
1. The Giant’s
Causeway, which
takes its name from
this legend, is a
striking natural rock
formation on the
coast of Ireland.

2. The region of
Ireland where Fionn
and the Fianna are
building their bridge
to Scotland. It is 
the location of 
the actual Giant’s
Causeway.

FIONN MAC CUMHAIL, more commonly known as Finn MacCool, is a 
familiar figure in Irish folk tales. He first appears in the ancient Celtic tales
known as the Fenian cycle. In the following story, retold by Una Leavy, Fionn
is portrayed as a clever giant, hard at work with the Fianna, his band of Irish
warriors. They begin to build a bridge from Ireland to Scotland, because, as the
boastful Fionn says, “There are giants over there that I’m longing to conquer.”
Plans suddenly change, however, and Fionn must go home.

F ionn Mac Cumhail and the Fianna worked quickly on the bridge, split-
ting stones into splendid pillars and columns. Further and further they
stretched out into the ocean. From time to time, there came a distant

rumble. “Is it thunder?” asked the Fianna, but they went on working.Then one
of their spies came ashore. “I’ve just been to Scotland!” he said. “There’s a huge
giant there called Fathach Mór. He’s doing long jumps—you can hear the
thumping. He has a magic little finger with the strength of ten men! He’s in
training for the long jump to Antrim.”2

Fionn’s face paled. “The strength of ten men!” he thought. “I’ll never fight
him. He’ll squash me into a pancake.” But he could not admit that he was
nervous, so he said to the Fianna, “I’ve just had a message from Bláithín, my
wife. I must go home at once—you can all take a holiday.”

He set off by himself and never did a man travel faster. Bláithín was sur-
prised to see him. “And is the great causeway finished already?” she asked.

“No indeed,” replied Fionn.
“What’s the matter?” Bláithín asked. So Fionn told her.
“What will I do, Bláithín?” he asked. “There’s the strength of ten men in

his magic little finger. He’ll squish me into a jelly!”
Bláithín laughed. “Just leave him to me. Stoke up the fire and fetch me the

sack of flour. Then go outside and find nine flat stones.” Fionn did as he was
told. Bláithín worked all night making ten oatcakes. In each she put a large 
flat stone, all except the last. This one she marked with her thumbprint. “Go
and cut down some wood,” she said. “You must make an enormous cradle.”
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Fionn worked all morning. The cradle was just finished when there was
a mighty rumble and the dishes shook.

“It’s him,” squealed Fionn.
“Don’t worry!” said Bláithín. “Put on this bonnet. Now into the

cradle and leave me to do the talking.”
“Does Fionn Mac Cumhail live here?” boomed a great voice

above her.
“He does,” said Bláithín, “though he’s away at the moment. He’s

gone to capture the giant, Fathach Mór.”
“I’m Fathach Mór!” bellowed the giant. “I’ve been searching for

Fionn everywhere.”
“Did you ever see Fionn?” she asked. “Sure you’re only a baby com-

pared with him. He’ll be home shortly and you can see for yourself. But
now that you’re here, would you do me a favor? The well has run dry
and Fionn was supposed to lift up the mountain this morning. There’s
spring water underneath it. Do you think you could get me some?”

“Of course,” shouted the giant as he scooped out a hole in the
mountain, the size of a crater.

Fionn shook with fear in the cradle and even Bláithín turned pale.
But she thanked the giant and invited him in. “Though you and Fionn
are enemies, you are still a guest,” she said. “Have some fresh bread.”
And she put the oatcakes before him. Fathach Mór began to eat.
Almost at once he gave a piercing yell and spat out two teeth.

“What kind of bread is this?” he screeched. “I’ve broken my teeth
on it.”

“How can you say such a thing?” asked Bláithín. “Even the child
in the cradle eats them!” And she gave Fionn the cake with the
thumbprint. Fathach looked at the cradle. “Whose child is that?” he
asked in wonder.

“That’s Fionn’s son,” said Bláithín.
“And how old is he?” he asked then.
“Just ten months,” replied Bláithín.
“Can he talk?” asked the giant.
“Not yet, but you should hear him roar!” At once, Fionn began

to yell.
“Quick, quick,” cried Bláithín. “Let him suck your little finger. If

Fionn comes home and hears him, he’ll be in such a temper. With
an anxious glance at the door, the giant gave Fionn his finger. Fionn
bit off the giant’s magic little finger. Screeching, the
giant bolted from the house. Fionn leaped from
the cradle in bib and bonnet and danced his
Bláithín round the kitchen.

Often, myths are created in order
to answer questions about or
explain mysteries in the world. This
legend explains why the causeway
was never finished. How might the
story about Fionn be different if
the causeway had been finished?

In many European myths and
legends, the heroes are powerful
and fearless. How does Fionn act
in this story? What words does
the author use to make clear
Fionn’s attitude toward the
danger he faces? How does he
differ from other legendary figures
that you have read about?

Before reading this story, how did
you expect Fionn Mac Cumhail to
act? Did you expect him to be
the hero of the story? Who is?
How does this character solve
the problem in the story? What
skills are used to solve it?
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Further Reading The Names
upon the Harp by Marie Heaney
recounts myths and legends of
early Irish literature, including the
stories about Fionn Mac Cumhail
that make up the Fenian cycle.
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