have begun their approach
to the Strand of Fuirbthe.

Comprised of exiled Irish
under the sons of Donn Désa
- Fer Le, Fer Gar and Fer
Rogein – and British exiles
under the grandsons of
Conmac - Ingcél the One Eyed
(son of the king of Britain),
Eiccel and Tulchinne, the
forces had pledged to
provide for each other a
great destruction.

And the Irish forces had been
provided with just such a
feast to satisfy their
bloodlust, Ingcél had
delivered up to the raiders
his mother, brothers and the
king of Britain himself with
no hesitation.

But as the Ingcél’s demanded
target is revealed to the sons
of Don Désa, as the abode of
their former foster brother
and king, Conaire, they begin
to try and dissuade their
allies, predicting the
destruction of their forces in
its completion.

Ingcél berates his allies at
their unwillingness “This was my luck, that he should be
there, and there should be one
Destruction for another. If not were
more grievous to me that my father
and my mother and my seven
brothers, and the king of my country,
whom I gave up to you before coming
on the transfer of the rapine…”

But as the ships are steered
towards the strand, they are
immediately blown back out
to sea. Ingcél asks one of the
Irish what could have created
such a force –

“…of Mac Cecht’s striking a
spark, when he kindles a fire
before a king of Erin…every spark
and every shower which his fire
would let fall on the floor would
broil a hundred calves and two
half pigs…”

The ships immediately make
for another landing “…the noise that the thrice fifty
vessels made in running ashore
shook Da Derga’s Hostel so that
no spear nor shield remained on
rack therein, but the weapons
uttered a cry and fell all on the
floor of the house…”

The noise is so great that all the
warriors of the hostel
immediately leap to readiness
for an immediate attack.

All eyes now turn to Conaire,
and the realisation that his
foster brothers have returned
slowly dawns –
“……what is that noise?...I know
nothing like it unless it be the earth
that has broken, or the Leviathan
that surrounds the globe and
strikes withi its tail to overturn the
world, or the barque of the sons of
Don Désa that has reached the
shore. Alas that it should not be
they who are there! Beloved foster
brothers of our own were they!
Dear were the champions. We
should not have feared them
tonight.”

Conaire’s doom is now complete, and
the Destruction of the Hostel is
inevitable. The thinning of the veil
between the mortal and supernatural
realm means that the raiders will even
“…
face the daoine sídhe, the people of the
elf mounds –
“Each of them will boast a victory over a king
or a chief of the reavers. And they will escape
from the Destruction, for a conflict with them is
a conflict with shadow. They will slay but they
will not be slain…”

PART 2 – THE MESSAGE OF THE SAGA

The earliest form of the Togail can be
found in the early medieval Irish
manuscript known as the Book of the
Dun Cow, or the Lebor na hUidre, which
would seem to have been started in the

10th century AD as a compilation of
already existing texts

The book was started in the
major monastic centre at
Clonmacnoise, Co Offaly,
demonstrating that the
manuscript collections of
such houses catered for a
much wider audience than
the purely religious.

That the Togail would have
been included in such a
compilation shows that it
already had a written
version of some
widespread note in
existence.
What exactly this original
copy was based upon is
speculative, but the style of
the prose indicates
compilation in at least the

9th century AD.

There has been significant
debate about what the Togail
actually represents. It certainly
attempts to present an image
from a pre-Christian period in
Ireland, but it is generally
accepted that this is not a
documentary of a forgotten
past.

It can be grouped together as
part of a wider ‘Ulster Cycle’ of
narratives, in some respects a
‘cousin’ to the more famous
Cattle Raid of Cooley, or Táin Bó
Cúailgne.

In fact the range of origin material that may be traced within the Togail is quite staggering.

For instance, the prose which describes how Conaire secures the kingship tells that he was
foretold in the prophesy dream of a soothsayer. This man had consumed the blood and
broth of a sacrificed bull, as part of the ‘Bull Feast of Tara’

But the image of the ‘bull feast’
portrayed in the Togail has its

origins much earlier that the 12th
century image on the previous
slide.
In actual fact this prose may
have its roots in particularly
anti-pagan descriptions of the
Roman rite known as a
Taurobolium. The passage in the
Togail has strong resonance
with a Christian poem written
decrying the practice only a
generation before the Palladian
mission to Ireland .

The early Christian influences in
the prose can also be found in
the description of how Conaire
was found naked at the gates of
Tara excepting the sling slot he
had been hunting with.
The image of the Old Testament
figure of David facing down the
Philistine champion Goliath
without the king’s armour is
almost certainly the basis of this
element of the Togail.

It is in the description of the
‘perfect king’ that the real core
of the Togail begins to reveal
itself.

Conaire as high king had very
specific taboos placed upon his
rule, and it was the breaking of
each of these which caused his
ultimate destruction.
The taboos can be compared
solidly to the Old Testament
Commandments, which if broken
lead away from God and to
destruction.

But aside from what could be
termed the more overt Christian
influences on the prose, there is
more secular advice on the
conduct of a king.
Given that such a tale would
have been amongst the
repertoire of a professional
Gaelic Irish bard, certain
elements of the tale resemble an
early version of The Prince by
Machiavelli.

In particular, whilst Conaire as high king has his foster brothers arrested on the basis of their
raiding within the country, he fails to deal decisively with them. Instead of execution for
breaking the peace of the country, he has them exiled due to his bonds with them.
The cost of such leniency would have been familiar to all who were familiar with the tale.

