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Note on the Introduction of Surnames.

It is probable that in very early times, in Ireland as elsewhere, one name only was borne. A man
would be distinguished by a soubriquet—Nuadu Airgetlam, “ Nuadu of the Silver Hand” ; Cuscraid
Menn, “ Cuscraid the Stammerer” ; or by a patronymic : Curoi mac Daire, “ Curoi son of Daire” ;
Cormac mac Airt, “ Cormac son of Art,” etc. From the beginning of Christianity or earlier, to about
A.D. 700, another system was common in Ireland. This consisted in prefixing moccu (a word whose
derivation is unknown) to a sept name, e.g., Dubthech moccu Lugáir (one of St. Patrick’s first con-
verts) ; Miliucc moccu Buain (St. Patrick’s master) ; Muirchu moccu Mactheni (his biographer).
After 700 the older system—mac, “ son,” in its literal sense, and descriptive epithets added to
personal names—seems to have been revived, and to have prevailed until the new surnames were
introduced more than two centuries later. These arose when the son (mac) or the grandson (ó, also in
the alternat-ive form ua since the seventh century) adopted as his distinguishing appellation the name
of the pro-genitor to whom he bore that relation, whilst descendants henceforth kept the same term,
though in fact neither sons nor grandsons of the persons whose names they bore. Thus Mac Cárthaigh
(from Cárthach, who died in 1045), O Néill (from Niall Glundubh, died 919), O Briain (from Brian
Bórumha, died 1014).

A short list of the leading families in the different states may here be given :—

Ailech.—Cenél Eoghain ; O Lochlainn or Mac Lochlainn (chief family to 1241) ; O Néill (chief
family after 1241).

Others : O Maol Fhabhaill (Lavelle) ; O Gairmledhaigh (Gormley) ; Mac Cathmhaoil (McCall,
Campbell) ; O Catháin (O’Kane) ; O h-Inneirghe (Henry) ; O h-Again (O’Hagan) ; O Conchubhair
(O’Connor) ; O Ceallaigh (O’Kelly).

Cenel Conaill : Chief families : O Maol Doraidh (O’Muldorry) ; replaced by O Canannáin
(Cannon), who about 1200 was replaced by O Domhnaill (O’Donnell).

Others : O Gallchobhair (O’Gallagher) ; O Dochartaigh (O’Doherty) ; O Fearghail (O’Friel).

All these belong to the northern Ui Neill.

Midhe.—Clann Cholmáin : O Maol Seachlainn (chief family to the Norman Invasion).

Síol Aedha Sláine : O Ceallaigh Breagh (O’Kelly) ; O Riagain (O’Regan) [succeeded by O
Cathasaigh (O’Casey) of Saithne].

Others : Mac Cargamhna (O’Growney) ; O Ciardha (O’Carey) ; O Maolmhuaidh (O’Molloy) ;
Mac Eochagáin (McGeoghegan) ; O Caoindealbháin (O’Quinlevan, O’Quinlan) ; Mac Cochláin
(Mac Coughlan).

These were of the southern Ui Néill.

Others : O Fearghail (O’Farrell) : Sionnach (Fox) ; O Dubhthaigh (O’Duffy).

Connacht.—The chief families belonged to the sept Uí Briúin .

Uí Briúin Aoi : O Conchubhair (O’Connor) ; Mac Diarmada (McDermott) ; Mac Donnchadha
(McDonagh).

Ui Briúin Breifne : O Ruairc (O’Rourke) ; O Raghallaigh (O’Reilly).

Ui Briúin Seóla : O Flaithbheartaigh (O’Flaherty).



Ui Briúin Umhaill : O Máille (O’Malley).

Ui Briúin na Sinna : O Birn (O’Beirne).

Others : O Dubhda (O’Dowd) ; O h-Eidhin (Hynes) ; O Cléirigh (O’Clery) ; Mac Giolla
Cheallaigh (Kilkelly) ; O Seachnasaigh (O’Shaughnessy) ; O Ceallaigh (O’Kelly) ; O Madadháin
(O’Madigan, O’Madden) ; Mac Aodhagáin (Egan) ; O h-Eadhra (O’Hara) ; O Gadhra (O’Gara) ;
O Mainnin (Manning).

Airghialla.—Of the few that survive : O (F)lainn (O’Lynn); O Ceallacháin (O’Callaghan) ;
Mac Cana (McCann) ; O Cearbhail (Carville) ; O Leathlobhair (Lawlor) ; Mac Mathghamhnal
(MacMahon) ; MagUidhir (Maguire) ; O Flannagáin (O’Flanagan) ; O Maoil Dúin (Muldoon) ;
O h-Innreachtaigh (Hanratty) ; O h-Annluain (O’Hanlon).

Laighin.—The ruling septs (all of the Dál Niad Corb) were as follows :—

Ui Fáilghe : O Conchobhair (O’Connor).

Ui Muireadhaigh : O Tuathail (O’Toole).

Ui Fáolain : O Broin or O Brain (O’Byrne).

Ui Dúnchadha : Mac Giolla mo Cholmóg ([later] FitzDermot).

Ui Cinnsealaigh : Mac Murchadha (McMuirough).

Others : Mac Giolla Pádraig (FitzPatrick) ; O Mórdha (O’More) ; O Díomasaigh (O’Dempsey) ;
O Duinn (O’Dunne) ; O Nualláin (O’Nolan) ; O Riain (O’Ryan) ; O Ceallaigh Cualann (O’Kelly).

Ulaidh.—Duinn Shléibhe (Dunleavy, Dunlea).

Others : O h-Eochadha (Hoey) ; Mac Aonghusa (McGuinness) ; Mac Artain (McCartan) ;
Mac Giolla Muire (Gilmore).

Caiseal.—Dál Chais : O Briain (O’Brien) ; O Cinneide (O’Kennedy) ; Mac Mathghamhna
(MacMahon) ; Mac Conmara (McNamara) ; O Deaghdha (O’Dea) ; O Grada (O’Grady.)

Eoghanacht : Mac Cárthaigh (McCarthy) ; O Súilleabháin (O’Sullivan) ; O Donnchadha
(O’Donoghue) ; O Mathghamhna (O’Mahony) ; O Donnabháin (O’Donovan).

Others : O Cearbhaill (O’Carroll) ; O Conchobhair Ciarraighe (O’Connor) ; O Faoláin
(O’Phelan) ;
O Fágartaigh (Fogarty) ; O Meachair (O’Meagher) ; O Maoil Riain (O’Mnlryan, O’Ryan) ;
O h-Eadarsgéoil (O’Driscoll) ; O Conaill (O’Connell).

•

Charles the Simple of France, unable to expel the Norse from his dominions, offered their leader Rollo
(Hrolfr) a wide expanse of country round Rouen. The new colonists soon adopted the Christian religion,
and with it the French tongue, French manners, and the French legal and social system. They fought
with all their neighbours, and added strip after strip to their small state until men spoke of it as the
important duchy of Normandy. Nor was the old roving spirit of their ancestors yet dead ; it seized them
once again, and carried them out of Gaul into every corner of the known world. In the eleventh century
they conquered England and Sicily, the former after one victorious battle, the latter by a gradual
advance fromApulia, whither they had come some generations before as avowed freebooters.



•

They are described by Geoffrey Malaterra, who himself witnessed their exploits, as a race cunning,
vengeful, careless of inheritance where there was hope of winning a greater, eager for wealth and
power, imitative and greedy. They were skilful in flattery, eloquent and absolutely lawless. Hunger, toil
and cold they readily endured, whilst they loved hunting, hawking, horseflesh and all the weapons of
war. From the French they adopted feudalism, from Northern Italy architecture, from the Eastern
Empire an elaborate system of state administration, based on a highly organized civil service. After the
First Crusade they brought the science of warfare to a perfection which Northern Europe had not as yet
known. Remarkable in a race so notoriously impatient of restraint was an excessive fondness for legal
forms. In Sicily they sought the Pope’s blessing for their conquests once these had been securely made.
In England the Conqueror represented himself as lawful heir to the throne, compelled, to his intense
grief, to use violence against unjust opponents. Indeed there seldom was a time, whether in the midst of
anarchy or in enterprises that were in fact sheer rapine, when the Norman could not, by an ingenious
legal pretext, give some semblance of justice to the wrong he was committing.

The Conqueror had been succeeded in England by his son William Rufus, a king no less fierce and
cruel than his father. When Rufus died his elder brother Robert happened to be away in Palestine on
the First Crusade, and Henry, a younger brother, availed of his absence to seize and hold the throne
for himself. Henry was succeeded by his nephew Stephen, whose rule brought civil war and unheard
of sufferings to the English populace. Then came Henry II., who through inheritance from his father
(Geoffrey of Anjou — the Plant-à-genêt), and his mother (daughter of Henry I.), and through
marriage with the heiress of Aquitaine, governed well-nigh half of France, in addition to his realm of
England. To the English he was almost a foreigner, for he did not speak their tongue, and he visited
their country only at intervals of several years. He was admittedly a great statesman, perhaps the
greatest of his day ; and he was always journeying through his possessions, safeguarding their
boundaries and seeing that they were administered according to his orders.

•

[T]he fighting strength of the Norman host was altogether out of proportion to its numbers. To begin
with, all the knights were clad in armour from head to foot. They carried long lances and fought from
horseback, so that it was extremely difficult for the unarmoured Irish, provided only with sword and
axe, to get within striking distance of their adversaries. The archers, too, armed with the famous long
bow or the very effective cross-bow, could pour a deadly hail of arrows into the Irish ranks before the
opposing battalions came to close quarters. Again the fact that their army was professional was of
great advantage to the Normans. Its discipline was thus well-nigh perfect ; and it could hold indefinit-
ely what it once gained. Finally, the Normans were extraordinarily well skilled in the erection of
strong fortifications and castles which the Irish lacked instruments to reduce, and which they rarely
found it possible to storm.

In a word, the Normans were incomparably superior to the Irish of the Invasion period in military
organization. They were also superior in statecraft, and perhaps (if the Norman idea of intense
centralization is to be preferred to the Irish idea of a loose federation) in their whole concept of the
state. In all things else—in religion, literature, art, code of honour, standards of public and private
morality, personal courage—the invaders were at best equal to the invaded. Indeed if we examine the
two civilizations and take full account of the virtues and defects of each we shall find the difference
between them hardly such as would justify the sacrifice of one Irish life.

•

Henry II. sent his son, Prince John, then aged seventeen, to Ireland as governor in 1185. With the
young prince came a fresh group of adventurers, chief among whom were Theobald Walter, his
botiller, Bertram De Verdun and William De Burgo. There also came a troop of clerks, with countless
sheepskins, on which John’s “ grants” of lands were to be recorded. The most important of these
grants were the barony of Naas to William, son of Maurice Fitzgerald ; territory about Maynooth to
his brother Gerald (first Baron Offaly) ; baronies in Louth to De Verdun ; lands in Ormond to
Theobald Walter (founder of the Butler family) and to William De Burgo (ancestor of the Burkes).
Some time later De Burgo received from John a grant of part or all of Connacht. He married a
daughter of Domhnall O’Brien, and in this way got manors at Kilfeacle, Carrigogunnell and else-



where. In 1202 he was granted in addition the tuath of Castleconnell, where he built a castle on the
imposing rock beside the Shannon.

•

Henry III., a boy of nine, became King of England in 1216, but the government of that kingdom lay
in the hands of the Justiciar, Hubert De Burgo, until 1236. During this period the powers of the
Justiciar or Viceroy in Ireland were defined, and the governmental system in Dublin was reorganized.
By 1261 English Justices were sent to administer English law, and sheriffs were sent to collect royal
taxes in the counties then formed—Dublin, Cork, Limerick, Oriel, Waterford, Kerry, Tipperary and
Connacht. It must be noted, however, that though the English pretended to rule the country occupied
by their arms, the Irish within that territory, whether of high or of low degree, were not considered to
possess rights under English law. Even the five chief dynasties of the Invasion period—O’Neill,
O’Connor, O’Brien, O Mael Seachlainn and O Murchadha—though regarded as entitled to plead in
the Anglo-Irish courts (until the Statute of Kilkenny), were held to enjoy this as a temporary privilege
only, which could be revoked without cause and at a moment’s notice.

•

Richard De Burgo was now able to utilize the services of his uncle Hubert, Justiciar of England,
against Aedh O’Connor, King of Connacht. In gross violation of the guarantees given to Aedh’s
father, Cathal, by King John in 1215, Aedh was deprived of his kingdom in 1227. Five cantreds, com-
prising Roscommon and parts of Sligo and Galway, might be left in his hands if he accepted his fate
calmly and “ faithfully served the King” ; the remaining twenty-five cantreds were adjudged to his
enemy, De Burgo. In 1235 Maurice Fitzgerald, the Justiciar, gathered together the whole army of the
colony, and set out for Connacht, to instal De Burgo in the name of the English King. Féidhlimidh
O’Connor received support from O’Brien of Thomond, but the two met with a disastrous defeat.
O’Connor, fearful now of losing everything, accepted the five cantreds, for which he agreed to pay a
stipulated tribute. Nearly all the leading families of the colony shared in the booty of this campaign.
Hugo De Lacy got five cantreds in Sligo, which he immediately sublet to Maurice Fitzgerald.
Maurice also accepted lands about Loch Mask in Mayo, and further possessions in South Galway, so
that the Geraldines became quite suddenly a great power in Connacht. Piers De Bermingham took
western Sligo. De Angulo received the barony which still bears his name (Costello) in Mayo ; in the
neigh-bourhood Stauntons, Prendergasts and De Exeters made settlements. Robert De Carew, of
Cork, bestowed his share in the spoils—the barony of Tirawley—on a Cork tenant named William
Barrett. Men-at-arms and camp followers, Welshmen and Flemings, crowded in the wake of their
baronial masters ; hence the names of Heil (Howel), Toimilin, Merrick, Walsh, Fleming, Petit,
Cusack and Brown. Féidhlimidh O’Connor appealed to Henry III. for redress, and an order for his
reinstatement actually reached the Justiciar, but the latter took good care to evade its provision. From
this blow the O’Connors never recovered ; their kingship dwindled to a petty chieftainry that
extended little beyond their ancestral Síl Muireadhaigh estates in Roscommon.

•

Richard De Burgo, known as the Red Earl, came of age in 1280, and succeeded to immense
territories in Connacht, Ulster and Munster. In Connacht, where the O’Connor inheritance had now
dwindled to three cantreds, De Burgo held sway over twenty-five, and his castles dominated the
Corrib, Loch Derg and the northern frontier. In Ulster he aimed at extending his lordship over the
whole coast, from Carlingford to Inis Eoghain. This he had actually succeeded in doing by 1311. In
Munster he owned wide districts of East Limerick and North Tipperary, with Castleconnell as his
central stronghold. Across the Shannon in Thomond he supported the victorious party of
Toirdealbhach O’Brien against the De Clares and Brian Ruadh. Courageous, persuasive and crafty,
speaking Irish as his native tongue, he fought for his own hand with consummate skill. “ No English
King or Viceroy could tell of this dissembling and imposing man whether he was an English baron or
an Irish chief.”

•

From 1286 onwards the Red Earl had acted as real King of Connacht, and had driven the O’Connors
into complete obscurity. He had also interfered in the affairs of Ulster, and forced a king of his own



choosing on Tír Eoghain in place of Domhnall O'Neill, son of Brian “ Catha an Duin.” Domhnall,
however, overcame his rival time and again, and from 1295 to his death remained chief of his house.
An effort of the O’Donnells to expand at the expense of the O’Neills had been checked at the battle
of Disert-da-chrioch, near Dungannon, in 1281. Thanks to the goodwill of the Red Earl the attempt
could now be renewed, and Fermanagh, under the Maguires, became subject to Tír Chonaill.

•

Meanwhile a struggle was being waged among the O’Connors for the kingship of Connacht,
relatively insignificant as was the power for which that title now stood. The contest ended in March,
1316, with the victory of Féidhlimidh, who renounced allegiance to the Red Earl, and declared that
he would ex-pel every foreigner from the West. To lend substance to this threat he could count on
support from O’Brien, Ruairc, O Mael Seachlainn and O’Kelly of Uí Máine. Marshalled on the other
side were the English of Connacht under William Liath De Burgo and Richard De Bermingham. On
August 10, 1316, the opposing forces met near Athenry, and fought the livelong day before the issue
was decided. The English finally emerged triumphant, thanks to archery and horse. Féidhlimidh and
O’Kelly fell in the front line, with fifty-six other chiefs beside them. Amid rank and file the losses
were proportion-ately heavy. De Burgo was thus rendered secure in the lordship of Connacht, and
could set up a tame O’Connor as “ king.”

Gradual assimilation of the Normans.

Bruce’s campaign, if it did not drive the English out of Ireland, at least weakened their organization,
and the Irish began to advance steadily in every portion of the country. The English kings, preoc-
cupied with French and Scottish wars, gave the colonists little help. Thus there was nothing left for
them to do (if they wished to stay in Ireland) but to come to terms with their neighbours, in other
words, to adopt Irish civilization, and accept the place to which they were always welcomed in the
ranks of the Irish people. This, in fact, is what they did. Long before the Tudor era the lower strata
among the colonists had become completely assimilated. The great lords, too, transformed them-
selves in time into Irish princes, but with this difference, that they never lost consciousness of their
traditional position as English barons, that they never renounced allegiance to the English Crown,
but, on the contrary, served its interests with fidelity until it was strong enough to undertake the
policy of reconquest. Thus, by a cruel irony of fate, they were nourishing a flame that would one day
burst forth into a conflagration and claim themselves among its first victims.

Ormond ; De Burgo ; the Geraldines.

Richard De Burgo, the Red Earl, died in 1326, leaving his grandson, William Donn, a boy of
fourteen, heir to his great estates. The “ Brown Earl,” as he was called, marked his entry into public
life by vigorous action against his own cousins. When one of these, Walter, son of William Liath and
Fionn-ghuala O’Brien, thought to oust the O’Connors from their remnant of the kingship of
Connacht, the Earl interfered, took Walter prisoner, and starved him to death in his castle of
Northburgh in Inis Eoghain. NowWalter’s sister was the wife of Richard Mandeville, and she
instigated the members of her husband’s family to wreak vengeance on the Earl. This they duly did at
the ford of Carrickfergus in June, 1333. The poor youth when murdered was but twenty-one years
old.

His wife, Maud of Lancaster, a cousin of the reigning English king, retired to her own country, tak-
ing with her the Earl’s infant daughter, heiress to the De Burgo possessions. When the child reached
the age of nine she was betrothed to Lionel, Duke of Clarence, who thus became, by English Law,
Earl of Ulster and of Connacht.

Whatever jurists and courts of law might decide about the heritage, there were two sons of William
Liath, William (Uileóg—Ulick) and Edmund (called Albanach because of his many years’ residence
in Scotland), cousins of the dead Earl, who determined that the broad lands of Connacht should not
fall to an absentee, royal or otherwise. Edmund landed at Umhall from Scotland in 1335. He married
Sadhbh O’Malley, came to an agreement with the Irish of Mayo, and seized that portion of the De
Burgo territory. Irish in speech and dress and manners, and ruling according to Irish law, there was
little to distinguish him henceforth from an Irish prince of Gaelic stock.



His rule was firmly established long before his death in 1375, and was transmitted by him to his
descendants—the great family of Mac Liaim Iochtar. His brother Ulick seized the plains of Galway,
and founded there the family of Mac Liaim Uachtar, Lords of Clanrickarde. A third kinsman,
Edmund na feosóige, seized the De Burgo lands in Limerick and Tipperary, and became ancestor of
the Burkes of Castleconnell. Thus the De Burgos were the first of the noble Norman families “ to
give up their foreignness for a pure mind, their harshness for good manners, their stubbornness for
sweet mildness, and their perverseness for hospitality.” They, at least, could soon claim that they
were Hibernicis ipsis Hiberniores—more Irish than the Irish themselves. In Elizabeth’s time they
were regarded as of Irish descent, and, under James I., Sir John Davies, no mean judge, could say of
them that “ there were more able men of the name of Burke than of any name whatsoever in Europe.”

Maurice, son of the first Earl, became fourth Earl of Kildare in 1331, and lived to 1390. His kins-
man, Maurice, was created Earl of Desmond in 1329. Supported by the junior branches of the family
—the Knights of Kerry, Glin and the Decies, and the Fitz-gibbons of Kilmallock—his power was un-
challenged in Kerry, Cork, Limerick and Waterford. James Butler was made Earl of Ormond in 1328.
In addition to his Irish lands he had huge estates in ten English counties, a fact which perhaps goes
far to explain his deep and unfailing attachment to the English cause.

Feuds were constantly going on between the Anglo-Irish lords. Le Poer of Waterford added to his
long list of offences against the Earl of Desmond by calling the latter a “ rhymer.” The English of
Oriel attacked and slew De Bermingham, Earl of Louth, and thus extinguished the earldom. All the
Norman-Irish combined as one man against the English officials, sent over to re-anglicize and re-
feudalize the country ; as also against the absentees, whose return they feared above anything else in
the world. When Sir John Morice, a mere knight, was, appointed Deputy in 1341, Kildare and Des-
mond refused to attend his Parliament, and called a rival assembly of their own at Kilkenny.
Desmond again refused to attend in 1345, when the new Viceroy, d’Ufford, called a Parliament in
Dublin. Kildare was arrested and Desmond outlawed, but the storm soon passed, leaving the
Geraldine chiefs as strong as before. It is important to notice, however, that this movement was
directed against English officialdom only, not against the English Crown. Desmond’s “ sympathies
were with native culture, not with native independence,” whilst Kildare, like Ormond, represented
the English King in Ireland for many years.

Remarkable Gaelic recovery in every part of Ireland.
The Statutes of Kilkenny, designed to maintain English civilization in a small portion of the country.

While the De Burgos were founding an Irish lordship in Connacht the Gaelic princes were every-
where regaining much of their former possessions. In 1327 Domhnall, son of Art Mac Murchadha,
was inaugurated King of Leinster, the first to assume the title since Diarmuid of evil fame. Domhnall,
with his subject chiefs, began the reconquest of the Leinster lowlands. Under his leadership, too, the
O’Connors Fáilghe and the O’Mores of Leix extended their sway once more over long-lost
territories. Thus in 1342 Giolla Iasachta O’More “ expelled nearly all the English from their lands by
force, for in one evening he burned eight castles of the Englishry, and destroyed the noble castle of
Dunamase, belonging to Roger Mortimer.” From the woods and moors of the midlands the Mael
Seachlainns, the O’Molloys, the Mac Eochagains and others attacked the Westmeath settlements.
O’Farrell, lord originally of a tiny district in Leitrim, again invaded and annexed all Longford. Tadhg
O’Carroll
“ who expelled from Éli the nations of the Brets, Milbornes and other English,” fell in battle in 1346.
Nenagh, the original centre of Butler power, and with it the lands along the Shannon to Killaloe, were
regained by the O’Kennedys, who again became Kings of Ormond.

So in the West an Irish revival followed the Norman-Irish revival under the Burkes. Domhnall
O’Connor occupied Cairbre and Sligo, and founded the lordship of O’Connor Sligo. Ballymote fell to
McDonagh ; the Red Earl’s fortress at Northburgh in Inis Eoghain to the O’Dohertys. O’Donnell of
Tír Chonaill claimed, and as a rule exercised, suzerain rights over all North Connacht.

After the death of the Brown Earl a branch of the O’Neills, descended from Aedh Buidhe, King of
Tír Eoghain (1260-83), conquered the lands east of the Bann, and founded there the lordship of Clann
Aedha Bhuidhe (Clannaboy), with Castlereagh as the principal stronghold. This lordship was ultim-
ately to extend from the sea to Loch Neagh, and from the Antrim Glens to Strangford Loch. A few of



the English families in Ulster survived, such as Fitzugolin or MacQuillan of the Route, the Whites of
Dufferin, Biset or MacEoin in Antrim, the Savages and Russells in Down.

In the South Diarmuid McCarthy allowed the colonists no rest, despite the fact that his mother was
a Fitzmaurice, and his wife a daughter of David Roche. From him the Muskerry branch of the
McCarthys trace their descent.

In March, 1361, Edward III. of England announced that “ because our land of Ireland ... is now
subjected to such devastation and destruction that, unless God avert and succour the same, it will be
plunged soon into total ruin ; we have therefore, for the salvation of the said land, ordained that
Lionel, our very dear son, shall proceed thither with all despatch and with a great army.” Lionel
waged war in Leinster and Munster with limited success. His wife, Elizabeth De Burgo, daughter of
the Brown Earl, died during his stay in Dublin. In her memory he established a lectureship in
theology attached to St. Patrick’s Cathedral, and left a grant to the clergy to ensure the offering of
Mass daily for her soul.

Lionel convoked a Parliament of the colony at Kilkenny in 1366, where statutes were passed de-
signed to bring the “ degenerate English” of the country back to a sense of their duty, and to maintain
English civilization in at least some portion of Ireland. The preamble to the statutes reads : “ Whereas
at the conquest of the land of Ireland and for a long time afterwards, the English of the said land used
the English language, mode of riding and apparel, and were governed, both they and their subjects,
called betaghs, according to English law . . . but many English of the said land, forsaking the English
language, manners, mode of riding, laws and usages, live and govern themselves according to the
manners, fashions and usages of the Irish enemies, and also have made divers marriages and alliances
between themselves and the Irish enemies aforesaid, whereby the said land and the liege people
thereof, the English language, the allegiance due to our Lord the King and the English laws, are put
into subjection and decayed, and the Irish enemies are exalted and raised up, contrary to reason,”
therefore it hath seemed good to enact the following statutes : For the future, then, the English are not
to make alliances by marriage, gossipred and fosterage with the Irish, nor use Irish law, nor favour
minstrels, rhymers or storytellers. They shall use English speech and have English surnames, under
penalty of attainder. They are not to give ecclesiastical benefices to Irishmen, nor receive them into
their monasteries. They are to forsake hurling, the Irish national pastime, and “ apply and accustom
themselves to draw bows, throw lances, and other gentlemanlike games.”

The “ land of peace” or “ English” land, to which alone these statutes applied, was reckoned as the
counties and liberties of Louth, Meath, Trim, Dublin, Carlow, Kildare, Kilkenny, Wexford, Waterford
and Tipperary. Within this “ obedient” land the Irish were to be forced into English speech and ways ;
for the rest of Ireland the colonial Parliament did not even pretend to legislate.

The statutes were never obeyed. Lionel’s successor in the viceroyalty, Gerald, third Earl of
Desmond, “ excelled all the English and many of the Irish in knowledge of the Irish language, poetry
and history.” He was known as Gerald the Poet, because of his many compositions in Irish verse. In
1388 he was granted leave to have his son James fostered by Conchobhar O’Brien, brother to the
King of Thomond. Irish civilization, supreme without the “ obedient shires,” made headway con-
stantly within them. Thus the statutes were from the beginning a dead letter ; they served, however,
as a headline for future legislators and governors intent on destroying Gaelic life and culture, not
only in a part, but in the whole of Ireland.

Further decline of English power.
The “ Black Rents.”

Art Mac Murchadha “ Caemhanach.”

How great had been the Irish recovery is shown by the victory of Brian O’Brien, King of Thomond,
over the powerful Earl of Desmond, at Mainistir-an-Aonaigh, near Croom, in 1370. The Earl was
taken captive and held a prisoner till ransomed by the King’s Lieutenant in Dublin. Desmond’s army
“ was cut off with incredible slaughter.” Two years later the Earl of Kildare, acting as head of the
English Government in Ireland, agreed to pay Donnchadh Mac Murchadha twenty marks annually as
a reward for “ the safe keeping of the royal roads between Carlow and Kilkenny” ; in reality the
dubh-chíos, “ black-rent,” was paid in the hope that Mac Murchadha might be induced by it to forego



un-welcome attentions to the capital. At a “ Great Council” (to which were summoned 16 prelates, 16
abbots and priors, 3 earls, 39 barons, representatives of 6 counties and 15 liberties, and the mayors or
sovereigns of 10 towns), held at Kilkenny in 1374, Milo Sweteman, Archbishop of Armagh, led the
opposition to the Viceroy’s demand for a subsidy. The central government in Dublin was thus all but
impotent. Murchadh “ na Raith-nighe” O’Brien, chief of the Ara branch of the family, later called
Mac Uí Bhriain, was bought off when he threatened an invasion of the Pale in 1377.

Art Mac Murchadha, whose father had died in prison under Lionel, was inaugurated King of
Leinster in 1375. Eoghan Mac Craith, scion of a celebrated bardic family, wrote an ode in honour of
the occasion, a proof that Gaelic culture was reviving even in Leinster. From 1377 onwards the
Government in Dublin secured Art’s goodwill by the payment of a high annual fee.

Irish princes and Norman-Irish barons now shared between them the lordship of the country. Where
the princes recovered lands they planted them with their own followers and drove the colonial settlers
off. Hence the lower nobility and tenantry of Norman blood were destroyed where they did not save
themselves by throwing in their lot completely with their Irish neighbours. More and more the
“ middle nation,” called by the Irish “ Sean-Ghaill,” “ the old foreigners,” by the English “ degenerate
English,” became Irish in language, in habit and in sympathy. Marriage alliances played an important
part in furthering this movement. Thus Joan, eldest daughter of the Earl of Kildare, married the head of
the McCarthys ; Elizabeth, his second daughter, married Art Mac Murchadha, King of Leinster ; whilst
Joan, daughter of the Earl of Ormond, married Tadhg O’Carroll, head of the O’Carrolls of Éli . The
Norman-French civilization of the colony steadily decayed and Irish civilization took its place.
Medicine, law, poetry, history and literature were again diligently cultivated.

The two Expeditions of Richard II. Both end in failure.

To restore the prestige of England and to promote, by a brilliant military campaign, his candidature
for the Imperial Crown, Richard II. determined to come to Ireland in person. He arrived at Waterford
in October, 1394, with 34,000 men, an overwhelming army for that period. His plan was to conquer
Leinster, reconstitute that province as a purely English settlement, add to it the lands from the Liffey
north to the Ulster hills, then come to terms with the rebellious English (Burkes, Butlers, Geraldines,
Barretts, Powers, Berminghams, Roches, Daltons, Dillons, etc.), and finally chastise the enemy Irish
chiefs. Unhappily for Richard, Art Mac Murchadha was as interested as himself in the fate of
Leinster, and was determined that it should not depart from Irish hands without a struggle. He burnt
New Ross and opposed the passage of the army, so that the King had to cut his way, with difficulty
and with heavy loss, to Dublin.

During the next few months Richard received formal homage as overlord from the Irish princes,
from Niall O’Neill and the chiefs of his oireacht (Magennis, O’Hanlon, MacMahon, O’Catháin, Mac
Giolla Muire, McDonnell and the gallóglach general McCabe) ; from O’Brien and his oireacht
(MacNamara, MacMahon, O’Connor, O’Loughlin, O’Hehir and O’Dea) ; from O’Connor Donn and
his oireacht (O’Hara, O’Gara, O’Madden, MacDermott, O Ruairc, O’Kelly and O’Dowd) ; also from
the princes of Meath, O Mael Seachlainn, O’Molloy and others ; from O’Carroll of Éli and the
O’Kennedys and O’Dwyers of Tipperary ; from McCarthy, King of Desmond, and the Burkes and
Berminghams of Connacht. All these, as a reward for their submission, received full recognition of
their position, and titles for their lands that were valid in English law.

Art Mac Murchadha, too, submitted with his oireacht (O’Byrne, O’Toole, O’Connor, O’More,
O’Nolan, O’Ryan, O Murchadha, O’Dempsey, O’Dunn, etc.), but on him terms of a peculiar kind
were imposed. He was to abandon Leinster and sally forth to “ conquer other lands occupied by
rebels against the King.” Such conquests he and his successors might hold by hereditary right. That
these terms were meant to be taken seriously we can hardly imagine. All the princes, save one,
submitted, and ceased thereby to be in technical language “ the King’s enemies.” The solitary
exception was O’Donnell ; but we may be quite certain that Art never entertained the absurd idea of
invading Tír Chonaill. However the terms be explained, Art is found shortly afterwards, not only lord
of Leinster, but reminding the Castle authorities in Dublin that his “ black rent” is in arrear, and that
the Govern-ment will rue the consequences if he is thwarted in his claim to the barony of Norragh,
the property of his Norman wife (only daughter and heir of Robert Le Veel or Calfe), which he was
prevented from occupying by one of the Kilkenny statutes.



Richard left Dublin in May, 1395, leaving Roger Mortimer, Earl of March, and recognized heir to
the throne of England, to take his place as viceroy. The Four Masters record that an attempt was
made to trap Art in Dublin, but that he made good his escape “ by the strength of his hand and
bravery.” Mortimer marched against him in 1398, only to fall in a petty encounter at Kells, near
Callan, in Ossory. His death tempted the house of Lancaster to usurp the throne of England, and thus
brought upon that country the Wars of the Roses, with the untold suffering and misery that for the
thirty years followed in their wake.

Enraged beyond control by this disaster, Richard returned to Ireland in 1399, determined to let his
hand fall heavily on its rebellious people. He marched from Kilkenny against Art Mac Murchadha,
who refused either to give battle or to submit. Two parleys ended without an agreement. Art harassed
the enemy army whenever opportunity offered, and cleared the country before it of supplies, so that it
was in danger of perishing through lack of food. After a painful and fruitless march back through
Leinster to Waterford, Richard learned that Henry of Lancaster had invaded his kingdom. He returned
at once to England, there to be captured, deposed and slain. Henceforth the English Crown was im-
potent in Ireland ; but it kept up the pretence of government by maintaining a viceroy and high of-
ficials (Lord Chancellor, Treasurer, Master of the Rolls, Justices of the King’s Bench, etc.) in Dublin,
and by holding miniature sessions of Parliament at long intervals.

Ireland a country of Principalities and Lordships,
all Gaelic in culture, and all, in practice, independent.

Irish Territories. The Pale.

Just as in England the English of Chaucer superseded Norman-French about 1360, so in Ireland the
Irish language became the speech of the whole country (outside of the towns and a few rural areas)
about the same time. The great Norman nobles continued to use French, traditional in their houses ;
but now as a secondary language only. Gerald, third Earl of Desmond, as already stated, was a poet of
merit in the Irish tongue.

In Connacht the O’Connors and the Burkes divided the province between them. The former family
had split in 1385 into two main divisions, one led by Toirdealbhach Ruadh, the other by Toirdealbhach
Óg (also called Toirdealbhach Donn), both in the seventh generation of descent from Cathal Crobhderg,
brother of Ruaidhre, the last High-King. From these descended the families of O’Connor Ruadh and
O’Connor Donn. Another brother of Ruaidhre, Brian of Luighne, was ancestor of O’Connor Sligo.
Neither tanistry among the Irish nor primogeniture among the Norman-Irish pre-vented wars of
succession, which broke out regularly, just as in former times. As the combatants were professional
troops such wars interfered less than might be expected with the normal life of the people.

Changes from Norman to Irish surnames were now of common occurrence. Many of the Burkes
became Mac Pilibin, Mac Meiler and Mac Hubert ; the D’Exeters became Mac Jordans ; the
Berminghams, Mac Pheorais ; the De Angulos or Nangles, Mac Costellos ; the Stauntons, Mac
Evillys ; the Fitzsimons of Westmeath, Mac Rudderys. So elsewhere Barry became Mac Adam ;
Biset, Mac Eoin ; Mortimer, Mac Namara ; Dowdall, O’Dowd ; Savage, MacSweeney ; Fitzursule,
Mac Mahon, and so on.

Art Mac Murchadha was supreme in Leinster after Richard’s departure. The English paid his Black
Rent and acknowledged his right to the barony of Norragh, of which, any way, they were unable to
deprive him. He captured Enniscorthy castle and the strong town of Castledermot, and regained
north-ern Wexford from the forces of Ormonde. His friends, the O’Connors Fáilghe, Murchadh and
his son Calbhach, were equally successful against the English of Meath and Kildare. Another ally,
however, Tadhg O’Carroll of Éli, was defeated by Ormond and the Deputy Lescrop at Callan in 1407,
and lost his life in the battle. Art Mac Murchadha died early in 1418, after some years of comparative
peace. It has been pointed out to his credit that during a reign of forty years he never lost a battle, and
never drew his sword against his own countrymen. His victories, too, were of advantage to the whole
nation, for, with an enemy so capable at their very gates, the English of Dublin could undertake no
ex-peditions of importance elsewhere.

Art’s successor, Donnchadh, was taken prisoner soon after his inauguration, and spent seven years
in the Tower of London before he was released on terms, In 1428 he is found receiving Black Rent,



not only the sum paid to his father, but an addition to it on his own account. When he died in 1431 his
nephew, Domhnall Riabhach, succeeded, and reigned till 1476. Ladies of the house married into the
families of the O’Neills of Tyrone and the Butlers of Ormond, so that the Mac Murchadhas were re-
cognized as holding a leading place among Irish dynasties. They ruled from Enniscorthy castle, and
styled themselves proudly “ Kings of Leinster.”

In 1423 O’Neill, O’Donnell and “ all the Gael of Ulster” marched against the English settlements in
Meath and Louth, and placed Dundalk under tribute. Eoghan O’Neill returned in 1430, and was re-
cognized as overlord, not only by O’Farrell, O’Connor Fáilghe, O’Molloy and other princes of the
midlands, but by the De Lacys, Plunketts and Herberts of Westmeath. Eoghan was inaugurated King
of Tír Eoghain at Tealach Óg in 1434, after a decisive victory over his rival. Two years later he and
O’Donnell were checked by the Lord Lieutenant when levying their Black Rent upon Dundalk. After
a long and vigorous reign Eoghan O’Neill made way in 1455 for his son Henry, who was inaugurated
at Tealach Óg according to the ancient ritual. Some time later he was “ confirmed and instituted” by
the Primate at Armagh. Henry ruled with distinction for thirty-four years till his resignation in 1489.
His son Conn married Eleanor, daughter of the Earl of Kildare, thus uniting in bonds of closest intim-
acy the two greatest houses, Gael and Norman, in Ireland.

After bitter dynastic quarrels, Aedh Ruadh O’Donnell succeeded to the throne of Tír Chonaill in
1461 and ruled to 1505. A statesman as well as a soldier, he maintained the independent tradition of
his family against the O’Neills, and established the O’Donnell supremacy firmly over Fermanagh and
North Connacht.

Toirdealbhach O’Connor, who died in 1464, is regarded as the last King of Connacht. From that
time forward the O’Connor Ruadh and the O’Connor Donn held their estates, but lost almost wholly
their former political significance. All power in the West thus passed into the hands of the Burkes.
These fought among themselves for the leadership of the province. William of Clanrickarde, the
Upper Mac William, defeated his rival, the Lower Mac William, at Magh-Cronn in 1467. O’Connor
Sligo lived as a resident chief in the town from which he took his name, but owed allegiance (evaded,
it must be said, whenever possible) to the O’Donnells.

In Munster Conchobhar O’Brien ruled Thomond to his death in 1426. He was succeeded by his
nephews, of whom the greatest was Tadhg, inaugurated in 1458. Conchobhar had fostered James
Fitzgerald, who was destined in time to succeed to the earldom of Desmond. When the young Earl
took over control of his immense estates he gave a district in Limerick to his foster-brother, Brian
O’Brien, son of Conchobhar. These lands were known later as Pobal Bhriain (Pubblebrien), and had
as their centre the castle of Carrig gConaill (Carrigogunnell). Tadhg O’Brien must have had reason to
dislike this arrangement, for he invaded Limerick in 1466 and overran the county. Dying soon after-
wards of fever, his successors were unable to hold his conquests ; but they kept the city under tribute
for a century.

Further south the McCarthys (McCarthy Mór rather than King of Desmond since about 1400) held
firmly to their possessions, though they paid head rent to the Earl of Desmond.

When the Statutes of Kilkenny were enacted in 1366 the “ land of peace,” or the Pale, embraced at
least ten counties. During the century that followed this area steadily dwindled. No laws for its de-
fence could check “ the flight to England or into the towns of the labourers who could not endure a
land of war, of priests who would not dwell among a Gaelic-speaking people, of the freeholders
whose places the lords preferred to fill with Irish tenants.” Finally, at a Parliament summoned by
Poynings to Drogheda in 1494, it was ordered that a double ditch or wall six feet in height should be
erected round what English territory still remained. The ditch ran from the sea at Merrion by Booters-
town, Tallaght, Saggart, Newcastle Lyons, Bally more Eustace, Clane, Clongowes Wood, Kilcock,
Trim, Athboy, Mullagh to Ardee, and thence to the sea at Dundalk. This strip of territory, some fifty
miles long by thirty miles broad, was reduced still further after 1494. To destroy English domination
in this last remnant of Irish soil would indeed have been an easy task ; but that the Irish never
dreamed of doing, for the genius of their race lay in assimilating, not in exterminating.

Dissensions between Colonial officials and the three great Earls.
The Geraldines reach the zenith of their power.



Engaged in a losing war against France abroad, then in a civil war at home, the English monarchy
was compelled to look on and let Ireland go its own way during the fifteenth century. True it is that
viceroys were sent to Dublin, two of them princes of the rival dynastic factions, two others military
leaders of great ability, but these lacked support in men and money and in consequence made little
headway. The English hold on Ireland was therefore very loose, but it was never entirely relaxed. At
the Council of Constance in 1415 England won precedence over France on the plea that “ Europe was
of old divided into four empires or regna, that of Rome, that of Constantinople, that of Ireland and
that of Spain ; but as that of Ireland had been by Adrian’s Bull transferred to England, it is manifest
that the King of England and his kingdom are among the more eminent and ancient kings and king-
doms of Europe, which prerogative the kingdom of France is not said to obtain.” Weak indeed as was
the Crown during the century, its claim to overlordship was not questioned. The great barons
admitted the claim as an axiom ; the Irish princes did not reject it as long as it left them
untrammelled in the government of their own territories. Thus neither Irish nor Norman-Irish (Gaelic
now in language and manners and largely in blood) troubled to expel the English when expulsion
would have been easy. What their hopes or fears for the future were we cannot now determine ; but
into the speculations of Gael or Norman the dread foreboding certainly did not enter that a day would
come when the English, grown strong, would ruthlessly destroy them both.

As the struggles between the earls and the English viceroys, on the one hand, and the earls among
themselves on the other, are of no permanent interest to Irishmen they may be dismissed in a few
brief sentences. James, foster-son of Conchobhar O’Brien, ousted his brother Thomas from the
earldom of Desmond in 1413 and ruled till 1432. He was supported by Ormond ; and aided in his
turn that noble-man in his feud with Talbot, later Earl of Shrewsbury. But in truth the feud between
Butler and Talbot was such that Desmond could not afford to maintain an attitude of detachment, for
the question at is-sue was the advancement of England and Englishmen at the expense of the
colonists. By the middle of the century the Irish earls had won. “ The First Families henceforth ruled
Ireland, made the parliament their court of registration, divided offices of state among them . . . and
took into their hands all the prerogatives of the absentee monarchy.”

James, Earl of Desmond, died at Newcastle West in 1462, and was buried at Tralee. Thomas, his
son, succeeded. The young Earl and his kinsman of Kildare were now warm supporters of the York-
ists ; whilst the Butlers adhered to the Lancastrian cause. Desmond defeated the Butlers in a bloody
battle at Pilltown, near Carrick-on-Suir, soon after his succession to the earldom. As part of the ran-
som for Edmund MacRichard Butler, captured in this encounter, two Irish MS. compilations—the
Book of Carrick and some form of the Psalter of Cashel—were handed over to the Fitzgeralds. The
Earl of Ormond, who died in 1478, and his successor, who died in 1515, spent most of their time in
England, so that the leadership of the family in Ireland passed to a minor branch. Desmond and
Kildare were thus left in undisputed control of the colony. Lest this should not be enough Desmond
enjoyed for many years additional prestige as viceroy. An Englishman named Sir John Tibetot (or
Tiptoft) came to Ireland as Lieutenant in 1467. Before him and a Parliament which he assembled at
Drogheda the Earls of Kildare and Desmond were summoned, that they might clear themselves of
various charges that had been levelled against them. Tibetot determined to make this the occasion for
a striking exhibition of English power, and launched a frontal attack on the two greatest of Irish
noble-men. Using the colonial Parliament, which must have been well packed to prove so pliable an
in-strument in his hands, he introduced a Bill against them, on February 4, 1468, for “ horrible
treasons and felonies, as well in alliance, fosterage and alterage with the Irish enemies of the King, as
in giving to them horses, harness and arms.” Coign (Irish, coinmhe—maintenance) and livery
(exacting from tenants food for man and horse and quartering for troops) likewise figured
prominently among the charges. The act was passed without demur, and Desmond was seized by
Tibetot and summarily ex-ecuted before he could take flight or appeal. Kildare escaped to England,
where he stayed till ab-solved from attainder by the same Parliament later in the year. James, the new
Earl of Desmond, carried fire and sword through the English settlements in Meath, and was but
mildly appeased when Tibetot was beheaded by the Lancastrians. James likewise bound himself by
oath never to attend a Parliament or Council of the Realm, and never again to enter a walled town
that owed allegiance to the English King.



The Supremacy of Kildare.

Kildare succeeded as Justiciar, and from this time forward was virtual ruler of the country. At his
death in 1477 he was succeeded by his son, Gearoid Mór, “ the great Earl.” Gerald’s sister married
Conn O’Neill, and his daughters married McCarthy Riabhach, O’Carroll of Eli and Maghnus
O’Donnell (later King of Tír Chonaill). Thus he had the closest connection with the leading Irish
families ; whilst he was at the same time supported by all the Norman-Irish of the country, save the
Butlers. With such resources at his command he was strong enough to resist the effort of Edward IV.
to dismiss him from office in 1478. Keating, Prior of Kilmainham, took it upon himself to exclude
the King’s nominee from Dublin Castle. Kildare called a Parliament at Naas to confirm his own high-
handed action. Edward IV. reinstated him as Deputy in 1482, and he ruled undisturbed till the fall of
the House of York.

When the new era began in England with the accession of Henry Tudor as Henry VII. in 1485,
Kildare’s appointment as Deputy was renewed. He married his sister Margaret to the Butlers, now
high in royal favour, and there was peace between the two earldoms until 1492. Evidently un-
convinced of the stability of the Tudor throne, he supported the impostor representatives of the
Yorkist cause, Lambert Simnel and Perkin Warbeck, against King Henry VII. Each time he was for-
given. The Tudor ruler’s suspicions and fears had, however, been aroused, and he sent across a new
Deputy, Sir Edward Poynings, in 1494, with a troop of Englishmen to fill all the important offices of
government. Kildare was arrested and despatched to the Tower. By an enactment, later known as
Poynings Law, the wide powers of the colonial Parliament were withdrawn ; henceforth the King in
Council, and his Deputy and Council in Ireland, would decide what bills were to be placed before
Parliament in the latter country. At this time and long afterwards the colonists were quite content thus
to curtail their legislative powers, as a measure of defence against the arbitrary rule of Deputies. The
Statutes of Kilkenny were renewed, save those affecting the Irish language, which was now com-
monly spoken even within the Pale. War cries, like “ Crom abú,” “ Shanid abú,” “ Lámh láidir abú,”
“ Buitleir abú,” were forbidden under heavy penalties.

Kildare was restored to the Deputyship in 1496, and given a free hand in Ireland until his death. He
interfered in a dynastic quarrel of the O’Neills in 1498, when he introduced artillery into the North
for the first time. A year later he gave his son to Aedh Ruadh O’Donnell to foster. Against Mac
William Burke of Clanrickarde, who had married his daughter and treated her with disrespect and
cruelty, he fought a great battle in 1504. To his hosting on that occasion came O’Neill, O’Donnell,
O’Connor Ruadh, McDermott of Moylurg, O’Reilly, O’Farrell, O’Kelly, MacWilliam Burke of
Mayo, O’Connor Fáilghe and the barons of the Pale. With Clanrickarde stood O’Brien of Thomond,
O’Carroll of Éli and the chiefs of Ormond. The armies met at Cnoc Tuadh, near Galway, where the
Clanrickarde-O’Brien combination was overcome after a desperate resistance.

With such forces as he had mustered at Cnoc Tuadh the Great Earl might easily have over-thrown
English power in Ireland ; but to contemplate such a step a purely Irish outlook would have been
necessary, and that was something which the Geraldines never possessed. However independent of
English authority they might show themselves in act, they were always assiduous in professing
obedience to the English Crown. Little did they think that this allegiance, voluntarily maintained
when it could have been cast off without an effort, would bring, within two generations, death to
themselves and disaster to their adopted country.

Ireland from A.D. 800 to A.D. 1600 ([192?])
Author : Ryan, John, 1894-
Publisher : Dublin, [etc.] : Browne & Nolan
Language : English
Digitizing sponsor : Boston College Libraries
Book contributor : Boston College Libraries
Collection: americana ; blc

Source : Internet Archive
http://www.archive.org/details/irelandfromad80000ryan

Edited and uploaded to www.aughty.org
October 11 2010


