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“ A Biographical History of Ireland has been long wanting, and if this work be completed
as it has been commenced, it will go far to supply the deficiency.”—Athenæum.

“ This Work prefers strong claim to the patronage of the Irish people. The plan of tracing
the history of Ireland by means of biographical sketches of the most eminent of her sons, is
one which promises a publication of the highest interest.”—Northern Whig.

“ The Historical Introduction, with which the first number opens, is clearly and candidly
written, and the mass of information which it contains, is worth triple the price at which it
is offered.”—Cork Constitution.

•

THE ancient Irish historians, upon authorities of which it is difficult to pronounce the true
value, reckon a long line of kings, from Slainge, the son of Dela, to Criomthan Madhnac, in
the twelfth year of whose reign the Christian era is supposed to have commenced. Of these
accounts it is not improbable, that much that is true forms the nucleus of much fiction, such
as would be most likely to mingle itself, from a variety of causes, in the course of traditions
handed down from generation to generation, and to be fixed in the form of records by the
excusable credulity of their first compilers. But it would be an unpardonable waste of time
and expense, to encumber our pages with lives which, whether the persons ever lived or not,
are manifestly overlaid with statements which cannot, in possibility, be authentic. Some
eminent names among these are, however, liable to recur frequently in Irish history ; and are
supposed to stand at the fountain-head of those political institutions and arrangements, which
are among the most interesting facts of Irish antiquity. Of these a few may be considered as
useful preliminaries to our first biographical period.

In the year of the world 3082, Ollamh Fodla is represented as monarch of Ireland. He is
said, with much reason, to have been the wisest and most virtuous of the Irish kings. The
most useful laws and institutions, which can be traced in the historical records of the ancient
Irish, are attributed to his profound design, and to the wisdom of his celebrated council, held
in the ancient kingly seat of Tara.

The account of this assembly is the following :—Ollam Fodla, with the natural forecast of
a sagacious legislator, and the zeal of a habitual student of antiquity, observed, that the
records of his kingdom were in a state not likely to be durable. The honour of his illustrious
ancestors—the events worthy of perpetual note, on which it was his pleasure to dwell—and
the glorious name which it was his hope to transmit—all forbade the neglect of any longer
leaving the records of his kingdom to the growing obscurity of tradition. To deliver to post-
erity a faithful digest of the known traditions of former time, and provide for its authentic
continuation, he summoned the chiefs, priests, and poets of the nation, to meet in council at
Tara.



This assembly he rendered permanent. It was called Feis Feamhrach, and was to meet
every third year. Their first business was to collect, clear from error, and digest into order, the
mass of extant records and traditions of the kingdom. Next, they were to revise the laws ; and,
by suitable additions, omission, and alteration, accommodate them to the age. They care-fully
read over every ancient chronicle, and erased any falsehoods they could detect. A law was
agreed on, that any falsifier of history should be degraded from that assembly—be fined,
imprisoned, and his works destroyed.

With the assistance of this assembly, Ollamh regulated the different orders of rank
amongst its members. He also made laws for the respect of their dignity, and protection of
their persons. A still more important law was made for the protection of his female subjects,
against the ungallant violence to which there appears to have been a national propensity in
that remote age. For this, the offender was to suffer a merited death ; to ensure which the
more effectually, Ollamh placed the crime beyond the reach of the royal prerogative to
pardon.

Keating, who has somewhat strangely fixed the meeting of this parliament before the
comparatively modern festival of “ All Saints,” describes, with great minuteness of detail, the
long but narrow apartment in the palace of Tara, where this parliament used to meet. Before
proceeding to business, they were entertained with a magnificent feast ; in the description of
which, the whole colouring and incidents are manifestly drawn from imaginations filled with
the pomps and splendours of British and European customs in the middle ages. After the feast
was removed, and the attendants withdrawn, the ancient records were introduced and discus-
sed, as the annalist of the period would now describe it, “ over their nuts and claret.” From
this assembly is deduced the ancient Psalter of Tara ; which ancient record, says Keating, “ is
an invaluable treasure, and a most faithful collection of the Irish antiquities ; and whatever
account is delivered in any other writings, repugnant to this, is to be deemed of no authority,
and a direct imposition upon posterity.”

Ollamh Fodhla reigned, according to O’Conor, six hundred years before the Christian era.
The events of his time cannot be considered as within the compass of authentic history ; yet
his reign itself is sufficiently authenticated by the sure evidence of institutions. He was to
Ireland the first legislator ; and his name and character stand out from the surrounding
obscurity, with the same clear and steady light which has preserved so many of the greater
sages, heroes, and bards, of primitive times, to the veneration of all ages.

The political constitution of the country, as settled in this reign, may be generally included
under three heads : the institution of the Fes, or legislative assembly ; the enactment of a code
of laws ; and the precise and orderly distribution of the orders of society. The classes were
three : the nobility, the druids and learned men, and the common people. In an age in which
literature was still confined to a privileged class, it is easy at once to perceive the impos-
sibility of long preserving the balance required for the stability of any form of government.
The main disadvantage, however, of this ancient constitution consisted in the crown being
elective. Of this the consequence is noticed by O’Conor. “ It is evident that such elections
could seldom be made with sufficient moderation. Factions were formed ; the prevalent party
carried it ; the losing party collected all their strength to set aside the monarch duly elected ;
and accordingly most of our princes died with swords in their hands.”

It is, perhaps, also not unimportant to observe, that the frame of government, thus
described, is stamped with the authentic features of the common type of primitive
institutions. The system of a balanced combination of orders is itself, not to look further, a



sufficient indication of a forward stage in the progress of civilization ; and should the mere
idea of such a system be found extant in really ancient records, or should it, with sufficient
distinctness, be traceable in old customs and traditions, it ceases to be worth the sceptic’s
while to contend. His proposition must be reduced to something very frivolous, before it can
be argued with any clearness.

HUGONY

THREE hundred and fifty-two years elapsed from the reign of Ollamh and some dozen
kings, of whom many, by their adventures, as related by the ancient poets, might be classed
with the “ Three Calendars, Princes’ Sons,” and other heroes of Eastern poesy, followed each
other over the bloody stage of an elective monarchy, the prize of arms—when Hugony, or
Ugaine, a descendant of the royal line of Heremon, obtained the crown, by killing the reign-
ing monarch, Reachta Rigdhearg ; and if precedent might be pleaded in its favour, the claim
was legitimate. Of these murders, most might be represented as bearing the character of
retributive justice : but Reachta had ascended the throne by the murder of a female sovereign,
who is described as the delight of her subjects, and the terror of her enemies. Of this worthy
lady it is recorded that she beat the horses of Connor, king of Ulster, in a race, and was
delivered of twins at the winning-post. Irritated by her sufferings, and by the cruelty which
had forced or persuaded her to incur this trying risk, she cursed the men of Ulster, who were,
in consequence, for many years afflicted with similar pains !

Ugony strengthened the monarchy, by the important measure of dividing the kingdom into
provinces. The immediate disorders which led to this useful arrangement are not of any
interest, further than the light their history might throw on its necessity. But the history of so
remote a period, with whatever degree of probability we may trace its outline, is by no means
as clear in the details. The ancient poets relate a story of the oppressive exactions of his
twenty-five sons, which at length drew forth a strong remonstrance from his subjects.
Whether to remedy this evil, as is said (or sung), or to facilitate the levy of taxes, Hugony
assembled his council, and by their advice divided the kingdom into twenty-five provinces,
which he divided among the princes.

By this distribution the revenue was ascertained, the inferior jurisdictions controlled and
limited, and the royal power entrenched against the undue preponderance of provincial
princes. To measure truly the magnitude of such a change, it must be noticed, that it was a
violent interference with the rights of the five powerful princes who had hitherto held the five
provinces into which the island had been till then divided. But Hugony was a warlike
monarch, and a conqueror by sea and land, and in his reign the powers of the monarchy seem
to have been extended. Another feature curiously illustrative of the character and position of
this monarch, was his attempt to set aside all rival claims, and to have the succession fixed in
his own family. The attempt had the usual success ; it was easy to exact compliance, and
impossible to carry into effect a law, which was to fix the bounds of lawless usurpation. In
this instance, as in most such, the provision failed ; and on his death, the stream of succession
soon regained its blood-stained and uncertain course.

EOCHAÍDH FEÍDLÍOCH

ABOUT a hundred years before the Christian era, this prince becomes entitled to notice, by
the injudicious measure which altered the division mentioned in the previous article, and
restored the provinces to their ancient dangerous strength and extent.



TUATHAL A. D. 79.

THIS king is memorable for another remarkable alteration in the divisions of the monarchy.
He is also distinguished from those we have as yet noticed, by having reigned within the
Christian era ; his claim is further recommended by measures for the improvement of the
national records.

He “ made his way to the throne through a sea of blood, and established a new constitution
on the ruins of a monarchical oligarchy.” [1] The historical importance of this monarch’s reign
is sufficient to demand a little more expansion than we should have thought necessary in any
of the previous reigns. But the reader’s attention is the more specially invited to the narration
of incidents which explain many of those constantly recurring allusions to ancient
institutions, which perplex the recital of most of our historians of the ensuing periods, and
encumber their historic style with a confusion and obscurity, which none but the most attent-
ive reader can unriddle.

The restoration of the pentarchy quickly produced disorders similar to those which a
similar oligarchy will be seen to have produced in later periods. The violence of competition,
ever attendant on elective monarchies, grew in the immediately preceding reigns to an
enormous height, and the sufferings of the people became intolerable. Cairbre Catean
overturned the government, and for a time held the sceptre with a despotic grasp. His death
only renewed the sanguinary contention for power. The provincial kings set up the tyrant
Elim, through whom they jointly oppressed the land. Sufferance had reached its limit :—the
inferior chiefs who shared in the oppressions of the people, excited and gave direction to their
resentment. They sent an invitation to Tuathal, in Scotland, where he had grown to maturity,
and received a careful education, his mother Eithne, having been daughter to the Scottish
king.

Tuathal consented, came over, and, after a sanguinary struggle, obtained the throne of his
ancestors. His first act was the convention of the council of the nation, and obtaining a law to
secure himself by the exclusion of other families. He remedied the grievances of an oppres-
sive oligarchy, by an expedient which increased his own power, and weakened that of the
formidable Five : taking from each a large district, he united the portions thus secured into a
province for himself a measure which insured a considerable increase of wealth and power to
the monarchy. He established in each of these an administrative centre for the transaction of
the several departments of his government :—Religion at Tlachtga [2] near Drogheda ;
internal commerce at Usneach in the county of Westmeath ; at the palace of Tailtean,
matrimonial alliances, from which, there is reason to think, he drew a considerable tax ; Tara
was the place for the great assembly of the Fes.

Tuathal, by his marriage with a daughter of the king of Finland, commenced or continued
the intercourse of this island with the northern races who inhabited the Baltic coasts. This
marriage led to an increased intercourse, and to subsequent alliances which were, at a remote
period, to terminate in a long and ruinous struggle, under which the power of the monarchy,
and the civilization of the country, were to sink into ruin, and nearly into oblivion.

The imposition of the celebrated Boromean tribute gives Tuathal another claim on historic
recollection. It is said to have been exacted from the province of Leinster, as an atonement for
the death of his two daughters, who lost their lives in consequence of the most brutal insult
from the king of Leinster. As the story runs, this provincial king being married to Darine, one
of Tuathal’s daughters, pretended that she was dead, and thus obtained possession of the



other, whose name was Fithir. When Fithir arrived at the palace of Eochaidh, she was struck
with consternation by the appearance of her sister Darine : the sisters at once discovered the
dishonour and injury they had each sustained, and their grief was sufficient to put an end to
their lives. Tuathal levied his forces, and representing the baseness of Eochaidh’s conduct, to
the other princes, a universal sense of indignation was excited ; and so numerous was the
army thus obtained, that the king of Leinster submitted, and entreated to be allowed to com-
promise the matter. Tuathal, either having the peace of his kingdom at heart, or as is far more
likely, a prudent disposition to avail himself of every occasion for the furtherance of his
scheme of political aggrandizement, consented to withdraw his army, on obtaining a pledge
of consent from the king and people of Leinster, to pay a stipulated tribute every second year,
to him and his successors for ever. The proposal was agreed to, and the tribute appointed was
as follows, in the words of an old poet :—

“ To Tuathal and the monarch’s after him :
Threescore hundred of the fairest cows,
And threescore hundred ounces of pure silver,
And threescore hundred mantles, richly woven,
And threescore hundred of the fattest hogs,
And threescore hundred of the largest sheep,
And threescore hundred cauldrons, strong and polished.”

This tax was known by the name of Boroimhe Laighean (the tribute of Leinster), and is
said to have been paid to forty Irish monarchs, from Tuathal to Fianactha.

Tuathal caused a general revision of the annals of the monarchy, with a view to amend the
errors which had latterly been supposed to have been caused by the unconstitutional influence
of the provincial oligarchy, who had so long kept the nation in disorder. Such a solemn act
was also necessary for the purpose of fixing their authority, and might be con-sidered as
supplying, in a minor degree, the evidence imparted to religious documents, by the solemn
publicity of a regular perusal, in the presence of the people, at stated times and places.

Amongst other wise public measures, Tuathal is said to have contrived the important
arrangement of classifying the mechanics of the country into companies, governed by their
committees, and, as nearly as possible, resembling the corporate institutions of modern
burghs.

This great monarch was, with the common fate of his predecessors, slain by Mail, who
succeeded.

It is not our design to pursue the long line of princes who followed, to the introduction of
Christianity, but simply to note, as we glance down this long line, such traditions as may be
useful for the understanding of Irish history, or interesting to reasonable curiosity.

From Rosa, the eldest son of Cathaoir More, is said to be traced the family of O’Connor
Faly, or Failghe. Many other well known Irish families are similarly traced from the same
stock. Concerning these old genealogies, we cannot pretend to have had either the means or
the will to trace them : we see, however, no sound reason for throwing a doubt on them. We
are yet inclined to think that, like all our ancient records, while they are in the main not false,
they have yet been subject to the singularly fantastic freaks of Irish enthusiasm and fancy.



Conn of the hundred battles, reigned, fought his hundred fights, and was assassinated early
in the second century ; his reign is, however, rendered memorable by a territorial arrange-
ment, which long continues to be a subject of allusion in Irish history. A war arose between
Modha Nuagat, and some other princes, for the throne of Munster. Of these latter, one named
Aongus, applied for aid to the monarch Conn. Conn complied, and supplied the prince with
15,000 men ; but the laurels won in ninety battles, were torn from his brow in ten sanguinary
defeats, and in the course of this dreadful war, the conqueror Modha obtained possession of
half the kingdom. From this conquest, the southern portion of the country still retains a title
from the conqueror’s name. His acquisition became the basis of a regular partition, of the
boundaries of which we are happily enabled to transcribe an interesting account, from the
most intelligent mind, and graphic pen, that has ever attempted to sketch the localities of
Ireland.

“ Proceeding onwards for a mile or two, from Clonard, the road a considerable distance,
and which is, perhaps, one of the oldest lines of road in Europe. These long lines of gravel
hills are, all through Ireland, called aisgirs, or properly eirscirs ; this one is that which
formed, in ancient times, the grand division of Ireland. I think I could trace this eiscir, from
Dublin bay to the green hills of Crumlin, and so along by the Eskir of Lucan, then south of
the Liffey near Celbridge, and so across the river near Clane, onwards by Donadea, until it
strikes the line of road we are now travelling ; then bending southwards of the hill of
Croghan, until near Phillipstown, another line of road takes the advantage of its elevation, to
run between two bogs ; then passing through the barony of Garrycastle, in the King’s county,
in a very distinct line, it strikes the Shannon, in the exact centre of the island, at Clon-
macnois. This very curious natural vallum, just as distinct as the great Roman wall dividing
south Britain from Caledonia, was adopted as the dividing line between the two parts of
Ireland, and was called Eiscir Riada, extending from Dublin to Galway, the northern portion
being called Leath Con, and the southern Leath Mogha.” [3]

Modha went the natural way of Irish kings, being murdered in his bed by Conn of the
hundred fights ; and Conn himself soon after met the like fate. King Conary, who followed,
may be mentioned as the ancestor of a Caledonian line of kings. He married the daughter of
king Conn, and had by her a son, Cairbre Riada, who, in the middle of the third century, led a
colony into Scotland, and founded, in Argyleshire, a settlement, which is reasonably con-
cluded to have had from him its name of Dalriada. His descendant, in the ninth century,
Kenneth Mac Alpine, was the first sovereign of Scotland. Through him, O’Conor, with seem-
ing facility, traces the descent of the present line of British kings.

Cairbre also founded another principality, under the name of Dalriada, in the county of
Antrim, and, for some descents, his posterity succeeded to both. For a time, the Scottish
colony was broken, by the military successes of the Pictish inhabitants of the neighbouring
lowland districts ; but, in the beginning of the 6th century, they regained their independence,
with an increase of prosperity, and obtained the sovereignty of North Britain. From this
period till the eleventh century, the line of Dalriadic princes continued to fill the Scottish
throne.



OÍLÍOLL OLUM

OUR plan of passing through this period, by a selection of those names which derive
interest from frequent recurrence, or from their radical connexion with the important events
of after ages, leads us next to the notice of Oilioll Olum, the king of Munster, and the founder
of that singular law of alternate succession, which was preserved for so many centuries, the
cause of much weal and wo to Ireland.

Of the adventures of Oilioll, in peace and war, many strange tales are told ; but when all is
deducted from these which must be referred to poetry, there is but little to swell the memoir
of a monarch, the most eventful of whose actions is the last : the will, which bequeathed
intrigue for power, contest, emulation, and expectancy, to his remote descendants. Oilioll was
a poet, and the author of some verses, which Keating calls pathetic, but which, in the version
of his translator, might more truly be called burlesque. Oilioll had his name, according to
some old writers, from certain deformities, of which the account is simply absurd, yet may be
considered, in some degree, as giving a reflection of the manners and morals of the period : a
species of information to be gleaned from the characteristic spirit of all these fictions.

A lady, who had suffered from Oilioll the deepest injury a modest female can suffer,
obtained satisfaction for the outrage, by biting off the royal ear, while Oilioll slept. Oilioll,
roused by the pain, started up, and seizing on a spear, struck it through the unfortunate lady
with such force, that he bent the point against a stone. Drawing forth the spear from the
writhing victim of his worst passions, he very composedly attempted to straighten its point
between his teeth : the spear had been poisoned, and the effect was to blacken his teeth and
corrupt his breath. The following is the history of the famous will. Oilioll’s eldest son was
slain in battle, on which he devised his throne of Munster to Cormac Cas, the second. Shortly
after, the widow of the eldest (Eogan More) brought forth a son, who, in the direct course of
descent, was the next rightful heir. Oilioll, unwilling, perhaps, to disappoint altogether the
expectations which he had, by his will, excited in Cormac, and equally reluctant to disinherit
the posterity of his eldest son, altered his will to meet this embarrassment. By the new
arrangement, he settled, that Cormac should, according to the provision of the former will,
enjoy the Munster sovereignty for life ; on his death, it was to pass to Fiachadh Muilleathan,
the son of Eogan More, or his next heir then living ; and again, after the demise of Eogan or
his heir, it was to revert to the lineal heir of Cormac, then living ; after whose demise, it was
to revert again to the living heir of Eogan’s line ; and thus it was to pass from line to line in a
perpetual succession of alternate remainders. There seems also to have been, in this will, a
solemn injunction to the descendants of Oilioll, that the combination of royal families thus
established, should preserve this alternate inheritance without quarrels or disputes. The fear
which might have suggested this desire was but reasonable, but the event was scarcely to be
looked for. So great was the reverence of his descendants for Oilioll, that for some ages they
continued to transmit the sovereignty in this alternate descent, without any contest. The
seeming improbability of this will be much diminished, by considering the powerful sanction
which such rights must have derived, from the jealous guardianship and time-established
feelings of two extensive and powerful families, thus held together from generation to
generation by the same tie of honour and interest. The same customary sense which
entrenches the right of primogeniture, would, in the course of a few descents, equally guard
the alternate right ; and the indication of a desire to violate it, would be as shocking to the
sense, as if a younger brother were to supplant the elder in his rights. The violator of such a
right would have to outbrave the infamy of scattering discord between all the members of two
strongly united houses, and defrauding a family of its honours.



Such was the cause and nature of this circumstance, so influential on the after course of
Irish history.

Of the posterity of Oilioll Olum, some highly interesting particulars are authenticated by
the industry of antiquaries. From Eogan More, the eldest, is lineally derived the MacCarthy’s,
of whom the earls of Clancarty are the immediate representatives. “ Out of the wrecks of time
and fortune,” writes the venerable O’Conor in his Dissertations, “ Donogh, the late earl of
Clancarthy, had reserved in his family an estate of ten or twelve thousand pounds a-year ; a
fair possession of more than two thousand years’ standing, the oldest perhaps in the world,
but forfeited in the days of our fathers.”

From Cormac Cas, the second son, and first inheritor of Oilioll, descend the Dalcassian
family, of which Brian Boroimhe, the conqueror of the field of Clontarf, is the most
illustrious link, and the earls of Thomond the existing representatives in modern times. Of
this branch, also, there is an affecting record belonging to the history of our own times.
O’Conor mentions that Henry, “ the late earl of Thomond, was head of this name, and
descended, in twenty lineal generations, from Brian Boromy, king of Ireland in the year 1014.
This nobleman left his estate, no inconsiderable one, but small in comparison to the great
possessions of his ancestors, to an English family ; alienated the tenure of fifteen hundred
years, leaving his bare title only to —— O’Brian, lord Clare, now lieutenant-general in the
service of his most Christian majesty.”

From Cian, the third son of Oilioll, have descended, amongst other families, the O’Haras,
lords of Tyrawly, &c., and the O’Garas, lords of Coolavin, who forfeited their extensive pos-
sessions in the county of Sligo, in the troubles of 1641.

CORMAC——MONARCH. A. D. 213.

EARLY in the third century, Cormac, the grandson of Conary the Second, ascended the
throne. His character and acts are allowed to hold a place of the highest order among kings ;
and in his reign it is not improbable that ancient Ireland had reached her maximum of national
prosperity. The accounts, too, of his reign have all the authenticity which the knowledge and
literature of his age could impart to its annals ; and it is a part of his glory to have provided
for the preservation of history from the corruptions, which it was at that time peculiarly in
danger of contracting, from its dangerous alliance with poetry. The bards were also the chief
historians of the age, and in the execution of their office, did not always sufficiently preserve
the distinction between the recording and the celebration of an event. Hence, it has happened,
that the most illustrious of our kings and heroes have had a veil of exaggeration thrown over
their lives, which makes them impress with a sense of incredulity, minds unversed save in a
present order of things. Actions natural and consistent with the order of things to which they
belonged, require now no help from poetic invention to give them the semblance of fiction : a
little exaggeration is enough to impart a grotesque air to manners foreign to our habits, and
render ridiculous, actions and opinions which a little more consideration, and a little more
knowledge of antiquity, would have looked for as simply essential to the record. It is thus that
the details of the life of this illustrious prince, and of his general, Fionn, are tinged with a
colouring of which the sober-minded biographer would gladly divest them, were not the
process fatal to all interest, and even to the moral and social character of the person and his
times. The annalist may evade the difficulty, and give to the dry and spiritless caput mortuum
of a name and date, all the verisimilitude of an almanac ; but we are compelled to attempt at
least the semblance of personality, and must not be false to our office because our heroes of
reality have at times a strong resemblance to the heroes of romance.



The ancient historians of his day relate the insult and injury sustained by Cormac, when he
was expelled from Ulster, at the instigation of Fergus, the monarch of Ireland, in 212 ; his
resentment, and the prompt activity with which he formed powerful alliances, and collected
an army to the field of Brugh macanoig. Having applied to a grandson of the famous Oilioll
Olum, he received from him an assurance of support, on the condition of a pledge to settle on
him a tract of land, after he had gained his objects. Cormac agreed, and his ally made
immediate preparations to assist him, with whatever force he could raise. He also advised
Cormac to secure the assistance of Lughaidh Laga, who was reputed to be the greatest warrior
of his day. Lughaidh appears to have been at the time leading a life of solitary con-cealment :
but his retreat was known to Thady, who was grandson to Oilioll Olum, the brother of
Lughaidh Laga. Lughaidh was a person of a gloomy, stern, and impracticable temper, of
irresistible personal strength, and subject to fits of capricious and ungovernable fury. He had
slain in battle, Art the father of our hero ; it was, therefore, a trial of self-command and
courage, for a youth whose first appearance would seem to announce the presence of a foe, to
face this moody man of violence in his savage retreat. By the directions of his new ally,
Cormac entered the vicinity of Atharla, and with an anxious but steady heart threaded the
forests and gloomy defiles around the base of the rugged Slieve Grott. He arrived at length at
the lowly hut, where Lughaidh dwelt, apart from the ways of man. On entering, the first
object which met his eye, was the gigantic frame of the redoubted warrior stretched across the
floor : his stern and massive features were turned to the light, but he was asleep. Cormac’s
ready intellect perceived that the incident was favourable to his purpose ; he gently touched
the grim veteran with his lance. Lughaidh awaking, demanded who it was who presumed to
disturb him with a freedom so insolent. Cormac told his name. As he must have anticipated,
the impression was favourable. Lughaidh immediately observed, that Cormac might justly
have slain him as he slept, in revenge for the death of his father. Cormac answered, that he
thought something was due to him on that score, and that he came to seek his compensation
in the friendly alliance of Lughaidh, against his enemy, Fergus. “ The com-pensation which is
your due,” answered the warrior, “ shall be the head of Fergus.” Having thus come to a
friendly understanding, they proceeded together to Ely, where the preparations of Thady were
now considerably advanced.

The ancient bards describe, as poets will, the memorable battle of Criona chin Comar ; and
relate, with the circumstantial minuteness of accurate observation, the incidents, which it was
impossible for them to have known with certainty. But the main particulars are consistent
with probability ; and Cormac’s known veneration for historic truth, in some degree vouches
for the main fidelity of the traditions of his life. By the advice of Thady, Cormac stood upon a
hill which overlooked the field, and saw the battle rage underneath, over the plain, without
any advantage on either side for many hours. The desperate valour of Lughaidh at last turned
the fortune of the day : he slew the monarch Fergus, and his two brothers, and bore their
heads in ferocious exultation from the field. The victory was purchased with a heavy loss of
men : the Ultonians, seven times compelled to give ground each time still rallied, and came
on again with the fierce impetuosity of desperation : but the valour of Lughaidh was not to be
resisted, and Thady, at length breaking through their centre, prevented the possibility of
repairing their scattered array. They soon gave way in the wild disorder of flight ; and were
pursued with tremendous slaughter from Criona to Glaise an Eara.

Cormac, upon this event, possessed himself of the kingdom. We have here omitted a
strange story of the stratagem of Cormac to avoid the first effect of Lughaidh’s reckless
ferocity, which, when his blood was heated, made him dangerous to friend and foe alike—
how he disguised a servant in his own clothes, to receive the warrior each time when he



emerged from the tumult to exhibit, as he slew them in succession, the heads of his enemies.
Having first slain, as the tale runs, the two younger brothers, he fiercely asked of the
supposed Cormac if the head which he exhibited were the head of Fergus, king of Ireland ;
receiving a reply in the negative, he rushed again into the fight ; but when, on his third return,
the same question met with an affirmative reply, his insolent exultation could no longer be
controlled : giving way to the fury of his heart, he flung the gory head at the servant, who was
killed on the spot. Still less to be admitted is the story of a base and perfidious attempt of
Cormac on the life of his efficient friend Thady. But true or false, the romance of his marriage
with Eithne, the foster daughter of Buiciodh Brughach cannot be omitted.

Buiciodh was a wealthy Leinster grazier, renowned for carrying the ancient Irish virtue of
munificent hospitality to a height unknown in the palaces of kings. But with the generous
imprudence which so commonly qualifies this virtue, his expenditure approached too nearly
the limits of his fortune. His guests too, either conceiving his riches to be exhaustless, or, as is
not unfrequently the feeling of the spend-thrift’s guest, not thinking it necessary to spare one
who never spared himself, gave him the most prompt assistance on the road to ruin: the
Leinster gentry, not content with the free use and abuse of the most profuse hospitality,
seldom left his habitation without carrying off whatever they could take. The departure of the
guest was not unlike the plunderer’s retreat : the horses and herds of the good host were
carried off, without even the trouble of asking leave. Buiciodh’s vast wealth was soon
exhausted by this double outlet, to which no fortune could be equal. Finding himself at last
reduced to a state bordering on poverty, he retired privately from the scene of his past pros-
perity and splendour, with his wife, his foster child Eithne, and the poor remains of a princely
fortune. Leaving home by night, he travelled until he came to a forest in Meath, not far from
Cormac’s palace. Here, in the resolution to pass his remaining days in peaceful retirement
from an ungrateful world, he built a small forest cabin for his small family.

It chanced one day that Cormac rode in the direction of the spot ; and was attracted by the
appearance of a cabin standing by itself in the solitude of forests. Approaching, he saw a
young maiden of rare and consummate beauty milking the cows : as he stood concealed
among the boughs, he observed, with admiration approaching to wonder, the grace of her
action, and the neatness and skill with which she discharged her duty. Retiring with the milk,
Eithne, for it was she, came forth again, and showed the same care and nice judgment in the
execution of the remaining offices of her household occupation. Cormac now came forward,
and with the prompt and facile adroitness which belonged to his character, calmed the fears of
the startled maid, and entered into conversation on her rural employments. Professing
ignorance and curiosity, he questioned her with an air of simple seriousness on the separation
of thin milk and rich strippings, and was surprised at her preference of sound rushes to rotten,
and clean water to brackish. In answer to his numerous questions, Eithne told him that her
cares were given to one to whom she was bound by the ties of gratitude and duty : but when
she mentioned the name of her foster father, Cormac at once remembered the princely herds-
man of Leinster, and knew that Eithne, daughter of Dunluing, stood before him. The incident
led to the usual termination of romantic story. Cormac married Eithne, and endowed Buiciodh
with an ample territory near the palace of Tara, with plenty of cattle, and all other wealth of
the age ; so that, as Keating, in the true spirit of a storyteller, says, he was happy for the rest
of his life.

The civil history of Cormac’s reign is marked by no great or singular events, to distinguish
it from the reigns of other ancient princes, whose names we have seen no sufficient reason to
introduce : battles of policy and revenge occasion violations of every moral law, and common
incidents, attributed to miraculous agency, chequer the record in a fair proportion ; but this



prince is distinguished in our most ancient annals for the magnificence of his establishment,
the taste which he displayed in the cultivation of learning and the arts, the wisdom of his
laws, and the excellence of his writings. For wisdom and splendour he was the Solomon of
Ireland : the magnificent palace of Miodh-chuarta, [4] which he built for his residence, and the
works of moral and political wisdom which he left, appear to give aptness to the parallel. An
eminent poet of the period, describes, with the authority of an eye-witness, a structure of 300
cubits in length, 50 in breadth, and 30 in height, entered by 14 gates, and containing a vast
and splendid hall, illuminated by an immense lanthorn of costly material and curious art, with
sleeping apartments furnished with 150 beds. His household was worthy of this building :
150 of the most distinguished champions of the kingdom, surrounded his person, and 1050 of
his best soldiers formed the guard of his palace and its precincts. On state occasions, his table
was loaded with a rich and gorgeous service of cups and goblets of massive gold and silver.
The superior officers of his household, according to established custom, were a judge, a
druid, a physician, a poet, an antiquary, a musician, and three stewards. In addition to these,
there was always a person of high accomplishments and noble birth, to be a companion to the
monarch in his vacant hours. Amongst these may be distinguished some offices characteristic
of the period. The druid was engaged in the duties and rites of religion; he offered sacrifices,
and foretold events. The poet committed the deeds of famous men to verse, of which abund-
ant specimens are yet preserved. The antiquary had still more important duties to perform :
his care was to preserve and continue those genealogical tables of kings and their queens,
which were then considered to be so important. It was also his office to correct and ascertain
the pedigrees of the different orders, and register them in the public records.

Under this monarch, the annals of the kingdom were elaborately revised. Three academies
which he founded (it is said) in Tara, were severally assigned to the cultivation of law,
literature, and military science. He was himself a bard, a lawyer, and philosopher ; of each of
which capacities unquestioned proofs remain, in fragments which have been preserved of his
writings.

During the reign of Cormac, the military power of the kingdom seems to have attained its
highest point of perfection, under the care of Fionn, his celebrated son-in-law, and the
commander of his armies. As we cannot pass this celebrated warrior, who is equally
renowned in fiction and authentic record, we shall reserve the history of the famous Irish
militia for his memoir.

Cormac is still more honourably distinguished for the profound capacity which, in the
midst of a gross superstition, obtained views of a pure system of Theism : he would, prob-
ably, if not prevented by the course of events, have been the founder of a nobler system of
theology, and more worthy of the Divine Being, than the idolatrous polytheism of his druids.
But the opposition raised by his attempts at the reformation of a creed, the source of power
and profit to these pagan priests, was dangerous in its result : they, by their too predominant
influence over minds by nature prone to superstition, raised a dangerous spirit of discontent
among the chiefs, and involved his reign in war.

His military operations were therefore numerous, but they were successful. The Munster
kings sustained many defeats from his forces. Connaught also, and Ulster, gave him trouble,
and experienced his superiority.

The reign of Cormac continued for forty years, and is said to have owed its termination to
his meeting with the loss of an eye, in some attack which was made upon his palace. The fact
is explained by an ancient Irish law, according to which the throne of Ireland could not be



held by a person who should happen to be defective in any of his members. This seems to
receive some confirmation from a parallel regulation in the ancient customs of Persia. “ In the
law thus enforced,” writes Mr Moore, “ may be observed another instance, rather remarkable,
of coincidence with the rules and customs of the East. In a like manner we read, in the Persian
history, that the son of the monarch Kobad, having, by a similar accident, lost the use of an
eye, was, in consequence, precluded, by an old law of the country, from all right of
succession to the throne.” [5] In consequence of this accident, he resigned the crown to
Cairbre his son, and retired to pass the remainder of his days in a retirement made cheerful by
literature, and famous by the works which the leisure of his age produced. Some of the
writers who notice his life, assert that he was one of the first converts to Christianity. The
grounds of this affirmation are not very satisfactory ; though we should be inclined to con-
clude, from the very slight information which exists on the subject, that Christianity had
obtained a precarious and difficult footing in Ireland during the first century of the Christian
era ; and we must admit that the tenets of Cormac’s philosophy, were such as might lead to
his conversion, or even resulted from some previous and secret acquaintance with the sacred
books. These were in the highest degree likely to find their way into the library of a literary
monarch, whose fame was spread abroad among the most civilized countries of his age.

Cormac, in his last retirement, wrote a volume of advice to his son. This, or its substance,
epitomized by a later hand, still exists. The cast of the phraseology proves it to be very
ancient. The form of a dialogue between Cormac, son of Art, and his son Cairbré, is pre-
served ; and the precepts are remarkable for their point, sententious brevity, and the
characteristic tone of a primitive age and manners. We subjoin a specimen of extreme interest,
translated from the original Irish by Mr O’Donovan. Of Cormac’s Legal Essay, an imperfect
copy remains in the library of the Dublin University :

“ O grandson of Con ! O Cormac !” said Cairbré, “ what is good for a king ?”

“ That is plain,” said Cormac. “ It is good for him to have patience without debate ; self-
government without anger ; affability without haughtiness ; diligent attention to history ;
strict observance of covenants and agreements ; strictness, mitigated by mercy, in the
execution of the laws ; peace with his districts ; lawful wages of vassalage ; justice in
decisions ; performance of promises ; hosting with justice ; protection of his frontiers ;
honouring the nemeds (nobles) ; respect to the fileas ; adoration of the great God.

“ Boundless charity ; fruit upon trees ; fish in rivers ; fertile land ; to invite ships ; to
import valuable jewels across the sea; to purchase and bestow raiment ; vigorous swordsmen
for protecting his territories ; war outside of his own territories ; [6] to attend the sick ; to
discipline his soldiers ; lawful possessions ; let him suppress falsehood ; let him suppress bad
men ; let him pass just judgments ; let him criminate lying ; let him support each person ; let
him love truth ; let him enforce fear ; let him perfect peace ; much of metheglin and wine ; let
him pronounce just judgments of light ; let him speak all truth, for its through the truth of a
king that God gives favourable seasons.”

“ O grandson of Con ! O Cormac !” said Cairbré, “ what are the just laws of a king ?”

“ I shall relate to thee my knowledge of the law by which the world is governed : suppres-
sion of great evils ; destroying robbers ; exaltation of goodness ; prohibition of theft ;
reconciliation of neighbours ; establishing peace ; keeping the laws ; not to suffer unjust law ;
condemning bad men ; giving liberty to good men ; protecting the just restricting the unjust,”
&c. &c.



“ O grandson of Con ! O Cormac !” said Cairbré, “ what is good for the welfare of a
country ?”

“ That is plain,” said Cormac : “ frequent convocation of sapient and good men to
investigate its affairs, to abolish each evil, and retain each wholesome institution ; to attend to
the precepts of the elders ; let every senad (assembly of the elders) be convened according to
law ; let the law be in the hands of the nobles ; let chieftains be upright, and unwilling to
oppress the poor ; let peace and friendship reign—mercy and good morals—union and
brotherly love ; heroes without haughtiness—sternness to enemies, friendship to friends ;
generous com-pensations ; just sureties ; just decisions, just witnesses ; mild instruction ;
respect for soldiers ; learning every art and language ; pleading with knowledge of the
Fenechas (the Brehon law); decision with evidence ; giving alms, charity to the poor ; sureties
for covenants ; lawful covenants ; to hearken to the instruction of the wise, to be deaf to the
mob ; to purge the laws of the country of all their evils, &c. &c. All these are necessary for
the welfare of a country."

“ O grandson of Con ! O Cormac !” said Cairbre, “ what are the duties of a prince at a
banquetting house ?”

“ A prince on Saman’s day (1st of November), should light his lamps, and welcome his
guests with clapping of hands ; procure comfortable seats ; the cup-bearers should be
respectable, and active in the distribution of meat and drink ; let there be moderation of music
; short stories ; a welcoming countenance ; failte for the learned ; pleasant con- versations,
&c. These are the duties of the prince, and the arrangements of the banquetting house.”

“ For what qualifications is a king elected over countries, tribes, and people ?”

“ From the goodness of his shape and family ; from his experience and wisdom ; from his
prudence and magnanimity ; from his eloquence ; bravery in battle ; and from the numbers of
his friends.”

“ What are the qualifications of a prince ?”

“ Let him be vigorous, easy of access, and affable ; let him be humble, but majestic ; let
him be without personal blemish ; let him be a (filea) a hero, a sage ; let him be liberal,
serene, and good-hearted ; mild in peace, fierce in war ; beloved by his subjects ; discerning,
faithful, and patient ; righteous and abstemious ; let him attend the sick ; let him pass just
judgments ; let him support each orphan ; let him abominate falsehood ; let him love truth ;
let him be forgetful of evil, mindful of good ; let him assemble numerous meetings ; let him
communicate his secrets to few ; let him be cheerful with his intimates ; let him appear
splendid as the sun, at the banquet in the house of Midchurta, (Mecoorta, i. e. the middle
house of Tarah) ; let him convene assemblies of the nobles ; let him be affectionate and
intelligent ; let him depress evils ; let him esteem every person according to his close
sureties ; let him be sharp but lenient in his judgments and decisions. These are the
qualifications by which a chieftain should be esteemed.” [7]

One more of these sentences should be given, as its sense is biographical.

“ O descendant of Con ! what was thy deportment when a youth ?”



“ I was cheerful at the banquet ofMiodh-chuarta, fierce in battle, vigilant and circum-
spect ; kind to friends ; a physician to the sick ; merciful to the weak ; stern towards the
headstrong. Although possessed of knowledge, I was inclined to taciturnity ; although strong,
I was not haughty ; I mocked not the old, although I was young ; I was not vain, although I
was valiant ; when I spoke of a person in his absence, I praised, not defamed him ; for it is by
these customs that we are known to be courteous and civilized.” [8]

The Psalter of Tara was compiled by order of this prince. His death is thus mentioned by
Tigernach : “ Cormac, grandson of Con of the hundred battles, died at Clothy, on Tuesday, the
bone of a salmon sticking in his throat ; or it was the siabra that killed him, at the instigation
of Maelciin the Druid, because Cormac did not believe in him.”

The evidence of a high, though peculiar, civilization in this monarch’s reign, admits of no
reasonable doubt. And the history of the island assumes a character of the clearest authentic-
ity ; that is to say, so far as actual records, pretending to so remote an origin, are attainable. In
these, it is always easy, at a glance, to distinguish the truth from its ornament of fiction.
Though the zeal of scepticism may find enough of chronological disagreement, and variation
of statement, for the purpose of objection ; yet objections, on such grounds, are but too apt to
commit the oversight of objecting to a particular history, that which is common to all. The
difficulties, in reality, are those arising from a neglected language, and from chasms which
mistaken zeal, and a barbarous policy have caused, by the destruction of ancient manuscripts.
Taking these facts into account, it may be fearlessly affirmed, that the well-treasured, and
skillfully-collated records of Saxon and Norman England have been far inferior, in historic
value, to the neglected and destroyed manuscript records of Irish antiquity, of a far earlier
date. Of that which has been lost, the indications are as certainly ascertainable in that which
we possess, as the living forms and functions of ancient zoology, are said, by comparative
anatomists, to be discoverable from the broken structures of their fossil remains.



[1] O’Conor, Dissertations.
[2] This was the place where the sacred fire was kindled.
[3] Dublin Penny Journal, 151.
[4] The following curious notices will be read with some interest :—

“ Moidh-chuarta was the middle house of the palace of Tara. The splendour of this
palace is described in an old Irish poem, beginning Temhair na righ Rath Chormaic,
Temor of kings, the seat of Cormac ; but lest this poem might be considered a bardic
forgery, we shall give the following extract from Johnston’s translation of an old
Scandinavian MS., the historical testimony of which must be received as unquestionable.
In hoc reyno etiam locus est Themor dictus olim primaria urbs regiaque sedes, &c., &c.
In Editiori, quopiam Civitatis loco splendidum et tantum non Dædaleum Castellum

Rex et intra Castelli septa. Palatium structurâ et nitore superbum habuit ubi solebat
litibus incolarum componendis præesse.”—Ante Celt Scando, last page.
In this kingdom, also, there is a place called Themor, formerly the chief city, and the

royal residence, &c., &c.
In a more elevated part of this city, the king had a splendid and almost Dædalean

castle, within the precincts of which he had a splendid palace, superb in its structure,
where he was accustomed to preside in settling the disputes of its inhabitants.—
Dublin Penny Journal, pp. 213, and 231.

[5] History of Ireland.
[6] Tigernach informs us, that the large fleet of Cormac Mac Art cruised in the Tyrhenian seas
for three years.

[7] Dublin Penny Journal, 215, translated by John O’Donovan.
[8] Ibid. 231.
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