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At the commencement of the reign of Queen Elizabeth, the English power in Ireland was
limited to the small district called the PALE ; which included the city of Dublin, and portions
of the adjacent counties. The boundaries of this petty territory were occasionally enlarged,
when it happened that the weakness of the Irish enemy as the native Irish were then called by
the colonists, or the strength of the British settlers, permitted the latter to encroach upon the
neighbouring districts.

But those aggressions upon the lands beyond the Pale were frequently retaliated, when an
enterprising chief of Irish race was found to lead his countrymen to the combat ; and it often
happened, that the limits of the Pale were driven back, until even the walls of Dublin stood
for this fluctuating boundary.

Until Henry the Eighth, the Kings of England assumed only the modest and doubtful title
of Lords of Ireland, to which they were entitled by the treaty made in 1177 between Henry the
Second, King of England, and Roderick, King of Connaught and Lord of Ireland. Roderick
was king of Connaught, but he held the same dominion over all the Irish princes, who
exercised regal power within their own small states, that Henry claimed over him, and over
his feudatories. This species of dominion, little more than honorary, was sufficiently
recognised in that age, though now hardly understood, except by the antiquarian.

The kings of England have been blamed for not having at an earlier period effectually
reduced the island under their dominion. If by “ effectual reduction” is understood, not the
voluntary obedience of the people to the British crown, which they had tendered to Henry,
and which was consistent with the preservation of their property, and of many of their ancient
customs and institutions, but that violent and forcible change in all these which was after-
wards effected, we are not sure that the kings of England, at the period we allude to, could
have acted much otherwise than they did, even though our Edwards and Henries had not been
so much engaged as they were upon the more splendid theatre of ambition which the
Continent then afforded.

If we consider the state of Ireland in the early ages of British connection, we shall be
satisfied, that though a victory might have been more easily won over the scattered armies
which that country could then furnish, than over the troops of France, disciplined by one
authority and acting under one head, yet the fruits of the triumph were to be gathered with
more difficulty. A French army subdued opened the country to the victors. An Irish army
routed left the conquerors pretty much where they were. They could keep no possession of a
country having few towns or villages, covered with forests, intersected by numerous rivers,
defended by chains of hills, and presenting every where extensive lakes and morasses closing
the passes between the mountains.

The bold adventurers, who for centuries poured into Ireland in quest of fortune, traversed,
indeed, frequently the most difficult of those naturally fortified districts ; but they could do no
more. Sometimes they were suffered to pass unmolested, because it was known that with all
their valour and discipline they could but pass. More frequently they were followed on their
march by the active clansmen ; and wherever the ground presented those advantages which
enable light and irregular troops to triumph, by mere bravery and activity, over skill and
steadiness, they were sure to be assailed, and to suffer for their rash adventure amongst Irish
fastnesses.

The original settlement of the Pale was formed by accident ; if we can call that an accident
which fixes the destiny of nations. The expulsion of the Prince of Leinster from his territory,
—his league, under the sanction of Henry the Second, with some Welsh noblemen and



Norman lords, by whose aid he was restored to his chiefry,—these were the events which, in
their ultimate consequences, brought about the political union of the two countries.

The Prince of Leinster had been expelled his petty kingdom in consequence, though after a
long period, of the forcible abduction of the wife of O’Rourk of Breffny, and of various other
excesses committed against his neighbours and his subjects : but he did not owe his
restoration entirely to his Welsh and Norman associates ; he had himself a very considerable
party in his principality, and had always been a favourite with the lower classes of the people,
who are easily induced to pardon the irregularities of the passions. The people generally
direct their indignation against the violation of the natural affections, not against their excess ;
and Dermid, though guilty of many cruelties and outrages, was not unpopular. When his allies
appeared upon the field, his partisans and dependents rallied round his standard, and
presented so formidable a front to his enemies that he was soon permitted to remain in peace-
able possession of his dominions. Strongbow, the most powerful of his allies, married his
daughter and only child, and succeeded to an Irish title and principality.

But Strongbow was not merely an Irish prince, he was also a British subject. In the former
character there was nothing to which the jealousies of the Irish could attach ; while, in the
latter, he served as a conductor for the first flowings of that power which was destined, in a
course of ages, to spread itself over the whole island.

Strongbow, though an Irish prince, was a stranger in the country, and felt that his new title
required the support of his old allegiance. He could not forego British protection ; and, under
cover of that protection, the British power, in a new form, was extended gradually over
Leinster ; and, by similar means, crept from time to time, into remoter parts of the island.
Partly by force and stratagem, but chiefly by alliances, many of the great English lords found
means to establish themselves in various distant parts of Ireland, but more as Irish tanists, or
chiefs, than as English vassals. In this manner were the great families of Fitzgerald, Grace,
De Lacy, De Burgo and others founded. These, like their new kinsmen of Irish blood, affected
some times to acknowledge the supremacy of the British crown, sometimes openly renounced
it. Yet their English descent made them always be looked upon with an eye of favour by the
government of England, even in their transgressions ; and in the vigorous periods of British
power, which sometimes occurred in Ireland, their offences were passed over, or the measure
of punishment was poured out with a tender and reluctant hand ; while the vial was emptied
upon offenders of mere Irish blood.

The Anglo-Irish lords, like the native Irish nobility, claimed royal authority upon their
estates, and exercised sovereign power. They executed the laws, inflicted punishments, levied
taxes, and performed all other functions of absolute dominion which the customs and
institutions of the country permitted. They very soon also adopted the language, dress, and
modes of living of the island, and were in all respects Irish, but descent.

Besides the territory of the Pale, and the estates in sovereignty of the Anglo-Irish lords,
which were thinly scattered through the country, the British government had also acquired
possession, at an early period, of the Danish towns and settlements upon the coast. The
Danes, who were a commercial as well as military people, had, during their partial dominion
in Ireland in the eighth and ninth centuries, founded or improved the cities of Dublin, Water-
ford, Cork, Limerick, and others ; and the Irish lords, after having broken their yoke, were not
disposed to molest the industrious citizens of the towns, who supplied them, by means of
their commerce, with the foreign commodities they required, and a revenue that was very
acceptable. The Danes were permitted to pursue their traffic in peace.

When the British got footing in the island, they found the Danish settlements of the towns
in a prosperous state ; and being, like those northerns, of a commercial as well as warlike
character, they were not slow to discern the advantages to be derived from the possession of
such convenient places of trade, or tardy in making themselves masters of them. This was
easily accomplished. The Danes were too feeble to resist ; and the Irish lords, who looked
upon both Danish and British as but varieties of the same species of craftsmen, whose skill



might be useful, but whose power could never become formidable, took little notice of what
was transacted in those hives of commerce, where they counted upon sharing the honey
whether produced by the old inmates or the new swarm.

There is some evidence that in the period of the Roman empire Ireland was known as a
place of trade ; and her ports, we are told, were more frequented than those of Britain. But
this trade, whatever was its nature, must have been confined to the sea-ports ; for, even at the
time of the British settlements, the Irish were essentially a pastoral people. The Irish lords,
and even the Irish of the lower classes, had at this period a contempt for trade, which they
long retained. Their laws, usages, and manners were patriarchal ; and, when the British intro-
duced amongst them a number of laborious arts and refinements, they received them with the
contempt and resistance which they had successfully opposed to the ruder skill and industry
of Denmark. They considered the wants of life as few, and easily supplied ; and the accom-
modations which can be procured by great labour only, as a yoke of slavery degrading to
freemen.

But the Irish, though a pastoral nation, were a civilised people. Tribes of hunters are
mostly savages ; pastoral nations are generally civilised. They possess the few domestic arts
which are essential to comfort. The farm that yields food furnishes clothing also, and building
materials, furniture, and pottery. The weaver, the potter, the carpenter, and the mason are
found, if not in the same cottage, yet on the same ploughland. This is the second state of man-
kind ; and, simple as it is, it is consistent with a considerable degree of intellectual culture, as
appears from what we know of the condition of the Eastern tribes in distant ages, and even in
the time of Abraham, the great father of nations.

We know that the mines of Ireland were worked by no unskilful hands in ages exceed-
ingly remote ; and that the ancient nobility of that country possessed arms, ornaments, and
domestic vessels of gold and silver of excellent workmanship ; and linen and woollen manu-
factures of great beauty.

The literature of the pastoral nations was by no means contemptible. It was imaginative
and thoughtful. Confined to the higher and more exalted subjects which exercise the human
mind, it formed the taste of the initiated to poetry and philosophy. The early writings of the
Irish have a great resemblance to those of the Jews and other Eastern people.

The civil institutions of the Irish were such as suited a simple and pastoral people, and
were excellent ; the political institutions very bad. The early British writers inveighed against
the laws of Ireland, as exceedingly barbarous, because they were mild and simple ; but the
progress of improvement in legislation seems to indicate that the barbarism was upon the side
of the British. Those writers had formed their notions of the perfection of law, upon the cramp
and puzzled jurisprudence which grew like a fungus from the decay of the feudal system, and
which, instead of being, as Lord Coke pronounces it, in the excess of his admiration, the “
perfection of human wisdom,” seems to be frequently the perfection of intricacy. But if the
British system was imperfect in detail, in principle it was inestimable and complete.

The ancient Irish law supplied a prompt and local administration of justice. The judge was
always in his district, and the law he had to administer was well known. The accused and the
accuser were brought before him, and all the parties to a cause were examined, taking their
evidence with the caution which their interest made necessary. The most recent discoveries
in law-making seem to pronounce this to be the best system. It is also ascertained that the
mild and bloodless criminal law of the Irish was founded in true wisdom, though our old
writers pronounce the want of sanguinary and violent punishments in the Irish code, as the
distinguishing mark of its barbarity. The local judge was also the register. Every deed was
publicly acknowledged before him, and authenticated with his signature.

If the civil law of the Irish was good ; the political constitution was exceedingly defective.
The country was parcelled out into a number of chiefries or independent principalities, which
formed a scheme of admirable contrivance for weakening a nation, and depriving it of all



external power or internal strength. This system of government must have been common to
all nations in the pastoral state, while yet land was abundant, and the heads of families could
say to each other, as Abraham did to Lot : “ Lo, is not the whole land before thee ? Separate
thyself, I pray thee, from me : if thou wilt take the left hand, then I will go to the right ; or if
thou depart to the right hand, then I will go to the left.” [1]

But when land was no longer plenty, those families, now spread into clans or tribes, would
speedily come into conflict respecting boundaries, and universal disorder would prevail. To
apply a remedy to this evil, a feeble attempt was generally made, by the heads of tribes
electing from their number a supreme chief or lord paramount. This was the original con-
stitution of Germany, France, Spain, Britain, Ireland, and most other parts of the world. But
the authority which the petty princes were willing to confer upon their chief, was always
limited and unequal to the task of internal peace or external defence. And the confusion and
barbarism generally consequent upon a number of independent chiefries being crowded into a
narrow space, was only avoided where the inevitable conflict of the parties, or the progress of
circumstances, issued in the absolute dominion of one potent prince over all the rest. This
took place at an early period in the great states of the Continent, and in England, and finally
it was accomplished throughout the British Islands, by the gradual flowing of that power
which was soonest concentrated, over the other portions of the two islands.

The spreading of the British power over Ireland was of the same character as over Scot-
land and Wales ; and presents us with nearly a similar train of events. The two islands, from
their circumstances and position, were naturally prepared to become one state ; the narrow sea
which divides them presenting little greater impediment, than the marches which separated
the three states of the larger island.

The evil consequences of an aggregation of small principalities was aggravated in Ireland
by the laws which prevented individuals from acquiring property in land, and made the
territory of the sept to be the common estate of all its members. The tribe or clan, however
numerous, comprised each but one family, of which the chief was elective, though always
chosen from a particular stock.

It is obvious, that such a law of property must have discouraged agriculture and the arts ;
and, accordingly, we find that the Irish subsisted chiefly upon their herds and flocks, which
were the property of the whole tribe, and were suffered to roam at large over the district
which the clan claimed as their own. As tribes became powerful and their cattle numerous,
they would not scruple to encroach upon their neighbour’s boundaries, and to support their
encroachments by force. Hence frequent and sanguinary conflicts of tribes. The vanquished
generally lost a portion of their territory, or were compelled to submit to a tribute, almost
always consisting of cattle, with an occasional addition of arms, plate, and in some instances
of ships. “ Send me tribute—or else,” said an Irish chief to a neighbouring prince. “ I owe you
none—and if—” was the haughty and laconic reply : for tribute was always refused, where
the subject tribe had acquired strength enough to defend its flocks and herds. The celebrated
Bryan Boru (cattle) derived his latter appellation from the tributes he imposed upon his
vanquished enemies.

With all the disadvantages of the institutions of the ancient Irish, there were intervals of
peace, and even of glory and refinement, occurring from time to time, as accident and cir-
cumstances favoured them. The reigns of a few powerful and fortunate princes furnish us
with those bright intervals, upon which the annalists of Ireland dwell with so much pleasure
and pride. Nor is the literature and the arts they boast of at all inconsistent with the genius and
condition of the people.

There is evidence that no small degree of cultivation existed in Ireland from the remotest
times, probably derived from the parent states on the shores of the Mediterranean, from which
the written and oral traditions of the Irish derive their origin, and to which all the analogies of
language, manners, and customs strongly refer. This early proficiency served as a foundation
for Christianity, when first introduced into the island by the predecessors of St. Patrick. And



when at length, under the preaching of the patriarch, Christianity was fully and cordially
received, it served greatly to advance that ancient literature which had so long existed in the
country.

The Christian missionaries introduced, with the civilisation of the Gospel, the language
and learning of Rome and Greece, always powerful auxiliaries to refinement. Churches were
built for divine worship ; and colleges founded for the instruction of the chiefs and priest-
hood, and the accommodation of strangers. The pious zeal and generous spirit of the Irish
people poured itself out in acts of liberality and kindness towards all who visited their country
in pursuit of knowledge, or with a view to promote the great cause of Christianity, then the
grand object of the enlightened and liberal of mankind; and in all ages the main instrument of
liberty and civilisation.

When the Irish annalists talk of the colleges of Armagh and Lismore, and other parts of
Ireland, and of the thousands of native and foreign students who resorted to those places of
instruction, it is not to be imagined that those colleges were sumptuous buildings resembling
the marble palaces in which literature has been so tastefully lodged in Italy, or even equalling
the fine Gothic structures consecrated to the muses in other parts of the world.

Buildings so extensive as those of Ireland must have been of cheap materials ; and we
know that in the early ages of Christianity the common dwelling-houses of the country, and
even those of the chiefs, were for the most part built of timber, or a strong frame-work of
timber, with wattles and plaster. These were the ordinary buildings of the country, and con-
tinued so for ages after. There are unpublished letters in existence, from some of the early
British invaders, describing those dwellings as very comfortable and commodious.

Something of this style of building prevailed also at the same period in England, and we
have specimens of it remaining in that country to the present day. The houses of the chiefs
differed from those of their humblest followers, in extent and solidity only. The materials and
the style were the same.

But it is a mistake to imagine, that long before the landing of Henry the Second in Ireland
there were not buildings of stone and mortar, and of workmanship equal to what were to be
found, at that period, in France, England, and other new countries. In the sixth, seventh,
eighth, and ninth centuries, there were churches, colleges, and other public buildings of stone,
in various parts of Ireland, though it is probable that the greater number were of timber and
other cheap materials. These, as well as many of the more durable edifices, were destroyed
during the ravages of the Danes, who visited every thing connected with literature and
Christianity, with their particular hatred and vengeance. Yet there are remains of many stone
buildings, of no mean workmanship, still to be found, of a more ancient date than the British
invasion. These are chiefly to be found in Connaught, where the remains of Irish antiquities
have been least exposed to injury. And in all parts of the country the round towers attest an
acquaintance with the art of building in stone and mortar long prior to the age of the second
Henry.

It is curious that a controversy should have been carried on for a long period, in books,
upon this subject, when a slight inspection of the face of the country would have put an end to
the debate. The stone and mortar would have answered for itself, and a small degree of
attention would have settled the date. But, independently of this conclusive evidence, there
would have been some strong proof from probability.

Nothing is better established in history, than that Ireland, during part of the sixth, the
seventh, eighth, and ninth centuries, was the chief seat of learning in the west. The authorities
upon this head are very numerous. They are of all nations, and above all suspicion. Students
from every part of the Christian world resorted to Ireland for the purposes of study, and
crowded the halls of Armagh, Timolegue, Lismore, and other schools and colleges. Here
the Holy Scriptures were preserved and studied, and the learning and languages of antiquity
cultivated.



It has been said, that the learning and refinement which the Irish lay claim to in those ages
were confined to their schools and monasteries, and had little or no effect upon the bulk of the
people, who still continued engaged with their barbarous feuds and ferocious conflicts. This is
true, but it is not true of Ireland only : it is true of all parts of the world where learning has
ever flourished. It is true of past ages and of the present. Ireland, during part of that period
when learning was cultivated in her colleges, and her name was famous throughout Europe,
was torn by the dissensions of her petty princes, who waged a fierce and cruel warfare upon
each other.

But it was so also in Greece, in the best days of her arts and oratory. It was so in Italy,
when the genius of that wonderful country burst the bonds of the priests and the barbarians,
and illuminated all Europe with a short and dazzling glory. It has been so in many other
nations and ages of the world.

It is true, that the beams of this literature of former ages, however brilliantly they
illuminated the halls of the colleges, left the outer courts, and the country at large, in pro-
found darkness, or enjoying only some scattered and doubtful gleams of the precious light of
knowledge. This was the case not in Ireland only, but every where.

In ancient times learning was taught as a kind of mystery, to be communicated only to
the initiated, and which it was not only impossible, but would have been considered improper
to communicate to the vulgar. This notion prevailed to a very late period. The learned,
throughout Europe, disdained to write in the language of their nations, and used only the
Latin tongue. There was, as it were, a double seal upon the fountain of knowledge,—the
scarcity of manuscripts, and the difficulty of a foreign dialect.
In the early ages the clergy were almost the sole depositories of learning : the laity

throughout Europe possessed only the pale light of knowledge, reflected upon them from the
clerical order. Yet this was something ; and it was as much in Ireland as any where. The
civilisation prevailing amongst the laity was not inferior to what obtained in that age in any
other part of Europe. Nor was the warfare that raged in Ireland (though petty wars are always
most cruel) distinguished for barbarity beyond the wars of other nations, and of periods much
more recent. The cruelties practised by the republican soldiery in the Cromwellian wars far
exceed in atrocity any thing recorded of the barbarous conflicts of the Irish. The same can be
testified of the wars of the League in France, the wars of the Italian states, the struggles of the
French Revolution, and other sanguinary and cruel conflicts in various parts of the world.

There is no weight in the argument drawn from the comparative ignorance of the Irish
laity, or the cruelty of their petty wars. In these respects they were nothing singular. Their
condition is easily comprehended. As to learning, they were in the condition of the other
gentry of Europe. They had their bards and historians ; men whose trade was the literature of
their age. The gentry had no other pursuit than war ; and the people were addicted solely to
agriculture, and a few simple arts of life. The chiefs and the populace had, at an early period,
no literature beyond the rhymes committed to memory. But as early as the Norman invasion,
under Henry the Second, we find the Irish chiefs sufficiently conversant with the Latin
language ; and in their letters of subsequent date, written in that tongue, we find them making
constant allusion to the events of Roman history.

The nation at large manufactured their own woollen and linen clothing, and were skilful in
the manufacture of arms, and vessels of silver and gold. They were remarkable for their taste
and skill in music, according to the simple science of those early ages. They were powerful
enough at sea, at a very early period, to contend successfully against the Danes, then bold and
skilful navigators ; and when the Irish monarchy had passed away, some of the southern
chieftains, in the decline of their fortunes, still continued to exercise a formidable power upon
the shores of the ocean.

Such a nation could not be a nation of barbarians ; neither were they in a condition of
much refinement. They were, as we have stated, in the second stage of mankind : a simple



and pastoral people, with the cultivation that belongs generally to that state of society.
Accidental circumstances made the island, for three or four centuries, the seat of learning in
the west ; and the calamity of an unhappy political constitution exposed the country to a
state of almost perpetual turbulence and war. The Irish appeal, with just pride, to the happy
days of their ancient renown, when the youth of Europe flocked to their schools ; and when
Irishmen, illustrious for their learning, were spread over the face of Britain and of the
Continent, founding colleges in deserts, and struggling to maintain, or to re-establish, the
empire of religion and letters. The renown of nations is the best part of their inheritance,—
and Ireland is fully entitled to what she claims in this particular.

•

THE church of Ireland, down to the period of the British invasion, had maintained the faith as
derived from Patrick and his predecessors. Then first she submitted to the yoke of Rome,
imposed by the hand of Henry. The Roman pontiffs had previously made frequent attempts
upon the Irish church, in vain, though their efforts at the council of Kells, and upon other
occasions, were directed with all the skill and management for which the court of Rome has
ever been remarkable. At the council of Lismore, at which Henry assisted, the Irish church
was at length subdued, and submitted to the Papal authority, which it had so long combated.

The ancient church of Ireland acknowledged no higher authority on earth than the Arch-
bishop of Armagh. But the Danish churches in Ireland acknowledged the supremacy of the
see of Canterbury. This originated in no difference of doctrine, but in the natural jealousies
of nations, and in the ancient connection which subsisted between the Danes of the two
islands.

The doctrine, discipline, and ceremonial, as far as we know them, of the ancient Irish
church differed, in many important particulars, from those of modern Rome.

The study of the holy writings appears to have been the chief occupation of the pious, not
the modes and ceremonies of worship. The bishops and parish clergy were generally married
men. But those who devoted themselves to the propagation of the Gospel, or the advance-
ment of learning in foreign countries, were unincumbered with families or matrimonial ties.
This class of men were very numerous, and founded many religious houses and schools of
philosophy in France, Spain, Italy, Germany, and Britain. They were remarkable, generally,
for considerable talent, and for bold, liberal, and vigorous views. And when Rome first
showed a disposition to encroach upon the other churches of Europe, she encountered, from
the learned Irish throughout the world, the most determined resistance.

The ceremonies of worship appear to have been few and simple, and to have been derived
originally from the Eastern churches, previous to the preaching of Patrick. The mode of
observing Easter was Asiatic, as were many other observances of the Irish church, which
supported the tradition, that the first preachers of Christianity in Ireland were disciples of
Saint John.

The ancient order of the “ Culdees” existed in Ireland previous to Patrick ; and all their
institutions proved that they were derived from a different origin from that of Rome. This
celebrated order gave many eminent men to the Irish church, and to Scotland and other
parts of the world, among whom Columbkill has still a name in Ireland as venerable and
revered as that of Patrick himself.

The church-discipline of the Culdees seems to have afforded the model for the modern
Presbyterian establishment of Scotland.

The customs of the Irish, with respect to marriage, admitted a freedom nearly amounting
to the polygamy of their Asiatic ancestors, from whom they boasted to be derived, and a
liberty of divorce even more objectionable. They contended, that the law of the New
Testament had imposed no restraint in this respect, except in the case of the clergy, and that it



was a matter left entirely to the discretion of the civil power, and to be regulated by the
exigencies of society.

But the original British settlers, and those who followed them from time to time, looked
with horror upon a people who made light of having more wives than one, who did not
punish theft, nor even murder with death, and who wore the beard upon the upper lip,—and
considered them as out of the protection of all laws, human and divine.

Upon this foundation of ignorant contempt and abhorrence was raised that strange and
ferocious code, and fiercer prejudice, under which the Irish had to endure so many ages of
persecution. No nation ever suffered so much for the laxity of their moral law and the human-
ity of their civil institutions.

If we are struck with the number of schools and colleges, the names of which, and of the
teachers, and the numbers of the students, are in many instances handed down to us, all which
appear in our age to be very astonishing, we shall be equally surprised if we consider the vast
number of bishopricks, or as we should now call them, rectories or parishes, into which the
country was divided, and which proves, beyond a doubt, a high degree of national prosperity,
and a population greatly exceeding what we consider to be an excess at the present day. A
single parish of our time, in most parts of Ireland, and which is considered as affording only
an extent of space and population adequate to the maintenance of one clergyman, in the
ancient times we refer to, supported three, four, five, or six, bishops or rectors, and was
divided into as many parishes, having each its parish church. There is no doubt of this fact ;
for the names of the ancient parishes, so grouped together to form one modern parish, are on
record, and in many instances the ruins of the churches may still be traced. What must be the
numbers and the means of the people who could build so many churches and support so many
teachers? This circumstance proves that there is no exaggeration in the historical accounts
transmitted to us of the numerous schools and colleges of Ireland in remote times.

•

From the settlement of Strongbow in Leinster to the reign of Elizabeth, a period of four
hundred years, the people of Ireland, with the exception of the Anglo-Irish, dwelling within
the small territory of the Pale, continued to be governed by their ancient laws and institutions.
The authority of the chiefs was still acknowledged by the clansmen ; but among the chiefs
themselves there was no combination or concentration of power. The kings of England had
succeeded, under the treaty of 1177, by a legitimate title to the monarchy of Ireland ; but
they had always acted as if they considered the right they claimed to be but a mere shadow.
If their title to the crown of Ireland were substantial, it cast upon them the responsibility of
providing for the welfare, and promoting the interests, of their new subjects.

That the title of the kings of England to the crown of Ireland was a true and substantial
title cannot be doubted. It had been settled by treaty, and repeatedly confirmed by the
voluntary submissions of the Irish princes. If the throne of Ireland was not filled by the king
of England, it was vacant.

Henry the Eighth, with the consent of the Irish princes, changed the title of Lord of
Ireland, which he derived from Roderick, into that of King, which the increasing power of the
British monarchy, and the decay of feudalism, rendered more appropriate.

Several of the most distinguished Irish lords, among whom were the heads of the great
houses of O’Neil and O’Brien, both of which had for ages given kings to Ireland, attended
Henry at his court in London, and acknowledged and ratified his title.

Neither at this period, nor at any former time, had there been a conquest of Ireland.
Strongbow’s right to the principality of Leinster had accrued by treaty with Dermid, and by
succession. The title of Henry the Second was founded also upon treaty with Roderick, and
confirmed by the consent of his feudal lords. Again, in the reign of Richard the Second, the
Irish princes did voluntary homage to the king, then in Ireland.



Those princes and nobles were well aware of the power of the British monarchy, united
under one head, and were perfectly sensible that Ireland, parcelled out into a multitude of
independent chiefries, could escape from a frightful state of disorder only by the measure
they had adopted of conferring the ancient crown of their nation upon the British monarch.
The two islands had, from the remotest times, maintained that intimate communication and
connection which grew out of their proximity ; and when the crown of Ireland was placed
upon the head which already wore the diadem of Britain, it was not a transfer made to an
alien or a stranger, nor was the transaction a weak or pusillanimous surrender of the
sovereignty of Ireland. A wiser measure could not have been devised, to remedy the disorders
of the country, than the union of the two islands, contemplated by the treaty between Henry
and Roderick.

If it failed, as undoubtedly it did in a great degree, the fault was not with the princes or the
people of Ireland. These had done their part. And as far as good intention went, the kings of
England had ever been disposed to do justice to their subjects in Ireland.

But it was seldom in their power to accomplish this object of their wishes. Occupied with
continental wars, and foreign politics, or domestic troubles, they were generally forced to
leave Ireland very much in the hands of the ministers of the crown in that country. And these,
unhappily, for a series of ages, found their private interest in direct opposition to their public
duty.

It was the private interest of all the great officers of state in Ireland, to keep the Irish
people in a condition of perpetual discontent and rebellion, as long as any lands remained in
the possession of the ancient proprietors, which the crown might be willing to dispose of in
their favour. It was easy to excite the Irish, by insult or injury, to insurrection ; to subdue them
by the power of the state ; and to procure from the crown a grant of the lands of the
insurgents.

Undoubtedlv, there were cases in which the insurrections of the Irish chiefs were
unprovoked and inexcusable, but these were rare. Though the Irish lords frequently turned
their arms against each other, in the prosecution of their local feuds, few ever ventured, unless
compelled by oppression or injustice, to take arms against the state. The Ulster prince,
O’Neil, when summoned to attend King Richard, at Carlow, obeyed without hesitation, and
declared, that whenever he had taken arms, it was only to protect himself against the aggres-
sions of the servants of the crown, who abused the authority confided to them, and betrayed
the interests of their master. The descendant of this chieftain held the same language in the
reign of Elizabeth.

The oppressions practised in Ireland, by the servants of the government, took place often
without the knowledge, and rarely with the consent of the crown. And when the consent
appears to have been obtained, we find, generally, that the truth had not reached the royal
ear, and that those whose interest lay in deceiving the monarch, had been successful in the
deceit which was necessary to cover their enormities.

The interest and the glory of the crown was opposed to the policy of government, as it
long prevailed in Ireland ; and though the Kings of England were shut out at the period we are
adverting to, much more than they have since been, from a knowledge of what was pass-ing
around them and transacting m their name, they occasionally obtained accidental glimpses of
the enormities, to which they were innocent and unconscious parties, and they had generally
sense enough to discern the mischief though seldom power to remedy the abuse. Kings rarely
take great delight in the oppressions practised in their name, for the profit of other parties.

The press, which in modern times is the great instructor of the people, is still more, perhaps,
the instructor of the prince. The people derive instruction from many sources ; the king from
this source almost exclusively. The knowledge which is open to him through this channel, is a
great security to the subject against the abuse of his authority in the hands of his servants.



The history of Ireland, from its first connection with Britain down to the treaty of
Limerick, is little more than a history of confiscations, of which the original Irish, and after-
wards the Anglo-Irish, were the victims ; and throughout which we observe, from time to
time, the crown, sometimes vigorously, sometimes feebly, but always vainly, interfering to
check the rage of spoliation.

The public of England were entirely ignorant of the real nature of the wars and disturb-
ances which prevailed, almost without intermission, for hundreds of years in Ireland. They
were altogether innocent of the oppressions practised in that country ; and yet, there is no
doubt, that the prejudices they had conceived against the Irish, and which had been artfully
impressed upon them, contributed greatly to the calamities that had fallen upon that people.
English prejudice was the breastwork, under cover of which the servants of the government
in Ireland wrought the ruin of the people, and defied the threatenings, and disobeyed the
instructions of the crown.

Those whose interest it was to procure for themselves the shelter of public opinion, were
in exclusive possession of all the means by which it is created. The press was in their hands.
And if we consider the small community of readers which existed in those ages, we shall be
surprised at the efforts which were made, and the industry that was used to create an opinion,
that the Irish were a race incurably vicious, incapable of improvement and instruct-ion, who
could be trained to no industry, or good or honourable pursuit. It was boldly asserted, and at
length it was very generally believed, that it was meritorious in the sight of God to exter-
minate a race so wicked ; and that public policy required that the soil of Ireland should be in
the possession of a people capable of the ordinary duties and obligations of humanity.

Hundreds of pamphlets have come down to us inculcating this leading principle, which
was the grand foundation of all those schemes of violence that were contrived and executed
against the Irish in the earlier periods of British connection.

In the reign of Elizabeth those schemes acquired their highest degree of activity and per-
fection. The Irish, who foresaw the coming ruin, had, at various periods, besought the crown
that they should be admitted to the privileges of British subjects ; and that the injurious dis-
tinctions which the acts of the small parliament of the Pale had created between them and the
inhabitants of that little territory, for the most unjust purposes, should be blotted out. But the
colonists of the Pale always contrived to defeat those applications, which appeared to them
somewhat in the light in which some of the privileged classes of Englishmen at the present
day, regard the numerous proposals for abolishing the preserves of the kingdom, and repeal-
ing the game laws.

The wild Irish of the three provinces of Ulster, Munster, and Connaught were the game
which the colonists of the Pale were most anxious to preserve, by excluding them from the
privileges of British subjects.

In vain the Irish urged that they had conferred the crown of their nation freely upon the
British monarch, and that they were entitled in return to the protection of the king, and the
rights of subjects. The force of the argument could not be discerned, because its effect would
have been to confirm those who used it in the possession of their estates.

The name of wild Irish had done much to promote the views of the colonists, or rather of
the numerous tribes of adventurers which poured into Ireland in rapid succession, through the
inlet of the Leinster colony. Wild was taken to be synonymous with barbarous, and it was
easy to persuade the British public, that manners and customs different from their own must
deserve that appellation, and that barbarians were not entitled to the rights of civilised sub-
jects.

All nations, in all ages, have considered manners different from their own as barbarous. It
was a common error founded upon pride, which is common to all. There was no doubt of the



superior civilisation of the British at this period. Their institutions were in a state of vigour
and advancement, those of the Irish were in process of decay, and had not yet been super-
seded by the new graft from Britain. But the root whence the institutions of Ireland had
sprung, had given proof, in the day of its strength, that it was not of a barbarian stock.

The remonstrances of the Irish nobles were frequent and vehement upon the indignity and
injustice with which they were treated. The privileges of British subjects were the sole boon
they asked of Britain for the crown of their country which they had bestowed, and which,
they contended, was the most ancient and illustrious in Europe, and had been recognised in
the face of the world, at an ancient council of deputies from the chief powers of Christendom,
as conferring high and important privileges upon the prince who wore it.

This was the unsettled state of things in Ireland after four hundred years of British con-
nection. In this long series of ages the limits of the colony had scarcely been extended. The
parliament of the Pale consisted exclusively of representatives, if they could be so called,
from the towns and villages of Leinster, and of the nobles having estates within this small
district, and a few others whose possessions lay in remote parts of the country, within the
Irish territory, but who being descended from the ancient stock of the original, or Strong-
bonian settlers, were considered by the Irish, as in fact they were, perfectly naturalised, and
were looked upon by the more recent English as still enjoying the privileges of British peer-
age and descent.

Notwithstanding that four fifths of Ireland was not represented, or permitted to be
represented in the Leinster parliament, yet this provincial assembly did not hesitate to
legislate for the whole kingdom. While they denied the Irish the protection of the law, they
held them subject to its penal enactments. With astonishing inconsistency the colonial
parliament, when adverting to the Irish people in their acts, designate them as the “ Irish
Enemy,” as aliens and foreigners in a state of perpetual war, and yet held them to be bound
by, and to owe obedience to, those very laws which so stigmatised them.

The Irish were placed in an awkward and distressing position. The people could not tell
which code of laws they were to obey, their own or the English. The nobles were at a loss to
comprehend by what titles they held their estates, whether the ancient Irish tenure of Tainistry
or the British fee-simple. They were denied the benefits of either, and subject to the penalties
of both.

If an Irishman killed an inhabitant of the Pale, he was tried by the British law, and executed
for murder ; if an Englishman or Anglo-Irishman slew a mere Irishman, he was tried by the
Brehon code, which subjected him to a fine only. It was the same in the case of property,
whenever a question arose between the Irish and the colonists. If the Brehon law invalidated the
title of the former, the rule of that abrogated code was applied ; if it confirmed his possession,
then the law of England was appealed to, and he was stripped of his inherit-ance.

These two codes met the Irish in every transaction of life like a doubly armed, adversary.
If the chieftain executed the ancient law within his own territory, or collected the accustomed
dues from his clansmen, he was held to be guilty of high treason by the law of England. If, on
his death, his heir claimed, by the same law, to be entitled to the inheritance of his ancestor,
he was answered, that by the Brehon code the inheritance had lapsed to the clan, and the
crown therefore claimed it.

It is not wonderful that under circumstances of so much hardship the Irish were impatient
of their condition. It was an object of the greatest importance to the nobility to convert their
titles by Tainistry into British fee-simples. The Tainist was an absolute prince upon his estate,
subject only to the laws which custom had established. The inheritance was in his family, but
was not limited to his immediate kindred. The clansmen might exclude his children, and elect
a distant branch of the same stock to the succession. Again, the Tainist had no property in the
land, which belonged to the clan generally, and he could claim no more than a customary
usufruct for life.



The substantial advantages of a British title were infinitely of more value than the power
and splendour of a Tainist’s rank ; and the Irish lords sought every means, and sometimes
paid considerable sums, to be permitted to exchange their brilliant hereditary coronets, for the
more solid security of an English title.

The lower classes of the people were as anxious as the nobility to obtain the advantages of
a British title. Every clan held its lands in commonage, and no man could claim a spot or
farm as his own. This system, which appears to have worked well when the Irish institutions
were in their vigour, was found, in their decay, to be full of inconvenience. Industry
languished, and was almost destroyed by the violence of the idle and the profligate. The
power of the chief, formerly limited by the law, and well defined in the ancient customs of the
country, knew now no bounds, and fell, with a force accumulated ten-fold by the calamities
and distresses of the country, upon the industry of the peaceable and well dis-posed. From
this oppression the people longed to shelter themselves under the strong fence of an English
title, which permitted them to rent a separate farm, each man to himself, from which the chief
could demand no more than the reserved rent, and upon which the idle clans-man could make
no exaction.

But down to the close of Elizabeth’s reign, the entreaties of chiefs and people were
unavailing to procure from the crown the privileges of British subjects. The utmost energy of
the Anti-Irish faction was exerted to prevent this most desirable accommodation. Many of the
Irish nobility, indeed, succeeded in obtaining patents from the crown, applying to their
individual case, and converting their Irish into the British titles. But these were almost always
procured through the influence of the officers of the crown in Ireland ; and as they exacted
great sums of money for the occasional exertion of this influence, it is probable that the profit
derived from this source may have been an impediment in the way of any general enactment,
which might give the Irish the benefit they sought, without fee or solicitation.

[1] Gen. xiii, 9.
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