
 
 
 

The tragedy of Aillinn and Bailé 
 
 
 
Bailé, the soft-spoken, left Emain Macha in the north to meet Aillinn, his betrothed. Rare 
was such a wedding host, and uncommonly joyful. For the king of Ulster’s only son and the 
daughter of the king of Leinster had made a love match. Even the sun shone bright on 
Bailé’s journey, the hounds danced and milled about the horses’ legs, fancy bridle bits sang 
silver songs in the wind, and the company was filled with joy.  

Bailé left behind his own lands of Ulster, the blue lochs and gorse-yellow hills where the 
eagles cried. Before him, beyond the purple peaks of home, lay the low, wooded hills and 
the rich plains of Leinster. He saw his Aillinn in the contours of the hills, in the white 
plumage of the swans on the river. She was soft as new grass and spring foals, wild as the 
March wind, and generous as the blackbird singing to the world. His heart was full of joy 
that soon they would be wed and their union would bind together her rich beauty of soft 
hills and birdsong, and his wild majesty of the eagle and the red deer. 

*** 
Aillinn paced the grianan impatiently and called for her mare to be prepared. She had heard 
the whispers, the prediction that she and Bailé would never be wed. Her love was on his 
way; her happiness riding to her fast as the wind. Yet the cold hand of fear stopped her hot 
blood in its course. She would ride a piece of the way and see if she could catch a sight of 
her love on the road. With a band of her warriors she rode hard until the sun began to drop 
in the sky. All about her the land stretched green and fair, with low hills and forests of 
beech and hazel. But not a sign was there of Bailé and his host. 

Her companions laughed at her fears. 
“He comes from Emain Macha, girl. Give him time. Tomorrow is the day set to meet 

him on the strand of Dundealgan. You’ll not see him cross our hills before then.” 
The company turned for home, Aillinn lingering longest, unwilling to turn her eyes from 

those hills where her love was surely hidden. Her mare whinnied and shook her head, 
setting the bells of her headstall jingling. The sky darkened as if a cloud had passed across 
the sun. The breeze blew chill, and Aillinn shivered as a shadow slipped over the grass. The 
mare’s ears pricked, and Aillinn heard the mournful whispering of a lament. Across the lake 
a curlew lifted from the water and its cry wove around the whispering until she could 
distinguish no more than a murmur, like wind in the reeds. 

“Aillinn! What keeps you?” She shook the whispered thoughts from her head and looked 
one last time on the darkening hills. 

“A hope,” she called back. “I thought to see Bailé’s love sailing on broad wings over the 
hills, carried on the breeze, shining bright as the sun.” 

Turning her back on the north, Aillinn urged her mare homeward, the cry of the curlew 
echoing in her ears. 

*** 
The sun sank into a quilted blanket of gold and red, and beneath the trees darkness lay in 
deep drifts. Bailé’s company made their camp, watered the horses at the stream, and while 
some made up the cooking fires, others set out to hunt. Bailé drank from a horn cup with a 
silver rim and wanted nothing more than to lie on his back and gaze up at the stars, to trace 
Aillinn’s features among their glitter.  



The camp was slow to settle. The joyful excitement lent wings to the harpists’ fingers, 
and the bards’ tongues flowed with honey until the fires were just glowing embers. Bailé 
drifted into an uneasy sleep, filled with dreams of shaggy tree boughs bent over his face 
with plaintive whisperings, and out of sight, in the treetop, a raven croaked to the stars. 
Fearing an omen, when he awoke at dawn, Bailé questioned the sentinels. They had seen no 
signs of enemies in the night, but the shadows had shifted strangely, and they said they 
heard the whispering of fairy voices. Perhaps the hill is enchanted, they said, a rath of the 
Sidhe. Bailé shivered. 

“The sooner we are gone the better,” he said. 
The sun was rising when the wild hills began to lose their savagery, and their horses ran 

though bright hazel woods and oceans of bracken. Bailé’s heart rose again at the thought 
that he was entering the lands of Aillinn’s father and his journey would soon be over. The 
woods were welcoming, and they had seen the silent shadows of deer melting away before 
their passage. Night fears dissipated in the bright day.  

At last, the purple peaks of home were behind Bailé’s company, and they crossed the 
plain of Muirtheimne to the sea to follow the strand south to Dundealgan. They had made 
good time; the morning was scarce broke in the sky. A movement in the south halted the 
company, a single runner, but fleeter than any man, rapid more as the hawk stooping from 
the cliff. They watched as he approached, a thin, ragged creature with a haggard look and 
haunted eyes. 

“Who do you seek?” Bailé called with misgiving in his heart, and shadows shifted about 
the stranger as if he had one foot in another world. 

“I seek Bailé honey-mouth, son of Buan. From Lughaidh’s rath I come with news of 
Aillinn, Lughaidh’s daughter.” 

Bailé caught his breath, dreading what the unkempt stranger had to say, but his heart was 
risen so high with expectation that he could not call it back to protect it. 

“Aillinn set out this morning to meet her betrothed, and on her way she was beset by a 
band of youths of Leinster who refused to let her pass, telling her she must wed one of 
them, not look to the ends of the earth for a husband.” 

Bailé gritted his teeth and his hand flew to the hilt of his sword, but his love was still too 
high, too bright and he could not call up his anger. 

“Aillinn resisted them, and in the struggle she died. This is the story I must tell Bailé 
Mac Buain.” 

Bailés heart soared, fluttering on its wings of love. If his heart had been his own, Bailé 
might have leapt into his chariot, sword in hand to avenge his betrothed. But his heart was 
no longer safe in his breast. Already it was winging its way to join Aillinn. With a piercing 
cry he fell down dead, and his joyful company, now full of tears, raised a cairn to his 
memory at the strandline. 

*** 
As the sun rose over Lughaidh’s rath, Aillinn was ready, waiting on her escort. She sat her 
white mare, turning her about the lios, impatient, both the one and the other, to be away. 
She saw herself galloping the broad strand that glittered in the rising sun, with the green sea 
on her right hand, the green hills on her left, and beneath her horse’s hooves, the silver 
sand. In her mind’s eye, Bailé rode at the head of his company with their bright cloaks 
flying, gay pennants on their shining spears. She wore her richest robe of deepest blue, the 
colour of the evening sky, and her silver brooches that captured the light of the stars. Her 
face shone with joy, bright as the sun, and her hair was a river of moonlight. 

The company was mounted and making for the gates, when the sentry on the ramparts 
gave a shout, and all looked where he pointed. Running faster than a hare coursed by 
hounds, faster than the fastest horse, a ragged man was approaching from the north. 



“Whence come you?” the gatekeepers called. “Who do you seek, and what is your 
message?” 

The man halted beneath the gates of the rath, not even reaching for his breath, and all joy 
fled from the company at the sight of the shadows in his hollow eyes, though none 
recognised him for a ghost, a poet, and a god. 

“I come from Ulster, across the Muirtheimne, by the strand of Dundealgan where I saw 
men raising a cairn of stones over a grave. The name on the cairn was Bailé Mac Buain who 
had been on his way to meet the woman to whom he had given his love.” 

When she heard this, Aillinn dug her heels into her mare’s flanks and flew straight as an 
arrow to the meeting place. She was two bowshots away when she saw the cairn, rising 
golden in the sun that poured across the sea from the east, and she knew the messenger had 
not lied.  

“Oh Bailé. Oh my love,” she whispered. From the green sea, a swan rose and circled the 
cairn. “Bailé,” she whispered again, and her heart sprouted white wings and left her body to 
follow its soul mate.  

They took Aillinn home to bury her on the hill by her father’s rath, and an apple tree 
sprang from her grave. The apples, for those who had eyes to see, bore the face of Bailé. On 
the strand at Dundealgan, that became known as Bailé’s strand, a yew tree grew from the 
cairn, and it bore Aillinn’s face. 

*** 
And the ragged messenger carried on his ghostly wanderings. Aengus the poet, mad and 
lonely, searching for his lost love, would take all true lovers into his own shadow world and 
set them free. Their food would be the quiet, and at night they would fly among the stars 
with swans’ snowy wings. For what lovers ever find happiness in a world fashioned by 
warriors? And are not all poets a little mad, with their hearts so full of longings that can 
never be?  

By his tales he had brought about the death of two lovers, and by his ghostly 
whisperings, the yew and the apple trees were cut down and made into two wands where 
poets wrote the love stories of Ulster and Leinster. Aengus murmured in his madness, the 
juice of the yew berries dribbling down his unshaven chin, that to be captured in wooden 
words was a fitting end to mortal love.  

But many years later, Art the lonely king called to have the wands of poetry brought to 
him, the one from Ulster, the other from Leinster. In Tara’s halls the wands leapt together, 
Bailé’s and Aillinn’s love still coursing in the wood’s heart though other stories were 
graven there as worthy in Aengus the poet’s eyes. The wooden wands leapt together and 
twined about so tight that no man could part them. And Art the lonely king, wiser and with 
a heart deeper and more generous than mad Aengus, ordered the twisted skein of love and 
poetry kept with the royal treasures. Perhaps their souls lived on with Aengus and the swan 
children in the otherworld, far from the cares of men. But their hearts lay in the dark silence 
of Tara, bound together as they had been in life.  

 


