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At the close of the eighth century, when their dreaded barques first appeared off the Irish
coast, the “ Northmen” (as the Teutonic inhabitants of Norway, Sweden and Denmark called
themselves) had, properly speaking, no history. Their civilization was as yet rudimentary,
and they were regarded rightly by the people whom they harried as fierce and cruel
barbarians. Storm and billow had for long ages hindered their connection with the rest of
Europe. Now, however, when the population had so increased that food was scanty and
hunger was the lot of many, the more adventurous spirits among them began to seek fame
and fortune along the highway of the sea. Their progress was easy, for in North-western
Europe the art of seamanship, never over-popular, had long been neglected, and in some
places was well-nigh forgotten.

English chroniclers record that in A.D. 793 a Viking fleet sacked Lindisfarne, and a year
later destroyed the monastery of St. Paul, at Jarrow. It was probably the same marauders who,
in 795, landed in Skye, and, moving southwards, plundered the shrines of Rathlin, off the
Antrim coast. In 797 they burned Inis Padraig, near Skerries ; the following year they ravaged
the Isle of Man ; then for half a century they raided Ireland from end to end, with hardly a
year of respite. Inishmurray (807), East Ulster, Mayo, Connemara, Kerry (811-2), Howth and
the southern coast (821), Sceilig Michil and Bangor (824), Louth, Brega and
several districts of Wexford and Ossory (827), Armagh (832), Clondalkin (833), and doubt-
less many other parts of the country were preyed upon in turn. At first the Irish called them
simply Genti, “ heathens,” and this they emphatically were, for they ever pursued the
Christian religion and culture with a deadly hatred. Their primary object was, however, booty.
They struck where they could, seized what they could, and hurried off to some secluded
stronghold with the gains. Thus they were pirates, pure and simple, with no idea of conquest
or territorial domination. Nor had they any institutions to plant, any more than had the pirates
of their kin who harassed the old Roman province of Britain four centuries earlier. Of these
Sidonius Apollinaris had written : “ Our enemy is the most truculent of all enemies. Like a
bolt from the blue he attacks ; when expected he disappoints ; when unexpected he appears.
Resistance he contemns. He never fails to secure his own or to cut off his opponent’s retreat.
Shipwreck he treats as a pleasant experience rather than as an object of dread. The tempest he
loves. It throws the invaded off their guard, and saves himself from being espied in the
distance ; so he hails with joy the crash of the waves upon the rocks, for it gives him a good
chance of escape from worse enemies than the elements.”

.....[The] boat was decorated with shields painted alternately black and gold, and it carried but
one sail. Later came the famous dragon and snake boats, with 34 and even 60 pairs of oars.
Rarely more than 3,000 fighting men would be carried together on any expedition. How was
it, we may well ask, that such small bodies could imperil by land the life of a great society,
comprising at least some two millions ? The reason is threefold. During the Norse wars (as
for centuries before and after) the Irish had no trained troops kept permanently under arms.
There were only local levies, and these were not obliged to leave their peaceful occupations
for more than a few weeks in the year. Again, the Norse were armed with the battle-axe, a
weapon much superior to the Irish sword. Thirdly, there was no fleet at the disposal of the
Irish kings, for there had not been any need of such a force for centuries. Thus it was quite



easy for passing hordes of pirates to swoop down upon some monastic city or some rich
coastal district, drive off its wealth before effective resistance could be organized, and sail
away without fear of pursuit.

What appalling sufferings these raids caused it is not difficult to imagine ; but they came
intermittently and affected at the one time small areas only, so that their ultimate effect was
slight. The monks buried their dead, rebuilt their monastery and their school, sought new
books to copy, and went on with their life of work and prayer as before. Families bewailed
their murdered sons and their daughters dragged into slavery ; but they set themselves once
again to till their lands, to travel, market and carry on almost as if life were normal. The
strain, however, was severely felt. Arts and industries languished, and slipshod ways were
readily excused where there was no security for the morrow.

During the first period (795-840) the Norse had learned the geography of the country,
especially of its harbours and of its navigable rivers. Islands and promontories were now
occupied and used as bases from which raids could be directed inland. Boats of light draught
were rowed up the great rivers and carried overland past shallows and rapids where such
impeded their course. Hostile fleets were thus stationed on the lakes, where they were safe
against attack, and free to choose any point along an extended shoreline for their incursions.
Turgéis or Turgesius, a Norse leader of note, seized Armagh in 832, and brought a powerful
fleet into Loch Neagh. Forannan, comarb or successor of St. Patrick, fled with the shrine of
the Saint to Munster. Turgesius devastated the country fromArmagh to Derry, and very
probably exacted tribute from the inhabitants. Soon afterwards fleets appeared on the Liffey
and on the Boyne. In 839 Turgesius is found in command of a group of vessels on Loch Ree,
and busy plundering Clonmacnois, Clonfert, Lorrha, Tír-dá-Ghlas, Inis Cealtra and the
churches of Loch Derg. His wife, Ota, acting presumably as a pagan priestess, gave oracles
from the high altar of the chief church at Clonmacnois. The marauding career of this leader
ended in 845, when he was captured by Mael Seachlainn, then King of Meath, and executed
by drowning in Loch Uair (Owel).

For such lengthy stays as this a strong base was necessary. Walls and forts had thus to be
built ; and, once complete, were not lightly abandoned, so that the base tended to develop into
a permanent settlement. Two such fortified stations were constructed in 841, one at Ath na
gCasan (Anagassan) in Louth, where the northern highway from Tara (the Slighe
Midhluachra) touched the harbour ; the other at the hurdle-ford on the Liffey where the dark
waters of that river formed a dubh linn, “ black pool,” before falling into the Irish Sea. Each
of these stations was originally a longphort, “ shipstead,” or place where boats drawn up on
the shore were protected from attack by entrenchments on the land side. In later usage this
word came to lose all connection with ships, and to be understood of any fortified camp. The
station at Ath na gCasan was afterwards lost ; that at Dublin survived, thanks largely to its
convenient position and its commodious harbour.

That the settlement here was regarded as permanent became evident in 849, when the King
of Lochlann (Norway) sent a fleet of seven score ships to establish his authority over the
Norse of the growing city. Two years later the inhabitants were again in trouble, this time
from an entirely new quarter. A fleet of Dubh Ghaill, “ Black Foreigners “ or “ Black
Heathens” (Danes from Jutland and South Sweden, dark complexioned in comparison with
the Norse), forced its way into the Liffey. The Fionn Ghaill made a gallant stand, but were
defeated after a fierce struggle. Vast numbers were slain and beheaded ; gold and valuables
were appropriated ; whilst a great prey of women was carried off to the slave markets of the
north. But the settlement recovered, and in 853 received Amhlaeibh (Olaf), “ son of the
King of Lochlann,” as its ruler. Olaf remained and transformed the small city into an



organized state, with and his brother Imhar (Ivar) as joint kings. A “ Thing-mote,” or mound
where justice was administered in the Scandinavian manner, was erected near the Liffey on
the south side of what is now College Green ; a fort was built near the site later occupied by
the Castle ; and the approaches to the city were occupied. Fingall (from Fine Gall,
“ foreigners’ territory”), as the district north of Dublin is still called, and such Norse names as
Howth, Lambay, Dalkey, Leixlip and Skerries bear witness to the influence of the new settles.

Having begun with isolated raids on the southern shores of Britain, the Norse gradually
made their way up the east coast, and attempted permanent conquest.

London and Rochester succumbed to their attacks in 842. Twenty-five years later they
advanced against York with a large army, and with little difficulty captured the town, making
it henceforth the central stronghold of their power in northern England. They conquered the
Mercian territory beyond the Tyne ; defeated and slew the King of East Anglia and annexed
his kingdom ; fought Alfred the Great of Wessex to a standstill, and forced him to a peace
which recognized their undisputed sway over at least half of England. Nor could Alfred hold
the other half save by purchasing the limited goodwill of his foes with a subsidy or black rent
(the “ Danegeld ”). Next they conquered the Orkneys, the Shetlands, the Western Isles (called
in Norse Sudhreyjar, “ Sodor”) and Man. From the Orkneys they made settlements in
Sutherland and Caithness, and from the Hebrides in Galloway. The Western Isles and Man
had their own kings, but Northumbria was ruled either by the Norse king of Dublin or by one
of his kin.

Raids on the coast of Western Europe grew serious in 810 when a fleet of 200 vessels
ravaged Frisia and the neighbouring islands. Charles the Great took measures to protect the
shore, but raids continued to occur almost every year. In 842 the Norse sailed up the Seine as
far as Rouen ; two years later they were ravaging along the Loire and the Garonne. Thence
they moved to Spain, where they fought the Moors at Lisbon and again at Cadiz ; after which
they captured Sevilla and raided Córdoba. A call at Morocco ended their Mediterranean
cruise. They seem to have parted on friendly terms with the Moors, whose Emir, Abd-ar-
Rahman II., sent an embassy to Dublin to visit the Norse King.

In 845 they took and destroyed Paris, nor did they abandon the site until paid a large sum
of money. For many years after this they acted almost as they pleased in the Rhine, the
Scheldt, the Somme, the Loire and the Garonne. A great expedition to the Mediterranean
(859-62) ravaged Morocco, the Balearic Islands, Southern France and Italy. “ Blue men”
(Moors from Morocco) were brought in chains to Dublin and sold as slaves to Irish masters.
In 865 another Norse horde that had marched south through Russia was laying siege to
Constantinople, so that Europe was encircled by their raids. A second siege of Paris (885-7)
failed, though the Northmen had at their disposal 700 vessels and 40,000 men. Yet in 911
Charles the Simple was unable to oust them from the Seine valley, and thought it better to
make a settlement which left them the territory still known as Normandy. Again in 907 we
find them besieging Constantinople with a fleet of 2,000 ships, but the siege was raised on the
payment of a heavy ransom. Such were the forces with which the Irish nation was now in
deadly conflict.

With the death of Feidhlimidh, King of Munster, in 847, Irish resistance to the Genti
became more firm. This remarkable ruler, an ecclesiastic as well as a secular prince, had
availed of the pre-occupation of the Uí Néill with the Foreigners to assert the claim of Cashel
to the High-Kingship. He waged war with heathen ferocity, recking little of the lamentable
consequences to his province and to his country. A hurried flight before the High-King, Niall
Caille, in 847, brought his military career to an end. Niall’s successor, Mael Seachlainn I.,



acted with courage and vigour against the common foe. In 851 he presided at a state assembly
where a son of the King of Connacht was put on trial for participating in certain pirate raids.
The accused man was found guilty, condemned and duly executed. From 856 onwards
mercenary forces reappear, bands of Gall-Gaedhil, “ Norse Irish,” men of mixed race from
the Hebrides and Man, probably half-Christian, half -pagan, and ready to fight as occasion
demanded on any and on every side. Their first recorded leader was known to the Irish as
Caittil Find, but to the Norse as Ketill, anglicized Kettle.

Aedh Finnliath, King of Aileach, succeeded to the High-Kingship in 862. A year later the
Norse of Dublin under Olaf and Ivar raided the Bronze Age tumuli of the Boyne ; and soon
afterwards a Norse hosting ravaged Munster from Limerick to Cork. The High-King replied
to these challenges in 866, when he attacked and captured all the strongholds of the
Foreigners in the northern half of Ireland. Three years later, in 869, the Norse attempted to
retrieve their losses, with help from Leinster and Brega. Once again they met with a crushing
defeat at the hands of the High-King, and from this time forward made no settlement north of
Dublin. Henceforth they are frequently found allied with some Irish state, without, however,
securing thereby any permanent hold on the inland country.

After their defeat by Aedh Finnliath, the Norse Kings, Olaf and Ivar, turned their arms
against Britain. Ail Chluaidhe or Dumbarton, the last stronghold of the Britons of Strathclyde,
was captured by them after a four months’ siege ; so enormous were the spoils
that 200 ships were needed to bring them back to Dublin. Olaf was soon busy in Munster and
Connacht, ravaging and burning according to his wont ; but he was slain in 871. Ivar, his
successor in the kingship, died in 873, and the country enjoyed an uneasy respite of some
forty years.

The relics of St. Colmcille were transferred from Iona to the comparative safety of Kells in
874. Flann Sinna,who succeeded Aedh Finnliath as High-King in 879, seems to have sought
recognition of his suzerainty from the Norse, but his claim was resisted, and he failed to
enforce it by arms. There is evidence, however, that some form of lordship over these
Foreigners was exercised by Cearbhall, King of Leinster, who died in 909, and by a later
High-King, Niall Glúndubh, who ruled 916-19.

For centuries the kingdom of Mumha had been blessed with peace and prosperity under its
Eoghanacht princes, and had so grown in strength that it could menace seriously the Uí Néill
predominance in Ireland. The turn of the tide was now at hand. Cormac mac Cuilennáin, a
bishop and a distinguished man of letters, succeeded to the throne in 901. He is said to have
compiled a glossary of old Irish words then obsolete ; also the Psalter of Cashel, a collection
of historical and genealogical matter, to judge from the fragments of it that have survived ;
but, above all, the Leabhar na gCeart (“ Book of Rights”), in which the relation of the
different kingdoms towards one another are set forth with legal precision. This book has been
described as “ the most remarkable state document produced by any European country
outside the Byzantine Empire in that age.” Such was the esteem for Cormac’s learning and
virtue that he ruled with an authority almost equal to that of the High-King. It happened,
however, that Cormac had an evil counsellor, Flaithbheartach, Abbot of Inis Cathaigh, him-
self a prince of the royal house and in the line of succession to the throne of Cashel. At the
abbot’s instigation Cormac claimed jurisdiction over the monastery called Mainistir Eimhin
(Monaster evan) in Leinster, on the ground that Eimhin, its founder, was a Munsterman, and
he sought to exercise his alleged right in despite of the High-King. With a large army he
invaded Leinster in 908. Having induced the men of Ossory to join him he encamped for the
night at Bealach Mughna (Ballaghmoon, in the extreme south of Kildare). Messengers were
despatched at once to warn Flann Sinna, who hurried southwards to join the King of Leinster



in opposing Cormac’s progress. When day broke the unfortunate Munster ruler found himself
confronted by the forces of both monarchs. Seeing how matters stood the men of Ossory
became alarmed and tried to retreat, but they were cut off and killed. A similar fate awaited
the Munster host, for whom the battle ended in utter disaster. Cormac himself lay among the
slain. With this catastrophe the glory of the Eoghanacht dynasty vanished, and the southern
province lay helpless before the watchful foreign foe.

Six years later, in 914, a grandson of Ivar led a fleet to Loch dá Chaoch (Waterford
Harbour), where he occupied the mainland and made a settlement for his followers. There
was no opposition. Danes from the Hebrides raided the lands along the estuary of the
Shannon (Luimneach) many times between 915 and 920, and finally fortified a position in
what is now Limerick. Colonies were established in Cork and Youghal, and even in some
places inland. Wexford seems to have been founded at an earlier date, but as a mere trading
station, for its name is never found connected with military operations until the Anglo-
Norman Invasion.

During the tenth century the cruel blows of fate fell every day more mercilessly on the
Eoghanacht dynasts. Ceallachán of Cashel is indeed famed in saga as the hero of a hundred
victories, but this saga seems to be the result of conscious invention rather than of natural
growth. Eoghanacht greatness was in fact a memory. In Munster beyond the Shannon the
sturdy kinglets of a small people, the Dál Chais, now emerged from age-long obscurity, and
won an honoured place as defenders of the province against the Norse. The romantic tale of
Ceallachán’s exploits was a pathetic effort on the part of the older ruling kindred to maintain
its traditional glories against the rival family which by this time had far surpassed it in
achievement.

Niall Glúndubh, son of Aedh Finnliath, succeeded Flann Sinna as High-King in 916. He
began his reign by celebrating the great national Fair of Tailtiu, which had been abandoned
then for many years. In 917 he fought the Norse of Waterford somewhere near Clonmel, but
without success, and the Foreigners held that town until the coming of the Normans. Next
year he made a determined effort to drive the Norse from Dublin, renewing the attack in 919
at the head of a wide confederation of northern kings, but he was defeated by Sitric on the
Liffey near Islandbridge, at a place called Cell-mo- Shámóg from a neighbouring church.
Niall fell mortally wounded in the battle. From the time of his grandson. Domhnall, onwards
his descendants are known by the family surname Ua Néill.

Raids on northern lands by Sitric and his successor Gottfrich were avenged in 921 by
Muircheartach, son of Niall, in a battle near Armagh, where the slaughter was such that only a
few of the Norse escaped. For twenty-two years after this date Muircheartach remained the
most prominent leader in the country, surpassing by far the new Southern Uí Néill High-
King, Donnchadh, whose daughter he married. The chroniclers rejoiced in making long lists
of Muircheartach’s victories. His most daring exploit was a hosting in 941, from which he
became known as Muircheartach na gCocall gCroiceann (“ Muircheartach of the Leather
Cloaks”). The frost that winter was unusually severe, so that the lakes and rivers were
passable, and the Foreigners were frozen into their harbours. Muircheartach saw his
opportunity. With a picked force, said to number a thousand men, each provided with a
protecting cloak of prepared skin, he made a circuit of the whole island, and exacted
hostages from every king. His journey was easy, save over the wild hills of the Dál Chais.
The royal hostages were brought to Aileach, and there for a few months liberally entertained,
according to their rank. With self-sacrificing loyalty they were then handed over to the High-
King. Never before had fighting men been called out for a winter campaign, and never before
had so long a period of military service been demanded. But Muircheartach was a leader of



outstanding quality and his enthusiasm was inspiring. In 943 this “ Hector of the Western
World” was killed by a son of the King of Dublin in battle near Ardee. A year later
Donnchadh died. Neither for the moment found a successor of sufficient years or merit. The
High-Kingship was therefore assumed by Conghalach, King of Brega, who had constitution-
ally no right to the position. Conghalach fought manfully against the Norse until slain by a
Dublin army under Olaf Cuaran in 956. Domhnall, son of Muircheartach, then became High-
King.

It seems to have been the aim of the new ruler to meet the Norse with their own weapons.
Thus we find him at the head of large fleets active upon the inland waters, on Loch Neagh,
Loch Erne, Loch Uachtar and Loch Ennel. Towards the end of hie hard life as a war -leader
he retired to the monastery of Armagh, where he died in 980, “ after penitence.”

Despite their many victorious raids, their excellent organization and their admitted skill,
the Norse never succeeded in occupying more than a tiny portion of the country. Some square
miles to the north of Dublin, the Gall-tír round Waterford, a stretch of land round Limerick,
were held precariously as their “ kingdoms.” At the two great northern “ fiords” or inlets, still
known as Carlingford and Strangford, they had no settlements. Wexford was a peaceful
trading station, Waterford was comparatively weak, Limerick was dangerously inland, so that
war was waged for the most part by the Dublin Norse and their allies. Compared with the
territory lost in the Frankish realm and in England, the Irish loss in land was indeed almost
insignificant.

Before the close of the tenth century the majority of the Foreigners had completed the
slow and halting passage from paganism to Christianity. Once this was accomplished the way
was open for their entrance into the Irish body politic and into the unity of Christendom.
Their conduct may not have been such as brought much credit on their new religion, but the
ferocious savagery of earlier days had at least been overcome. Intermarriage between them
and their Irish neighbours now became frequent. Thus Olaf, King of Dublin, was married to a
daughter of Aedh Finnliath, and his successor, Olaf Cuaran, to a daughter of Muircheartach of
the Leather Cloaks. From war they turned to barter as the main source of livelihood, with still
a little piracy on occasion to break the monotony of a trading life. Larne, Carlingford,
Dundalk, Drogheda, Dalkey, Howth, Lambay, Wicklow, Arklow, Wexford, Helwick, Cork,
and Smerwick were all stations where they exchanged wares with the native Irish population.
Dublin became one of the great marts of Europe. Its rulers recognized no external authority,
any more than did the rulers of Waterford or Limerick, and if these city states went to war in
Ireland it was often now against one another, and in alliance with some Irish king. They thus
regarded Ireland, in a very full sense, as their country and their home. All things considered,
the coming of the Norse was a calamity which Irishmen must grievously deplore. They
strengthened, it is true, town life and they developed trade, but these are advantages which
weigh little in the scale against the havoc wrought by them in other directions. The old
missionary movement to the Continent, which brought untold honour to our people, was now
transformed into a flight of refugees. The Norse everywhere had an evil reputation for cruelty,
cunning and deceit, vices that spread inevitably by contact to the Irish chiefs. Viking
drunkenness and immorality were notorious from Ireland to the west of Russia. Traffic in
slaves was one of their most fruitful sources of revenue. What treasures of art and literature
they destroyed during two centuries of ravages can never be fully estimated. Their civil-
ization, at best, was of an inferior quality, as we see from Iceland, where it was left to develop
along its own lines, and where it ended in social and political anarchy. Small wonder,
perhaps, that their assimilation to the Irish people stopped at a certain point, beyond which it
did not advance for centuries.
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Rise of the Dál Chais in Munster. Brian aspires to the High-Kingship. His success.

As a border territory the tiny kingdom of Dál Chais (occupying the eastern half of Clare)
had strengthened itself by friendship and alliance with adjoining Connacht states, the Aidhne,
the Uí Máine and the Dealbhna. It first came into prominence under Lorcan and Cinnéide,
grandfather and father, respectively, of King Brian Borumha. Cinnéide had endeavoured in
944 to wrest the kingdom of Munster from the Eoghanacht ruler Ceallachán, but without
success. When, how- ever, Ceallachán died in 954 the effective rule of the Cashel dynasty
ended, and an opportunity was offered which Mathghamain, who had succeeded Cinnéide as
King of Dál Chais in 951, soon turned to good account.

Assisted by his brother Brian (called Borumha from the high ring fort “ Ballyboru,” near
Ceann Coraidh, where he was born in 941), he took up the struggle with the Danes of
Limerick, and harassed them with guerilla warfare from the woods and fastnesses of Clare.
Encounters were many and desperate ; quarter was not asked nor granted on either side.
Mathghamhain at last grew disgusted with the conflict, and made a truce with the Foreigners,
but this Brian refused to recognize, and went on harrowing the Danish settlements till his
followers were reduced to fifteen. At an assembly of the Dál Chais he impugned the inactive
policy of his brother, and had it reversed by popular vote, so that Mathghamhain was compel-
led to take the field once more. The two brothers inflicted a crushing defeat on the Limerick
Danes at Sulchóid, on the Limerick-Tipperary border. Next day they marched without
opposition to the town, where they burned the fortifications and retired with immense booty.
Probably after this battle (967) Mathghamhain was acknowledged as King of Cashel or
Munster.

“ More jealous of the Dól Chais than fearful of the Danes,” the Eoghanacht dynasts looked
with anger on the rise of a rival house to power. A conspiracy against Mathghamhain’s life
seems to have been formed. At any rate, the Eoghanacht chief of Uí Fidhgheinte (Bruree to
the Shannon in Limerick), one Donnabhán, captured the King in 976, and sent him prisoner
to Maolmhuadh, Eoghanacht prince of Desmond, by whom he was put to death
immediately.Two years later, in 978, Brian met Maolmhuadh in battle at Bealach Leachta,
near Ardpatrick, and defeated and slew him there with 1,200 of his followers. But, politic in
victory, Brian gave his daughter Sadhbh in marriage to Cian, son of Maolmhuadh, who from
that day to Clontarf remained his loyal liegeman and his devoted friend. Brian’s claim to the
kingship of Munster was now undisputed.

The King of Ireland from 980 onwards was Mael Seachlainn II., son of Donnchadh, one of
the ablest of the southern Uí Néill. His victories against the Dublin Norse at least equalled in
distinction those of Brian against the Limerick Danes. Mindful of what had befallen the
Eoghanacht in Munster, Mael Seachlainn began to fear for his own security as High-King,
should Brian’s star continue to increase. His suspicions were certainly well grounded, for
Brian’s aim was nothing less than supreme authority in the land. In 982 Mael Seachlainn saw
clearly the trend of events, and sought to forestall his rival by sending an army to lay waste
his territory. Insult was added to injury, for the troops disgraced themselves by destroying at
Magh Adhair the ancient tree under which the kings of Dál Chais were inaugurated. The stage
was now set for an epoch-making contest, in which, however, strategy rather than the use of
arms was to decide the issue.

For some time yet to come the hands of both kings were tied by serious local disturbances.
Mael Seachlainn was busy in Brega, a district honeycombed with petty rivalries and private
understandings with the Norse. Brian’s forces were divided between land hostings against
Leinster, Dublin and Meath and river hostings with large fleets upon the Shannon. In 984



Brian invaded Meath and occupied Uisneach, thus ostentatiously flouting the authority of the
High-King. Mael Seachlainn replied next year by laying the Connacht plain, known as Mágh
Aoi, in ashes ; and when the Connachtmen made a secret raid on his own fortress of Dun na
Sciath on Loch Ennel, he returned to their province and punished them without mercy. His
next movement was against the fort of Dublin, which he carried by assault in 989. He placed
the Norse under tribute, and carried off the famous insignia of their kings, Tomar’s Ring and
the Sword of Carlus ; but having no standing army he was unable to garrison or hold the city.

So far neither king had made appreciable headway against the other. Recognizing the
deadlock the two came together on the shore of Loch Ree in 997, and agreed to divide Ireland
between them—Brian to rule Leath Mogha and Mael Seachlainn to rule Leath Cuinn. Next
year, “ to the joy of all the Irish,” the two united their armies and engaged in joint operations
against the Norse.

By the agreement with Mael Seachlainn the kingdom of Leinster fell under Brian’s over-
lordship. In 999 its king, Maelmórdha, rose in revolt, and was supported by the Norse of
Dublin. Brian met the rebel host at Gleann Máma (a narrow defile near Saggart), and defeated
them with terrific slaughter. Maelmórdha himself took flight and hid in a yew tree, but was
discovered and dragged into the open by Murchadh, son of Brian. After some weeks as a
prisoner he was liberated and restored to his throne. The King of Dublin, Sitric Silkisgeggor, “
Silkenbeard,” fled to the north, and Brian entered the city in triumph. But he agreed to Sitric’s
return, and to his holding possession of the fortress on payment of tribute. Indeed Brian
advanced much further along the path of conciliation, for he gave Sitric his daughter in
marriage and espoused himself Sitric’s mother, Gormfhlaith, a sister of Maelmórdha.

By 1001 it was evident that the agreement between the rival kings had lost its binding
force. Mael Seachlainn constructed a ford over the Shannon at Ath Luain (Athlone),
obviously for use against Brian, to whose doors he could now lead an army at the shortest
notice. A year later the Munster king swooped suddenly upon the ford with a powerful
force and, securely ensconced in that strong position, dictated terms to Mael Seachlainn.
Deserted by the Uí Néill of the North, who were influenced solely at this crisis by the petty
interests of their own territory, Mael Seachlainn had of necessity to submit. Thus in A.D. 1002
Brian Bórumha was undisputed King of Ireland.

Brian’s reign. Third and Final Phase of the Struggle with the Foreigners : a contest for the
Sovereignty of Ireland. Clontarf .

Revolutionary in the Ireland of that epoch was the new High-King’s idea of forming a
strong central monarchy that would exercise more effective control over the whole country.
None but the states of Ulster now resisted his rule, and these he was determined to reduce.
Twice he marched against them and twice retired without battle, as he had often done on
similar occasions, when he felt that his forces were too weak to make victory absolutely
certain. Such caution, it is hardly necessary to add, was the rarest of qualities in an Irish king.
Once again, in 1004, he renewed the movement against the North, this time with complete
success. “ A hosting by Brian,” record the Annals of Ulster under this year, “ accompanied by
the princes of Ireland to Ard Macha, where he left 20 ounces of gold on Patrick’s altar. He
came back bringing with him the hostages of Ireland.” Armagh, the see of Patrick and of his
successors, was then regarded as, in a fashion, the national capital. During his stay in the
primatial city Brian was shown its famous book (the Book of Armagh, still preserved in the
library of Trinity College, Dublin), and his official historian made in it an entry which con-
cluded with the words : “ I, Mael Suthain, wrote this in presence of Brian, Emperor of the
Irish.” To the description of Brian as Emperor special significance may be attached. From the
early centuries of the Faith the notion of the unity of Christendom—a series of independent



states over which the Emperor or “ King of the World” held a primacy of honour—was
dominant in Ireland. But now the East had become separated from the West ; the world
empire of the old historians was shattered, and the new Christian empire under Charles the
Great and the Ottos inspired no loyalty. Brian felt fully justified in regarding himself as
supreme temporal ruler within his own dominions.

Though sixty-three years old when his claim to be Emperor of the Irish was recorded,
Brian was still a vigorous ruler, and made constant circuits of the country to administer
justice and receive dues as High-King. “ Thrice,” says a Norse account, “ he forgave all his
outlaws the same fault, but if they misbehaved oftener he let them be judged by the law ; and
from this one may judge what a king he must have been.” For the traditional rights of the
subordinate kings he showed much respect. He strengthened his own residence at Ceann
Coraidh (on the high ground near the bridge at Killaloe), and many other places of the south,
with solid stone fortresses, a novel form of military defence in Ireland. During his reign he
“ continued prosperous and venerated, giving banquets, hospitable, just judging, ruling with
devotion and law, with prowess and valour.” Churches were rebuilt, monasteries and schools
re-opened, books bought from overseas, “ because the books and writings in every church and
in every sanctuary had been burned and thrown into the water by plunderers.” The peace
of his rule was symbolized by the story of the solitary woman, who could pass in safety from
end to end of the island, carrying a gold ring upon a horse-rod. It must be confessed that the
annals afford but limited support to this popular belief ; yet it cannot be denied that Brian did
much to heal divisions, to revive learning and the arts, and to weld all the peoples of Ireland
into a great and prosperous commonwealth. Leinster, however, remained unreconciled ; yet
more so the Norse, still smarting under their many and grievous defeats. Brian’s political
marriage with Gormfhlaith, mother of Sitric and sister of Maelmórdha of Leinster, had turned
out unhappy, and the vindictive queen, the most fierce and restless woman of her day, sat
brooding on her wrongs and planning dreadful measures of revenge. When her brother of
Leinster visited Brian at Kincora she taunted him bitterly with his cowardice in yielding
service to a “ superior” king. What Maelmórdha answered on that occasion we can only guess
: but next morning as he stood watching a game of chess between Murchadh, son of Brian,
and Conaing, a prince of the royal house, he prompted Conaing to a move which lost
Murchadh the advantage. The latter, in anger, made a rude remark about Maelmordha’s
promptings to the Norse leaders at Gleann Máma ; to which that prince replied in high
passion that his advice next time would have better results. He departed without the courtesy
of leave-taking, and felled the messenger sent with an urgent appeal for his return. Brian
forbade pursuit, but he felt the outrage keenly and promised that satisfaction would be
demanded, in an imperative manner, at Maelmórdha’s own doorstep.

Leinster identified itself with its king, and the standard of revolt was forthwith raised. The
Norse of Dublin were but too anxious to help in levelling a decisive blow at the authority of the
High-King. Now was the time, they thought, to bring the greatest of Irish dynasties to ruins,
and to transform the ancient state of Ireland into a Norse dominion under a Norse king. Events
oversea lent fuel to their ambition. Sweyn, King of Denmark, at the head of a mighty
fleet, had landed in the Humber in July, 1013, to complete the subjugation of England, and had
succeeded in his task after a campaign of a few months. When he died in January, 1014, the
inheritance fell to his young son, Cnut. Why should not a similar conquest be achieved by
Norse arms in Ireland ? Feverish efforts were made to collect ships and fighting men from the
Viking territories of the north. Heralds from Sitric Silkenbeard, King of Dublin, arrived at Yule
in the Orkneys, to request aid from Sigurd the Stout, Jarl (Earl) of the islands. Gilli,
Earl of the Hebrides, arrived to support the appeal of the heralds. Sigurd did not relish the
prospect of conflict with the Irish, but when promised Gormfhlaith to wife and the kingdom of
Ireland as his reward he agreed to lay aside his scruples. Brodir, leader of a battle-fleet with



base in the Isle of Man, consented to come on the same terms. He was a man of power-ful
build, with black hair so long that he tucked it under his belt ; in early years he had been a
student for the priesthood, but had lost his vocation and abandoned his faith. Another Norse
leader, Ospak, not only refused to take part in the expedition, but gave instead warning to Brian
of the preparations that were being made against him. Mercenaries, too, were hired from the
Baltic islands, and from the English and Scottish coast. Well armed and well dis-
ciplined, they would prove under Sigurd a formidable host when they appeared in Dublin at the
appointed time — shortly before Easter, 1014. The contest was now at hand, a contest in which
both sides clearly realized that the prize was nothing less than the sovereignty of Ireland.

On St. Patrick’s Day, 1014, Brian left Kincora at the head of his troops and started on the
march to Dublin. With him were the men of South Connacht under h-Eidhin of Aidhne,
Ceallaigh of Uí Máine and the chiefs of Dealbhna. To join them came the Eoghanacht hosts
of Munster (albeit old enemies of Dál Chais), the Déisi, many smaller chiefs, and finally the
Norse of Waterford. From the borderland of the north came the kings of Breifne and Con-
maicne (Leitrim and Longford), from Scotland the Mór-Mhaer or High-Steward of Mar,
proud of his descent from Irish ancestors. With Mael Seachlainn came numerous
battalions from Central Ireland. The Uí Néill of the north stood aloof ; whilst the forces of
Leinster, save Mórdha of Laoighis and O Nualláin of Fotharta in Carlow, supported the
Foreigners against their own countrymen. By Palm Sunday the hostile fleets had arrived in
the bay, and the Irish army, under 70 banners, lay encamped north of the Liffey in readiness
for the dread encounter. Sorcerers were busy within the city, and the sky was full of portents.

To Brian’s sore disgust the Norse forced the battle on the morning of Good Friday, April 23,
1014. The lines stretched from Dubhgall’s Bridge (near the modern Four Courts) up to the high
ridge where Parnell Square and Mountjoy Square now stand, then down to the Tolka at
Clontarf. All this, of course, was open country, for the city lay then entirely to the south of the
Liffey. Domhnall, Mór-Mhaer of Mar, on the one side, and a champion from Norway on the
other, are said to have opened the battle. Murchadh led the Irish forces ; Sigurd and Brodir
the Norse ; for Sitric, King of Dublin, did not himself take part in the conflict. In a tent just
behind the Irish lines Brian awaited the result, praying earnestly the while for victory. From
dawn till evening the battle raged, until at last the Norse ranks were utterly broken. Alas ! then,
for the foreign fighting men, with the rising tide between them and their ships and the Irish
army between them and the bridge. Panic speedily prevailed, and the day ended in a wild
pursuit. So unrestrained was the excitement at this hour that the High-King was left unguarded.
Brodir, in headlong flight, stumbled by accident on his tent, and cleft his head in twain before
rushing onward to his own death. Ireland was saved, but Brian, the great king, was no more.

Victory, it must needs be said, was purchased at a high price. Almost all the chiefs on the
Irish side lay dead, Murchadh amongst them, with Toirdealbhach his son, and Conaing his
nephew. Sigurd, too, lay among the slain, and Brodir (who slew Brian), with many scions of
Sitric’s house and innumerable minor leaders. Then, according to the Ulster annals, came the
successor of St. Patrick with his clergy, to Sord Coluim Cille (Swords), “ and carried the body
of Brian, King of Ireland, and the body of his son Murchadh, and the head of Conaing and the
head of Mothla (a Deisi chief) and interred them in Ard Macha in a new tomb. Twelve nights
were the congregation of Patrick waking the bodies, in honour of the dead king.” No such
tribute had ever been paid before, or would ever be paid again, to a dead monarch of Ireland.

To the Norse strongholds along the northern seas the doleful news of Clontarf was carried.
The Sagas tell how keenly the calamity was appreciated. It marked indeed the end of an era,
for the attempt to establish Norse supremacy in Ireland would never be renewed. In Dublin
the colony remained much as it was before the battle, always a distinct but henceforth a very
petty state, paying tribute, as a rule, to Irish kings.



From every other point of view the effect of the battle was adverse. Brian’s purposes as
king were certainly worthy of the highest praise. As a statesman he has few compeers in our
history ; but his work was barely begun, and a cruel fate decreed that it should never be
completed. Amore effective central authority than that which the Uí Néill had exercised
would doubtless have been of advantage to the country. Brian died before such an authority
could be constituted. Princes of his own and of rival dynasties might have learned much from
his career ; but all that in fact they learned was the bad principle that the High-Kingship was a
prize for which strong hands might contend.

On the morrow of Clontarf the armies of Meath, Breifne and Connacht seem to have
returned to their homes. The men of Minister, who had held the foremost place in that
desperate struggle and whose part in the sorrows of the day had been heaviest, were too
weary as yet to travel. During Saturday and Sunday they lay encamped at Kilmainham,
within sight of the gory battlefield. On Monday they buried their dead and made stretchers to
carry the wounded ; then the heroic remnant of that once powerful host began its painful
march homewards.

Brian’s death left vacant the thrones of Munster and of Ireland. Had Murchadh survived he
would probably have made good his claim to both, but Murchadh, too, had fallen, and
Donnchadh, now leader of Dál Chais, was a man of little experience and of mediocre ability.
At Ráith Maisteann (Mullaghmast), where they camped on the second night of their journey
southwards, the thorny question of the Munster kingship was raised. Cian, the most pro-
minent of the Eoghanacht princes, urged his own claims as a candidate. Donnchadh regarded
the very suggestion as insolent, and the two, so lately comrades in war, parted now as rivals.
Before he crossed the Leinster frontier near Athy, Donnchadh was again reminded sharply
that the supremacy of Dál Chais in Ireland was no longer recognized. Mac Giolla Padraig of
Ossory, helped by detachments from Leinster, blocked his path, and demanded hostages or
battle. So great was the indignation in Donnchadh’s camp that the wounded insisted on taking
their place in the fighting line. They stuffed their wounds with moss and propped themselves
against stakes cut from a neighbouring wood. Such determination was more than the men of
Ossory cared to face ; they withdrew and scattered. But for many of the suffering the crisis
was to have fatal consequences—they died of over-exertion and excitement. Some were
buried there where death found them by the river-side ; the rest were borne back beyond the
Shannon to await the resurrection beside their fathers in some hallowed nook of their own
peaceful churchyards.
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