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THIS work must not be criticised too severely. It was written under many disadvantages, and
cannot be free of mistakes. The Author had solely in view to link together scattered records,
and present an outline of the march of life in Thomond during all the past centuries. He felt,
as many others must have felt, the need of something like this, and offers it more as a kind of
elementary history for general readers than an attempt at erudite research.

His acknowledgments for valuable aid rendered during its composition are thankfully
tendered to Mrs. Morgan John O’Connell of Ballylean, P. J. Ryan, Esq., M.RI.A., Dublin ;
P. W. Joyce, Esq., LL.D., M.E.I.A., Dublin ; and Mr. John O'Brien of Miltown-Malbay.
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THE County of Clare has an area of twelve hundred square miles, with about 130,000 inhabit-
ants. Its greatest length from Killaloe to Leap Head—now improperly called Loop Head, as
the old Irish name, Ceann Leime, or “ Head of the Leap,” testifies—is close on sixty Irish
miles. Its breadth is very variable, but on an average about twenty Irish miles. It possesses
every variety of soil, from the rich alluvial lands along the Shannon, to the barren peaty
ranges on the west and north, and the rocky but fertile region of Burren on the north-west.
Between its two ranges of hills—the Ogonnelloe, Broadford, and Truagh Hills on the east,
and the Feakle, Glendree, and O’Dea Hills towards the north-west and west—lies the exten-
sive undulating plain which may well be called the heart of Clare. Narrow on the north at



Scarriff and Tomgraney, where it abuts on Lough Derg, and looks over towards Holy Island,
it widens out gradually till it rests southwards on the whole extent of the Shannon between
Limerick and Kildysart. It is for the most part excellent grazing, meadow, and tillage land,
and is beautifully diversified. Lakes, fairly stocked with fish of various kinds, nestle between
the numerous low hills, which are nearly all ornamentally planted. At about its centre, near
Tulla, Quin, and Carahen, mines have been worked for lead and silver ore ; but whether from
lack of capital to work them thoroughly, as I believe, or that the finds have not been suf-
ficiently productive, all effort in that direction has ceased.

Close to one of those abandoned mines, within about two miles of Tulla, on the Molony
property at Kiltunnon, is one of those freaks of nature which, if found say in England, Scot-
land, or Wales, would attract crowds of visitors, and mayhap inspire the poet’s pen and the
painter’s pencil, but which is scarcely ever noticed or heard of. It is called “ the Tuameens.” A
small stream coming down from the Glendree Hills has made itself a subterraneous pas-sage
for a considerable distance, till it emerges again and pursues its even course towards the
Shannon. There are at intervals openings from above, overhung and festooned with honey-
suckle and other beautiful undergrowth, through which the buried stream is easily reached.
With some little difficulty, if the river be not swollen with late rains, the whole way under-
ground may be traversed. It is with no little feeling of wonder and almost of awe that the eye
travels over the dark winding river, having on both sides solid, massive lines of rock, ap-
parently chiselled by the hand of man, but really chiselled by the slow yet ceaseless drip of
water from above, and serving as buttresses for the splendid arches of limestone which bridge
the sunken stream. Here, as at the better known Bridges of Ross, near Loop Head, nature
looks not unlike art as it comes from the brain and hand of man.

This central plain was to Clare on a small scale what Lombardy was to Italy the scene of
almost perpetual conflict. Were there no written records testifying to this fact, the numerous
castles scattered through every parish, still grim and defiant-looking even in their ruins, are
only too eloquent on this subject. But it was not all war. The many abbeys and churches yet
standing in all parts of Clare, though partly demolished and wholly desecrated, bear testim-
ony to the strong, faith and practical piety of its people in the past. In these pages, as we go
along, the story of those old monuments will be told as fully as can be gathered from the most
authentic sources.

Westwards to the Atlantic Ocean the country is very hilly, and for the greater part the land is
poor and unproductive, except where patient industry has made it comparatively fruitful. Here
the grouse and the snipe and the hare have a wide domain. Owing to the fierce Atlantic
breezes, which will not permit, except in sheltered valleys, the growth of trees, the whole
district looks bare and unattractive. To the lover of bold scenery—and who does not love it ?
—there is ample compensation for this wherever, and that is nearly everywhere, the sea or
Shannon comes within view. From Black Head in its northern extremity, towering over
Galway Bay, to Loop Head on the south, the broad Atlantic wages incessant war with frown-
ing cliff and jutting headland. It stretches out, huge, vast, illimitable, compelling admiration
in all its ever-changing moods ; sometimes as placid as a lake, but nearly always tossing and
fretting and moaning as if some great trouble stirred its inmost depths. Away to the north-west
is the range of the Connemara Mountains, fitting background for one of nature’s finest
panoramas, with the Arran Islands lying nearer, calling to mind the olden days of Erin’s
Christian glory, when saint and sage fled the busy world for the calm and the silence of their
sea-bound recesses. Nearer still are the majestic Moher cliffs, rising sheer up to the height of
nearly a thousand feet, straight as an arrow, for miles in length over the heaving ocean ; while
in sharp contrast with them there stretches away southward the low, broken, rocky coast out-
line, called by the Spaniards aptly enough after the Armada disaster, Malbay. Its sunken as-



pect, between the precipitate Moher and Baltard cliffs on its north and south, dotted with
numerous rough islets, strongly corroborates the statement in the Annals of the Four Masters,
that, more than a thousand years ago, an earthquake occurred, burying the land then standing
there, with over a thousand inhabitants, in the depths of the sea. The reef sometimes visible at
very low tides outside the bay is called by the fishermen “ the Monastery,” or “ St. Stephen’s
Church ;” and some now living will tell you gravely, and with evident conviction of its truth,
arising surely out of their vivid Celtic imagination, that they have seen distinctly down in the
clear waters the tower of the church and the roofs of the houses of the engulfed town.

Pursuing our course still southwards, the coast-line all the way to Loop Head stands up
again precipitate as a wall, sternly facing the onward rush of the Atlantic. Though not so high
as Moher, rarely exceeding three hundred and seldom dipping under one hundred feet, it pre-
sents more variety, well repaying the visitor with pleasing combinations of pillared rock,
lonely island, yawning cave, and wave-worn bridge. This frowning line of cliffs is broken at
intervals by little bays, round one of which, anciently called Dough, is built the town of
Kilkee, one of the most attractive of the many attractive seaside resorts round the coast of
Ireland. Near here, lonely “ Islaun an Aspuig,” or Bishop’s Island, stands up in stern grandeur
from the sea. Being only a few hundred yards away from the mainland, two stone structures
of the beehive kind can be plainly discerned. It is therefore certain that in the days of early
Christian fervour, holy men retired here from the busy world to commune alone with God in
the presence of His glorious works. The wearing away, by the ceaseless action of the ocean,
of the means of communication with the mainland that must then have existed, has served a
good purpose. It has warned off the thoughtless, perhaps sacrilegious, hand from these sacred
buildings. Ever since, while looking over on them, the mind must travel back to that far-off
age of Christian anchorites and hermits ; and many doubtless have asked, and many more will
yet ask, themselves the question, Who were the wiser—the hermits who struggled there for
the inheritance of the saints, or the worldlings whom they left immersed in pursuit of the
“ goods that perisheth” ?

From Kilkee, seventeen miles more of ever-changing cliff—the natural “ Bridges of Ross”
challenging special attention and admiration—lead to Loop Head, the most remote point of
Clare. It is indeed a wild and lonely but truly majestic spot. In some minds it inspires terror ;
for most it possesses a pleasing fascination. Along the narrow headland, on both sides, are
steep precipices frowning over the surging, mysterious sea-depths below. In the distance, far
off over the Atlantic wave, the graceful outlines of the Connaught mountain ranges are clearly
within view ; while, on the other side, looking by contrast almost within arm’s reach, though
twenty miles of mingled sea and Shannon away, is the towering, imposing mass of the
Brandon Hills. At the end of the headland, upon which a graceful lighthouse is reared, is the
chasm that gives it its fanciful name. It is about forty feet across, but three hundred down to
the surging mass below. Across it to the little island—Ceann Leime, or in English correctly,
the “ Head of the Leap” the Fenian warrior was said to have leaped, bearing his pursued lady
-love. Though now trodden only by the wild sea-birds, there are evidences of the hand of man
in stonework on its summit, suggesting the less poetic thought that it might have been some-
how reached for the purpose of concealing treasure in troubled times. An unsuccessful at-
tempt was made some years ago to bridge the chasm. I fancy that here it was that one of our
well-known Irish writers, Richard Bowling, caught the idea of a novel which brought him at a
bound into fame, but the scene of which he lays at the better known Bishop’s Island, near
Kilkee.

Two sections of the cliff on the northern side of the peninsula are deserving of notice. The
larger of the two is called the “ Hull Rock,” owing to its resemblance to the side of a ship. In
both the surface is smooth and quite black, and shows, all along down till it is lost in the sea,



a curve as regular and graceful as if it were the effect of design. What a poor thing was the
famous Tarpeian Rock in ancient Rome compared with this terrific descent !

On the southern side of the peninsula there can be discerned still a few out of what had
evidently been a circular group of stone cells, surrounding a narrow enclosure. They are of
very curious construction ; each one is narrow, low, curving slightly as it enters into the earth,
and if ever used as a place of rest, could have been nothing better than the apartment of tor-
ture called in England “ Little Ease.” It is very hard to believe that even early Christian
fervour, as archaeologists tell us, adopted such a method of seclusion and mortification. A
practical, hard-headed man of the modern world would rather regard them as safe deposit-
ories for smuggled goods.

Not far away from this relic of the distant past there is now a handsome Gothic church, con-
taining another interesting relic, but of a very different kind. It is a miniature wooden chapel,
set on wheels, which was placed on the sea-shore by the parish priest, the Rev. Father
Meehan, when, after the famine years of the middle of the present century, a vigorous and
persevering attempt was made to proselytise the people of this remote district. It was barely
sufficient to shelter the priest saying Mass within, while the people assembled around in the
open air in all weathers. From it for years he preached to them in their own Irish tongue. He
called it “ The Ark,” not inaptly, as from his point of view it proved an ark of salvation to his
beleaguered parishioners.

From Loop Head to Lough Derg, Clare has “ the lordly Shenan, rolling like a sea,” for its
whole southern and eastern boundary. It confers enormous advantages on the county and its
inhabitants, fertilising it as it flows, and is rich itself in its abounding wealth of choicest fish.
It is navigable for ships of the heaviest burden all the way up to Limerick ; and with its tribut-
ary, the river Fergus, offers facilities for exports and imports to nearly all parts of the country.
Places of note, either as picturesquely-situated residences or of historic fame, abound on its
bank for its whole length of nearly a hundred miles round Clare, from Loop Head to Holy
Island, in Lough Derg.

Proceeding from its mouth upwards, the first to secure attention is Carrigaholt Castle, once
the proud stronghold of the MacMahons, now dear to Irishmen as the fortress round which
Lord Clare trained those Yellow Dragoons, whose exploits under his command in the wars of
Europe have given some of the brightest pages to history, and form the subject of one of
Davis’s most spirited ballads. It is still in a good state of preservation, due in no small degree
to the care taken of it by the Burton family, into whose possession it fell.

About eight miles farther up, close to the important town of Kilrush, lies the famed Island
of St. Senan, now called Scattery—a corruption for Innis Catha, “ Island of Battles.” It re-
ceived this significant appellation from its having been so frequently assailed and plundered
by the Danes during the eighth and succeeding centuries. Those marauders found little diffic-
ulty in plundering and murdering unarmed monks. Some will see the hand of Providence in
the fact that the desecration of the holy place was well avenged on the plains of Clontarf by
Brian and his Dalcassians. At the present day, the group of ruined churches nestling under the
graceful round tower bear witness to the importance of this little island as a centre of piety
and learning in the days before the Danish incursions, when Ireland was the university of
Europe. One of these is called “ St. Senan’s Bed.” It is held in the deepest veneration, being
popularly regarded as his burial-place. No Catholic woman would think of placing foot upon
it, in deference to the traditionary story of the Saint’s exclusion of the softer sex from his holy
isle. The present writer, while in charge of the island as parish priest of Kilrush, had the spot
dug up where, if buried there, the Saint’s remains should lie ; and found portions of a



skeleton, which, when submitted to competent authority without notifying any of the facts in
reference to it, were declared to be the remains of a very old man, evidently in the earth for a
great many centuries. He retains and zealously guards a small part of what he believes to be a
very precious relic, but restored the rest to the hallowed ground. Farther up the river, at the
estuary of the Fergus, is a group of islands, one of which is called Canon Island. The priory
from which it takes its name was built for Canons Regular of St. Augustine, in the twelfth
century, by Donal Mor O’Brien, King of Munster. The church, with a square tower, adds
much, even in ruin, to the beauty of the scenery. It was seized on with all its property, and
granted to Donogh, Earl of Thomond, in 1605, as a reward for his submission to the English
invader.

A few miles away, on the banks of the Fergus at Ennis, another and a much more important
edifice, the Abbey of Clonroad, was built for Franciscans by Donogh Cairbreac O’Brien in
1241 ; and enlarged and ornamented soon after by Mac-Con MacNamara, the founder of the
still more beautiful Abbey of Quin. Of these much will have to be said in the course of this
history.

The land from the Fergus to Limerick is extremely fertile. A considerable portion of it has
been rescued from the tidal waters of the river. Like Holland, it must still be protected from
its encroachment by strong embankments ; and like it, too, is well worth the cost and labour
expended on it. The large district here called Tra-da-Righ, King’s Strand, is noted for its
sturdy race of inhabitants, mostly of MacNamara descent. At its extremity towards Limerick
stands still the imposing, massive Castle of Bunratty, almost unscathed, spite of the many
fierce conflicts it passed through. Farther on is the extensive ancient Wood of Cratloe, which,
in days not very long ago, afforded secure shelter to the hunted outlaw. The highway robber,
too, made it his haunt. The road from Ennis to Limerick lay through it. In the troubled days of
the last century, travellers had need to look to their weapons of defence while passing
through, and only too often looked to them in vain. The making of one’s will was said to be
not an unusual preparation for the journey. Its chief claim to historic interest lies in the fact
that here Sarsfield and his brave companions rested for awhile in safety before entering
Limerick, after the clever surprise and destruction of the English convoy at Ballyneety.

From Limerick, four miles away, to Killaloe,—a distance of twelve miles,—the Shannon,
owing to shallows at both these points, ceases to be navigable, but communication is kept up
by a canal running along the Clare side. About half way up are the celebrated Falls of
Doonas. The banks on both sides are well planted ; and views are had as lovely and pictur-
esque as one could desire. Here, and at the rapids of Killaloe, the lovers of Izaak Walton’s
gentle art find full scope for enjoyment, as well in the charming scenery as in the bright
treasures yielded up to their skill by the bounteous river. Nor is ecclesiastical or archaeol-
ogical taste left unprovided for. Castleconnell’s battered castle, and, far more interesting still,
St. Flannan’s Cathedral and the two stone-roofed churches ascribed to St. Molua, who
nourished in the sixth century, and still lives in the name Killaloe, are worth more than one
visit.

About a mile above Killaloe is Kincora,—Ceann Corha, “ Head of the Weir,” historic
Kincora,—which will be heard of again and frequently in these pages. It is now called
Balboru. One of the finest, if not the finest, of Irish earthen circular raths stands there still.
The Clare tradition is that, when Brian Boru held state a mile away at his palace at Killaloe,
gallowglasses lined the whole covered passage between the fort and the palace.

The river, hardly fifty yards across at this point, nor much wider down to Limerick, begins
to widen out into the proportions of a noble lake—Lough Derg. At the Killaloe side it is



“ guarded and sentinelled” by lofty mountains on both sides, with well-wooded slopes and
rugged summits. The view down the lake towards Killaloe cannot be easily forgotten.

On this lake, at the head of Scariff Bay, and close to where the counties of Clare and Galway
meet, lies Holy Island. Like its southern sister, Iniscatha, it has a round tower and group of
churches, with which the name of St. Camin is associated. It is much smaller than Iniscatha. Its
remote position secured those who sought its calm and solitude from, except on rare occasions,
Danish or other marauders. The Four Masters tell us that Brian Boroimhe was a special
benefactor to this holy retreat ; and that he built within view of it, near Tomgraney
(Tuaim Greine, “Altar of the Sun” ), at the head of the bay, another round tower, not a vestige
of which now remains. The Chronicum Scotorum fixes the date of its erection at A.D. 965.

From Lough Derg to Galway Bay the northern aspect of Clare is wild and rugged, relieved
only by the lonely but beautiful lake, Loughgraney. The land is mostly barren and un-
cultivated. An imaginary boundary line, running on the eastern side through heath and moor-
land, and on the western side over the mountains of Burren, separates it from Galway. These
Burren Hills present a very strange appearance. They are composed of limestone ledges rising
one over the other to the very top, making them look like so many well-planned
fortifications. No grass or vegetation appears on the surface ; but in the interstices of the
rocks herbage of the most nutritious kind grows. The sheep fed on it are coveted and prized
because of the sweetness and flavour of their mutton. Within these rock-bound fastnesses are
many monuments of the past—mostly ecclesiastical, and in a few instances very unique. In a
gloomy secluded valley, now bare but then thickly planted, St. Colman MacDuagh lived his
lonely life of hermitage for years, [1] until his relative, Gauaire, King of Connaught, be-
coming aware of his sanctity, insisted on his coming forth to do God’s work among the
people. The round tower and seven churches of Kilmacduagh, only a few miles away, in Co.
Galway, remain as monuments of the energy of the Saint and the munificence of the King.

Another better-known relic of the pious past in this region is the Abbey of Corcomroe,
called in ecclesiastical records de petra fertili, “ of the fertile rock.” It was built for Cister-
cians by that most indefatigable of church-builders, Donal Mor O’Brien, A.D. 1193. It was
connected first with the Abbey of Inislannaght on the Suir in Co. Tipperary, but later on,
strangely enough, with that of Furness in Lancashire. It had an offshoot some ten or twelve
miles south at Kilshanny. Had the monks anything to say to the growth of the famous oyster-
beds at Pouladoody and Redbank, in their immediate neighbourhood ?

On the borders of this Arabia Petræa of Clare are the well-known though lately discovered
Lisdoonvarna Spas. Sulphur, chalybeate, copper, and magnesia waters are here quite close to
each other, springing as if almost from the same source, and proving that minerals abound be-
low the surface. The sea and mountain breezes sweep over this favoured locality. It is now re-
garded as one of the most famous health-giving resorts in all Europe. In the writer’s Philistine
mind the Burren mutton is credited with no small share of the recuperatory powers of the place.

The county, which has, as the foregoing short sketch may suggest, peculiarities of its own,
has also a history of its own. No matter how imperfectly presented, it ought to have interest
for people of Clare blood at home and abroad.

Earliest known History — By whom peopled — Race of Eber — Mogha Nuadhat — Division of
Ireland into Leathmogha and Leathcuin — Luighaidh Meann, descended from Ossian, drives the
Firbolgs out of Clare — Tuadh Mhumhain — Thomond — North Minister —Will of Oilioll Oluim
— Origin and Division of the Thomond Clans — Their present Descendants — Crimhthan, King of
Munster, becomes King of Ireland — Is poisoned at Cratloe — Conal Eachluaith — Niall of the Nine
Hostages — Exclusion of the Dalcassians from Sovereignty.



THE history of Clare before the Milesian occupation is lost in obscurity ; and for centuries
even after that remarkable epoch, references to it in the national records are so few and so
scattered as to give no reliable materials for a continuous narrative. Some reliance is placed
on passages in Ptolemy, in which he is believed to refer to the inhabitants of this county and
part of Galway, calling them Gangani. This opinion is strongly supported by the fact that in
ancient Erin they were known as the Siol Gangani ; and Camden and Dr. O’Connor trace their
ancestry to the Concani, a people of Spain. [2] Eugene O’Curry, one of Clare’s most il-
lustrious sons, and of whom much will appear from time to time in these pages, notes it as a
curious fact that all the ancient colonists of Ireland carry up their pedigrees to Magog, the
second son of Japheth, [3] concerning whose descendants Holy Scripture is silent. From him
also the Bactrian, Parthian, and other tribes claim descent. [4]

The Irish pedigrees were all collected into one book, called Cin Dromsneacth, or Book of
Dromsneacth, written by Duagh Galach, King of Conuaught, an Ollamh or Doctor in history
and genealogy, who reigned just before the arrival of St. Patrick in 432. He must have used in
this great work the tribe-books then in existence, and have observed strictly the accuracy in
his quotations, which ancient Irish law rigidly prescribed under severe penalties. [5] Accord-
ing to the law universally accepted over the whole island, every man in the tribe was eligible
for the chieftaincy if it came to the turn of his family ; and so the greatest care was taken in
the principal families to keep a clear record of their descent, and this record was again
checked by that of the public officer named for the purpose by the tribe or province. [6] This is
the foundation upon which we have to build when bringing together the facts of Irish history ;
and, taking an impartial view of the question, it is a matter for serious inquiry whether any
other nation except the Jewish, and not excepting the Greek or Roman, [7] can justly lay claim
to anything more solid or more unassailable. It is beyond all rational doubt that a people
called the Milesian did colonise Ireland at a very early period, having brought to complete
subjection all whom they found in possession of the country. From this race the bulk of the
Irish people are descended ; and with their fate and fortunes, this, I fear, weak attempt at the
history of my native county must be chiefly concerned.

It would be vain to try and find the exact date of the Milesian Conquest with anything ap-
proaching to historic certainty. Our annalists trace to Ugaini Mor, who flourished more than
five centuries before the Christian era, all the principal families of Ulster, Leinster, and Conn-
aught ; so the invasion must have taken place at some period far more remote. After the suc-
cessful struggle for the possession of the island, the two sons of Milesius, Eber and Eremon,
divided it between themselves and their followers, each one ruling supreme in his own territ-
ory. This amicable arrangement did not last. Brothers as they were, they quarrelled over their
prize, and Eber being slain in the unnatural conflict, Eremon reigned over the whole king-
dom. The family of Eber, however, was not extinct, and they in time recovered the possession
and the sovereignty of the whole of Munster. To this family and their followers is traced the
ancestry of the Milesian inhabitants of Clare. How they lived and fought and died in those
truly dark ages is in all probability beyond the possibilities of historic research. Later on, we
arrive at a period on which light at last begins to dawn. The events of this latter period were
of a kind to impress themselves on the whole future of the Irish nation, and, occurring as they
did within the Christian era, and not very long before the introduction of Christianity into
Ireland, can be relied on as in substance fairly authentic.

About the year A.D. 150, a fierce struggle was carried on for the supreme rule between the
famous Con of the Hundred Battles, the recognised King of Ireland, and Mogha Nuadhat
(of the Silver Hand), King of Munster. [8] The former claimed as the representative of the line
of Eremon, while the latter insisted on his right as head of the line of Eber. After much waste
of life and destruction of property, a compromise was effected, by which the island was
partitioned. The northern half was made subject to Con, while Mogha ruled over the south-



ern. To this day, in the language of the people, this partition is recognised, the northern
division being called Leathcuin, or Con’s half, and the southern Leathmogha, or Mogha’s
half. A line of gravel hills extending from Dublin to Clarinbridge in the county of Galway,
and called Eiscar Riada, formed the boundary.

It is evident that this treaty must have made a profound impression on the Irish mind,
probably from the feeling of relief occasioned by it, as the recollection of it is so well and
so universally preserved, whereas the arrangement itself lasted for little over a year. The
blessing of peace was only just beginning to be felt when the old rivalry flamed out again.

In the battle of Moylena, fought in A.D. 167, Mogha was overthrown and slain, and Con
resumed supreme authority. Oilioll Oluim, son of Mogha, became then King of Munster,
and Con wisely secured his submission and friendship by giving him his daughter in
marriage. Of this marriage eight sons were born, seven of whom were slain in the great battle
of Magh Macruimhe, A.D. 195, in the county of Galway. Between the surviving son, named
Cormac Cas, and Fiacha (the eldest son of Mogha’s eldest son, Eoghan), the dying king
divided his territory of Munster, giving to Fiacha the southern, to Cormac Cas the northern
half. At this time the county of Clare was still in the possession of a tribe of the old Firbolg
race. Cormac Cas [9] took to wife the daughter of the great poet, Oisin or Ossian, who was
son of the celebrated warrior Finn MacCumhaill, and had by her a son, Mogh Corb, whose
great-grandson, Luighaidh Meann, wrested from the Firbolgs the county of Clare, in which
they had hitherto succeeded in holding sway. From him this territory thus added to his pat-
rimony received the name of Tuadh Mhumhain, or North Munster, which, in modern times, is
Anglicised into Thomond ; and now begins whatever is most reliable in the history of the
ancestors of its present inhabitants.

In all probability the Milesian invaders utterly extirpated or drove north into Connaught the
Firbolg race, as we find very few among the people of Clare of that low-sized, thick form and
swarthy complexion which tradition attributes to those Irish aborigines. It would be deeply
interesting to take, so to speak, a good look at the Clare of that day—its people, their
customs, their modes of life, their religion.

It is not unlikely that then the land, that now is stripped for far the greater part of all
ornament, was extensively and thickly wooded. At an earlier period the whole island was
known by the name of the “ Wooded Island,” and we have no reason to think that when the
Milesians first took possession it had changed its aspect. I could point to places on our sea-
board, where, under high-water mark, trees still stand rooted as they grew, no one can know
how long ago, but where certainly no tree can now rear its head for miles around and hope to
live. Atmospheric changes hi all probability account for much of this ; but it is certain that
since the Norman invasion it became the policy as well as the profit of those marauders to
strip the country of the woods, which to the Irish, in their long and stubborn resistance, served
as fortresses. We can, without much effort, picture to ourselves the beauty of this county in
those early days, when the full and varied foliage of summer and autumn clothed the hills
with majesty, making of it, with its Shannon and Atlantic surroundings, one of the most
charming spots of earth for man to dwell in. Of its people it may in good truth be con-fidently
asserted, that they were a “ brave and hardy race” in every generation, noted, even in Ireland,
for the most splendid soldierly qualities. In every battle in which they engaged, the tall, well-
formed, vigorous Claremen made sure of being “ first in the fray and last out of it ;” and, as
we go along in this history, we will find proofs without number that they have always held a
fore-most place in the sustained struggle for Irish liberty.

For many centuries before the introduction of Christianity, though frequently there was
fierce internal conflict, public law was acknowledged and enforced. The decisions of the



legislative assembly held at regular intervals in Tara, were known and respected in every part
of Ireland. She alone of all the countries of Northern and Central Europe had learned to sub-
stitute law for mere force. She could boast in those early days of a civilised government and a
homogeneous free people, enlightened in all the then known arts of peace, and possessed of
literary culture. Their religion had one great blot. It sanctioned and required human sacrifice
in time of war. But apart from this barbarity, which in all likelihood was practised rarely, and
only in time of great popular excitement, it was of a more spiritual nature than the idolatrous
worship practised in even the cultivated Greek and Roman nations. We hear nothing of the
grossness conveyed in the character ascribed to Venus or Bacchus or Mercury or Jupiter. The
Irish worshipped a Supreme Being called Crom. They took as his representative the sun ; and,
probably following their Eastern traditions, offered to this great luminary, and to fire in
general, worship and sacrifice. They had two great religious festivals on the days answering
to our 1st of May and 31st of October, the memory of which, curiously enough, in spite of the
deeply Christian character of the people, carries with it yet some undefined superstitious
respect. The centre for this worship in Clare in those far-off centuries was probably the place
whose name still commemorates it—Ardsolus, “ the High Light,” between Quin and New-
market. They had also their minor deities, patrons and protectors of poetry, art, and, above all,
of war ; and Clare could lay claim, in the person of her first Milesian chief, to a descendant of
Ireland’s greatest warrior, Finn MacCumhaill, and Ireland’s greatest poet, Oisin, both objects
of the nation’s pagan worship. Persons and places devoted to these heathen practices were
held in the highest respect. The Druids, who were not only priests, but also teachers of youth
in science and poetry, enjoyed privileges unknown in other nations.

The chief Druid ranked next to the Ard-Righ, or “ High King ;” and a similar honour, to-
gether with liberal grants and rewards, was enjoyed by the Druids of the subordinate kings
and princes. Next to these ranked the numerous petty chiefs with their warriors ; while smiths
and armourers formed a connecting link between them and the despised mechanics and tillers
of the soil. This was but natural in a country peculiarly adapted for pasturage, and among a
people who, though cultivating, for the time, in a high degree the arts of peace, were much
addicted to war. To the women was left the task of grinding the corn and spinning wool, and
providing generally for the necessities and comforts of home. There was but little commerce
or communication with other nations,—though, on the one hand, it is certain that the
merchants along the Mediterranean, as well as those of Spain and France, found markets for
their wares even in Ultima Thule ; while, on the other, adventurous Irish kings and warriors
made their arms felt and dreaded among the peoples on the Continent. In the Clare, then, of
the period about which I now write,—the dawn of the Christian era,—lived a strong and war-
like people—knowing very little and curing less for luxury—clothed in their own homespun
woollen garments, so well suited to their humid climate passionately fond of poetry and
music strongly clannish in their traditions, while submissive in no small degree to the broader
national will—the progenitors of generations who were destined from time to time to make
distinctive marks on Irish and Continental history.

We must now retrace our steps in order to clear the way for a history of Clare as consecut-
ive as the materials generally relied on will permit. Its claim to distinction rests in a great
measure on the will of Oilioll Oluim. This monarch ordained that the sovereignty of Munster
should be held alternately by the descendants of Eoghan and Cormac Cas. The posterity and
dependents of Eoghan (called Eoghanachts), who was killed in the battle of Magh
Macruimhe, A.D. 195, possessed all South Munster. Being the more numerous and more
widely extended, whenever they could they disregarded the will of their ancestor, and con-
sequently we find them possessed of the throne of Munster much more frequently than the
descendants of Cormac Cas. These latter ruled in North Tipperary and Clare. From the time
that Luighaidh Meann, the fourth in descent from Cormac Cas by his wife, the daughter of



Oisin, and grand-daughter of Finn Mac-Cumhaill, [10] wrested Clare from the Firbolgs, this
county became the patrimony of the principal families claiming descent from Cormac Cas. To
Luighaidh Meann [11] succeeded his son, Conal Eachluaith, or Conal of the Fleet Steeds. This
Conal had a son called Cas, after his great ancestor, and to this Cas are traced back all the
chief Clare families, called after him by the well-known and illustrious title Dalcassian,—the
O’Briens, the MacNamaras, the MacMahons, the O’Deas, the O’Gradys, the O’Molonys, the
MacClanchys, the MacInernys, the O’Quins, the O’Hehirs, etc. It is a fact that cannot be
called in question, that, while over nearly all Europe changes, dynastic and popular, were fre-
quently made, in Clare, and indeed in all Ireland, the possession of the soil remained and still
remains in the hands of the descendants of those ancient colonists. No other European people,
except the Greeks and Romans, can lay claim to such antiquity.

Oilioll Oluim, King of all Munster, died in A.D. 234, and was succeeded by his grandson,
Fiacha Muilleathan. His contemporary as King of all Ireland was Cormac, grandson of Con
Ceatha. [12]

Between these kings, cousins by blood, an almost continual war raged, no less than nine
battles being fought, as the Four Masters relate, in one year alone, A.D. 241. The most re-
markable of these was that fought at Knocklong, in the county of Limerick, when Cormac
suffered a severe defeat at the hands of the Munster men, and, having been pursued into
Ossory, was compelled to deliver hostages in pledge of his undertaking to make reparation for
the many injuries he had inflicted on Munster. The victorious Fiacha, having died, was
succeeded on the throne of Munster, on the alternative plan, by Mogh Corb, son of Cormac
Cas, of whom mention has been made above, while Cormac was succeeded on the throne of
Ireland by Cairbre Liffeachair. Between these also the old unnatural hostility was maintained,
till, in the year A.D. 284, and in the seventeenth year of his reign, Cairbre was killed at the
battle of Gabhra, in Meath, where Mogh Corb and the Munster men again defeated the
monarch of Ireland. While Mogh Corb continued his reign over Munster, the eldest son of
Cairbre mounted his father’s throne, and reigned for thirty-seven years, till he was slain by his
nephews, the three Collas, sons of his brother Eoghy.

The eldest of these usurped the throne of Ireland, beginning his reign about A.D. 322, but in turn
he and his brothers were defeated, A.D. 326, and banished into Scotland, with their fol-lowers, by
Muireach Tireach, the son of Fiacha, whom they had foully slain. This monarch ruled for thirty
years, till he fell in battle with Caelvah, the King of Ulster, [13] in 356, who, again, was slain by
Eoghy Moyveon, son of Muireach. This king reigned over all Ireland for about eight years, and
died at the Plain of Tara, A.D. 365, which was then and for the two sub-sequent centuries the seat
of the national government. At this time Crimhthan (pronounced Criffaun), sixth in descent from
Oilioll Oluim, through Eoghan Mor, was king of Munster ; and, as a remarkable dynastic change
occurred in the sovereignty, of the kind which will be described in the fol-lowing chapter, and
which led to important results in Irish history, I desire to state here, be-fore proceeding with it, as
a matter of deep interest to Clare and Tipperary people, the origin of the great clans whose history
will be traced in these pages down to our own time.

For this purpose the authority of Eugene O’Curry may be relied on with great confidence.
He was an erudite Irish scholar. He had access to the most approved Irish manuscripts, the
contents of which, so obscure to nearly all, if not all, others of the present generation, he
thoroughly mastered. His character for painstaking and truthful translation was never called
in question. Here, then, is what he found in the ancient, carefully compiled and collated
records.

Cas, the common ancestor of the Dalcassians, and who was the seventh in descent from
Cormac Cas, the second son of Oilioll Oluim, had twelve sons. The eldest son, Blod, was the



ancestor of the O’Briens, who, by right of birth, as well as by the force of their strong right
hand,—Lauve Laudher,—held undisputed pre-eminence in Clare. Their chiefs were fre-
quently kings of Munster, and sometimes monarchs of all Ireland. From Blod, through his
two sons, Cairthinn Finn and Brenân Bân, descend also many other Clare families, namely,
the MacMahons, the O’Malones and O’Molonys, the O’Currys, the O’Hurleys, the O’Riada
(now Reidy), the O’Seasnain (now Sextons), the O’Hogans, and various others, spread
through Tipperary and Limerick as well as Clare, such as the O’Mearas, the O’Sheehans, the
O’Bolands, the MacInirys, the O’Fogartys, the O’Ryans, the O’Gleesons, etc.

From Caisin, the second son of Cas, descend the MacNamaras, who, in extent and wealth of
territory, and in strength of numbers, ranked next to the O’Briens ; the O’Gradys, the
MacClanchys, the O’Deas, the MacInernys, the O’Meehans, etc. From Luighaidh, third son
of Cas, descend the O’Liddys ; fromAengus Cinnaitin, the O’Quins, the O’Hehirs, the
O’Howards, etc. ; fromAedh, the O’Heas, etc. ; and from Dealbaith, the MacCoghlans, the
O’Scullys, etc.

The descendants of the other sons of Cas cannot now he directly traced, probably because
by intermarriages they were absorbed into the more numerous and more powerful neigh-
bouring clans. This is of very little moment in the Thomond of to-day. Its people are literally
one family, bonded together by the well-defined ties of ancient blood and historic descent.
The transmission and survival of the old clan names amid all the changes of so many cent-
uries puts this beyond all doubt. Even the intermixture of English blood and English names,
which were, in not a few cases, assumed for prudential reasons after the last siege of
Limerick, does not materially affect this view of our present condition. Let any one, rich or
poor, of Clare descent but take the trouble to note the names of his progenitors, maternal as
well as paternal, for three or four generations, and, using the knowledge thus acquired as a
medium through which to glance back into the distant past, he will in all probability find
himself in touch with all, or mostly all, the brave clans that figured in “ letters of light” on the
glorious field of Clontarf. “ One in name and in fame are the sea-divided Gael.” This is un-
questionably true of the inhabitants of Clare, not divided, but encircled by sea and Shannon,
and may well be regarded as accounting for their well-known strong and abiding spirit of
Irish nationality.

On the death of Eoghy Moyveon, [14] monarch of Ireland, at the Palace of Tara in A.D. 365,
his children—of whom Brian was the oldest—being too young to reign, their uncle,
Crimhthan, King of Munster, and head of the house of Heber, ascended the throne. He was
selected for this dignity as being the one naturally qualified to watch over, and bring up in a
manner suit-able to their high estate, the children of his brother-in-law, Eoghy. The latter had,
in pagan fashion, a second wife, Carinna, daughter of the King of Britain, by whom he had a
son, Niall, to whom eventually the throne fell ; who, as Niall of the Nine Hostages, is famed
in history as one of the most powerful monarchs of his age, and in whose family—the Hy
Niall—the sceptre of Ireland was swayed for the succeeding six centuries. Crimhthan, as-
cending thus the throne of Ireland, had to vacate that of Munster. Acting on a principle not
rare in either ancient or modern times, he placed his own relative, Conal Eachluaith, a des-
cendant of Cormac Cas, on the throne of Munster. This was resented by the descendants of
Eoghan Mor as an open violation of the will of their common ancestor, Oilioll Oluim ; and
though the Eoghanachts were far from blameless themselves in this respect, Conal magnan-
imously agreed to refer the matter to the arbitration of chiefs selected from both families.
Thus an unnatural conflict was averted. Corc, of the race of Eoghan Mor, was declared the
rightful possessor of the throne, and held it till 366, when he died, and was succeeded by
Conal Eachluaith. Once more, then, the chosen chief of the Thomond clans ruled all Munster
—is sense of justice and desire of avoiding bloodshed being rewarded by the restoration, after
only about one year, of the crown.



In the meantime, Crimhthan was securing himself on the throne of all Ireland by a wise and
vigorous policy. He, diverted attention from the irregularity of his accession by raids on the
peoples of the Continent. It is not unlikely that the natives of Britain, whose king was allied
to the royal house of Ireland, gave him willing aid in those plundering expeditions. His reign
is spoken of by Irish annalists as one of the most successful known to Irish history ; and very
probably this it was that aroused the jealousy and excited the impatience of his sister, the
widow of Eoghy, and urged her to the commission of an enormous crime. In her passionate
anxiety to see the reversion of the crown to her eldest son, Brian, she administered poison to
her own brother, the ruling monarch. It is even recorded that, to avert his suspicion and make
sure of his death, she herself partook freely, and of course with a fatal result, of the poisoned
drink. His career was thus foully brought to a close while he was on a journey through Clare.
He died in A.D. 379, near Cratloe, on the mountain called, from this event, Slieve-Oighe-an -
Righ, “ the Hill of the King’s Death.” The wicked design of the barbarous sister was, how-
ever, frustrated. The choice of the electorate fell not on her son, but on Niall, son of the
second wife ; and of her descendants, only two, long afterwards, enjoyed the sovereignty, and
both brought much misfortune to Ireland. [15] From her son Brian, who had to be content with
the crown of Connaught, were descended the unlucky monarch Turlogh Mor and his son
Roderick O’Connor. With the death of Crimhthan and the accession of Niall, the connection
of Clare with the sovereignty of Ireland ceases for the long period of about six hundred years,
when once more a descendant of Oilioll Oluim, a prince of Thomond and King of Munster,
far more renowned and more powerful than even Niall of the Hostages, assumed sway over
the whole island.

The choice of Niall for the throne was due, probably, to an early display of warlike abilities.
His subsequent career would warrant this belief, for his long reign of twenty-seven years was
one of the glories of Irish history. Being the son of a British princess, he attacked with great
vigour the Roman general Stilicho, who then held Britain in subjection. The poet Claudian
gives a picture of his prowess. Speaking in the person of Britain, he uses for her these words :
“ By him (Stilicho) was I protected when the Scot moved, all Ierne against me, and the sea
foamed with her hostile oars ;” and the same poet relates that the success of the Roman
Legion under Stilicho, in resisting the incursions of the Irish under Niall, procured for them
the honour of being recalled to defend Rome itself against the fierce onslaught of the Goths.
It is not at all unlikely that Niall had in view, in his incursions into Britain, not only to aid
his maternal relations against their oppressors, but also to give the encroaching Romans
practical proof of the stubborn resistance they might expect if they attempted a conquest of
his country. Nor did he confine his attentions to Britain, as we learn from the fact that his
death took place in the British Channel. He was there assassinated the annals do not say for
what cause—by Eoghy, son of Enna Kinsellagh, in the year A.D. 405, and was succeeded by
his nephew, Dathi, son of Fiacha.

This prince was animated by the same spirit of foreign adventure. Some may call it a spirit
of plunder, but, before utterly condemning it as such, it must be borne in mind that Christian
monarchs of our own enlightened nineteenth century are sometimes actuated by a similar
policy. They seek to divert attention from home affairs by foreign war ; and, when successful,
are not above seizing the property as well as the territory of the vanquished. The records of
this king’s reign are very scanty, the most significant being the manner in which it came to a
close. Like Niall, he fell far away from Ireland on one of his expeditions. He was killed by
lightning at the foot of the Alps, A.D. 428. We are not told where Niall was interred ; but it is
stated that Dathi’s warriors brought his body home and buried it in Rath Cruachan, where he
began his reign as King of Connaught. His cousin Laoghaire, the eldest son of Niall, mounted
the throne. He was the first of what came to be known as the Hy Niall race of monarchs. His
reign was signalised by the introduction into Ireland of Christianity. This great event put an



end to the martial expeditions of the Irish. The next time they invaded Britain and the con-
tinental nations, they sought and won success, not with the sword of the warrior, but with the
Cross of the Crucified.

[1] A curiously-marked rocky road leading to his cell gave occasion to the name “ Pass of the
Dishes.” A banquet, prepared far off, was said to have been carried over it to the famishing
Saint and monks who came to visit him.

[2] Lewis’ Top. Dict.
[3] Genesis x.
[4] O’Curry’s Man. Mat. p. 205.
[5] O’Curry’s Man. Mat. p. 206.
[6] Saltair of Tara.
[7] Sir James Mackintosh, History of England, vol. i. chap, ii., writes : “ The chronicles of
Ireland written in the Irish language . . . enable the Irish nation to boast that they possess
genuine history several centuries more ancient than any other European nation possesses in
its present spoken language. . . . Indeed, no other nation possesses any monument of
literature in its present spoken language which goes back within several centuries of these
chronicles.” He is here giving his unbiassed opinion of the authorities relied on by the Four
Masters and other Irish historians.

[8] These events find a place in all authentic histories of Ireland. They are introduced here, as
they have a direct bearing on the internal history of Clare.

[9] O’Curry’s Man. Mat. p. 209.
[10] The visit of Finn MacCumhaill to Conan of Ceann Sliebhe (Mount Callan), in Clare,
forms great part of the Ossianic legends.

[11] O’Curry’s Man. Mat. p. 209.
[12] O’Curry’s Man. Mat. p. 209.
[13] The royal palace of Emania, in Ulster, had been levelled to the ground by the three
Collas, after their victory over his predecessor, Fergus Fogha, which led to the dis-
memberment of Ulster.

[14] Four Masters.
[15] Four Masters.

History of Clare and the Dalcassian clans of Tipperary Limerick, and Galway (1893)

Author : White, Patrick
Subject : Clare (Ireland) — History; Ireland — History
Publisher : Dublin : M.H. Gill
Language : English
Digitizing sponsor : MSN
Book contributor : Robarts - University of Toronto
Collection : toronto

Source : Internet Archive
http://www.archive.org/details/historyofclareda00whituoft

Edited and uploaded to www.aughty.org
October 4 2010


