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PREFACE


Thinking back now over the ten years since I first learned anything of the galloglas – and at a time when I had no thought of writing a book about them – so many things come to mind which would seem to have seeded themselves there as future sources of ‘inspiration’. One or two paintings by the fine military illustrator Angus McBride have long been fixed in the memory, and such time as I have spent in Ireland, although far too little, has left some sense of its landscape, accompanied by the music of its place-names, in there too. The prospect of the coastline of Antrim and Donegal seen across the North Channel from the Rhinns of Islay is always so clear in the imagination, but more haunting still are gaunt images of Gaelic warriors remembered from medieval grave-slabs throughout the West Highlands, and most especially from those in the roofless chapel at Kildalton.


In truth, though, it can only have been the preparation of my last book which somehow brought all those fragments together to inspire this new one, so there is good reason to introduce Galloglas as the natural successor (rather than any sort of ‘sequel’) to Somerled and the emergence of Gaelic Scotland. I have certainly come to think of it as such and not just because four of the six kindreds who form its subject were able to claim descent from the great Somerled of Argyll. The more important common ground shared by the two books lies in their reflection of my interest in the Norse component of the Celtic-Scandinavian fusion binding the deepest cultural roots of modern Gaelic Scotland. The previous book proposed Somerled as the historical figure most representative of the first fully-fledged emergence of that cultural fusion. This one will suggest the Hebridean and West Highland mercenary warrior kindreds who settled in Ireland in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries to make so remarkable an impact on the subsequent course of medieval Irish military history as a later – if not, indeed, the last distinct – example of that same phenomenon.


It was the eminent Irish scholar and politician Eoin MacNeill who first pointed to the importance of the galloglas in his Phases of Irish History published over eighty years ago. Since when successive generations of Ireland’s historians have had occasion to lend the subject further consideration, G. A. Hayes-McCoy outstanding amongst them but others also able to offer new insights and useful points of information even when working within wider contexts which often relegate mercenary warriors to the periphery of greater events. In their land of origin, however, the galloglas have suffered the most grievous neglect, and so much so that just ten years ago a Dublin professor was able to complain of their having been ‘almost totally ignored by Scottish historians’.1 Indeed, a similar conclusion had been reached some forty years earlier by a Scottish historian, whose concise but seriously interested article on the subject is the only such work that I have been able to find in Scottish scholarly publications, when he ruefully admitted that the galloglas ‘must be considered, on this side of the Irish Sea at least, to represent a forgotten chapter of West Highland history’.2


If these following pages can achieve even the most modest improvement on that sad situation, then their author will be well content, but it must be said that a detailed narrative history of the galloglas would require the collaboration of a team of Irish and Scottish scholars, including amongst them specialists in medieval genealogy and military history. Such a work lies beyond the resources of a freelance writer pulling in single harness, so this book will not attempt to scale any such heights. It sets out instead to offer an introductory account of the galloglas written from the viewpoint of their original homeland on Scotland’s western seaboard and in the belief that their importance for Ireland’s history should not entirely obscure their significance in the story of Gaelic Scotland.


The preface to a book written in English on a Gaelic subject should include a note on the naming of names. After some thought and even at the risk of being considered inconsistent, I have decided to use the form of name which feels right to me in the historical context, just as long as it does not intimidate the reader with the more frightening excesses of medieval Irish Gaelic spelling. For example, the English form of Hugh is most familiar – and seems quite suitable – for the given name of the O’Neill earl of Tyrone at the end of the sixteenth century, while the same name in its Gaelic form of Aodh feels more appropriate for an O’Neill king of Ailech in the first half of the eleventh century. As a general policy, though, I have preferred to use the phonetic anglicised forms of Irish names and, wherever appropriate and helpful, to include the Gaelic – or, in other instances, the English – form in parentheses.


For the surnames of the galloglas kindreds I have used the anglicised Irish name-forms of MacSweeney, MacDonnell, MacRory and MacDowell for their members resident in Ireland, whilst retaining the Scottish forms of those names – MacSween, MacDonald, MacRuari and MacDougall – to distinguish their forebears and kinsmen in Scotland. MacSheehy and MacCabe – although applied to kindreds of originally Scottish descent – are names first occurring in Ireland and so do not present any such inconvenience.


With those necessary authorial apologia behind me, I press on in the simple hope that the reader who has survived thus far will remain sufficiently undaunted to continue in quest of these extraordinary axemen called galloglas . . .


JM









I


INTRODUCTION


‘From the Western Isles . . .’


Although it seems most unlikely that the question has ever been included in any survey, my own suspicion is that the great majority of readers who know anything of the galloglas will have first come upon them by way of a passing reference in Shakespeare’s Macbeth, so perhaps that passage from the famous play might similarly serve as a port of entry here. It occurs at the point in the first act where the ominous gloom of the three witches gives way to a martial fanfare with news brought from the battlefield to King Duncan of Scotland and his son Malcolm:




. . . the merciless MacDonald –
Worthy to be a rebel, for to that
The multiplying villainies of nature
Do swarm upon him – from the Western Isles
Of kerns and galloglasses is supplied . . .1





In view of the unfortunate discrepancy between the account of events offered by the Shakespearian tragedy and the real history of eleventh-century Scotland, it is hardly surprising that even these few lines from the play contain their own quota of anachronisms.


First of all, there was no ‘merciless MacDonald’ at the time in which the play is set, because that kindred was descended from and named for Somerled’s grandson Donald, whose death is dated to 1289 by Clan Donald tradition although more realistically placed at least twenty years earlier and thus still more than two hundred years after Duncan was slain in 1040. There were no ‘kerns . . . from the Western Isles’ at any time because the term is the anglicised form of the Irish ceithearnaigh and specifically identifies lightly-armed native mercenary infantry in medieval Ireland. Neither, and most importantly here, is there any reference to ‘galloglasses’ – a term which is not strictly meaningful in a Scottish context anyway – to be found anywhere until nearly two and half centuries after Macbeth’s reign.


There is no record of how Shakespeare came to know of such warriors, although some galloglas had been seen in London in the early January of 1562 – when they arrived in the retinue of Shane O’Neill, the rebel lord of Tyrone who had come to negotiate with Queen Elizabeth – and there attracted the astonished attention described in the closely contemporary Annales of William Camden:




And now Shane O’Neill came from Ireland, to keep the promise he had made a year before, with an escort of galloglas armed with battle-axes, bare-headed, with flowing curls, yellow shirts dyed with saffron, large sleeves, short tunics and rough cloaks, whom the English followed with as much wonderment as if they came from China or America.2





Shakespeare was not born until two years after the O’Neill had returned to Ireland and Camden’s Annales, although set down in the 1590s, were not published until 1630, so it is thought most likely that the playwright learned of ‘kerns and galloglasses’ from English soldiers and adventurers returned from the Irish wars, who would have been frequenting London taverns in some numbers by the time he was at work on Macbeth in 1606. However he did come upon the term and whatever he might have understood by it, Shakespeare’s reference to the galloglas is substantially historically accurate on one point at least, because these most fearsome of Ireland’s fighting-men could indeed be said to have come originally ‘from the Western Isles’, if that term is taken to encompass the full extent of the Hebrides and their West Highland coastland.


In fact, the Gaelic origin of the word points quite precisely in that direction, because ‘galloglas’ (later corrupted into the double plural ‘galloglasses’ and the still more cumbersome ‘gallowglasses’) was the anglicised form of the Irish term gallóglaigh,3 the plural of the noun gallóglach formed from gall, meaning ‘foreign’, and óglach, ‘young man’, effectively ‘young warrior’. The term gall was most widely applied by the Irish sources to Scandinavians through the early medieval period,4 principally those of Norse origin who first appeared as raiders at the end of the eighth century and remained as an influential presence in Ireland until the Norman seizure of their principal stronghold of Dublin in 1170. Thus ‘galloglas’ might be translated into modern colloquial English as ‘Viking lads’, and yet from the point of its first appearance in the Irish annals at the end of the thirteenth century the term is consistently associated with mercenary warrior kindreds resident in Ireland but bearing Scottish surnames of Hebridean and West Highland origin. The Scottish Gael – who were, of course, originally from Ireland and their language with them – had never been referred to as gall by the Irish sources, but since the extensive Norse settlement along Scotland’s western seaboard in the ninth century the Hebridean archipelago had become known to the Irish as Innse-Gall.


These ‘isles of the foreigners’ continued to be so called into the fourteenth century – and thus for some time after they had been formally reclaimed from Norwegian sovereignty by the Scottish crown in 1266 – which bears testimony to Irish recognition of the enduring Scandinavian character of the culture and society of the Hebrides and, by inevitable association, of the adjacent West Highland coastland also. So, too, the gall component of gallóglaigh signifies a similar recognition of the Scandinavian aspects and associations of mercenary warriors lately arrived in Ireland across the North Channel. As the Irish military historian Gerard Hayes-McCoy pointed out in the first substantial account of the galloglas which appeared in 1937, they ‘were “foreign” [i.e. gall] because of the Norse element in the mercenary families, not because they came to Ireland from Scotland’.5


That ‘Norse element’, however, is rather differently understood nowadays than it was in the 1930s and so, by reason of its forming such a key component of the galloglas phenomenon, the development and character of the Gaelic-Norse background from which they emerged will bear some closer consideration here.


The Scandinavian impact first came upon Ireland and the western seaboard of Scotland in the same form and at much the same time – as a sudden eruption of viking raids on island monasteries through the Hebrides and around the Irish coast in the mid-790s – but thereafter developed along quite different lines.


Evidence for the earliest Norse presence in the Outer Hebrides, although largely preserved in place-name survivals, still indicates a similar pattern to that in Orkney and Shetland with the islands having been first used as forward bases for raiding further south against the great and wealthy monasteries in Ireland itself. So too on the Irish mainland, where viking fleets first moored on loughs and coastal inlets to enable more extensive raiding inland, permanent bases became established in coastal locations, subsequently developing into miniature kingdoms which formed the foundation of Ireland’s earliest towns and cities – Dublin, of course, first and foremost amongst them. For all their maritime and trading significance and their importance, even if largely as a catalyst, in Irish political history of the earlier middle ages, these ‘Viking kingdoms’ remained effectively self-contained Scandinavian enclaves supporting a largely transient population until they were finally dissolved into Anglo-Norman Ireland.


No such urban centres emerged in the Hebrides, where place-names confirm a more expansive settlement of farmers, who assuredly also ploughed the sea for fish and viking plunder, having followed in the wake of the first wave of sea-raiders. The same place-name evidence shows a distinct pattern of Scandinavian settlement having been most concentrated north of Skye and increasingly sparse as it extended south along the coast. In the northernmost Hebrides, where Lewis may have been entirely Norse-speaking for a time, the Norse presence has certainly obscured, and appears to have overwhelmed, whatever might have been the native cultural identity. Further south in Argyll, however, there is the least evidence of early Scandinavian settlement and, indeed, none at all around the ancient hillforts of Dunadd and Dunollie, capital strongholds of the original kingdom of the Scots. It was to Argyll (a place-name derived from the Middle Irish Airer Gáidel or ‘coastland of the Gael’) that the royal house of Dalriada in Antrim had come in the last years of the fifth century, there to place itself in kingship over earlier outposts of Irish settlement extending from the Mull of Kintyre to the Firth of Lorn. By the last quarter of the sixth century, this kingdom of ‘Scotic’ Dalriada had secured effective independence from Irish overkingship, but its territory – pushing further north along the seaboard even as far as Skye – would be recognised as an extension of Ireland for more than two hundred years following.


Through the eighth century the Scots of Dalriada had been greatly troubled by internecine contention and Pictish ambitions of conquest, but by the early decades of the ninth century, although seemingly untouched on the mainland by Scandinavian settlement, they were faced with the increasing Norse presence along their coastline and among their offshore island territories. The attention of their royal house had already become drawn to the east where lay the Pictish power centre of Fortriu on Tayside, and yet even as early as the 830s there is suspicion of one prominent faction in Dalriada having formed some alliance with the northmen, when a viking attack which left principal members of the Pictish royal kindred dead opened the way for Kenneth mac Alpin to seize the kingship of Dalriada and, soon afterwards, of Fortriu also.


At much the same time as the ruling house of MacAlpin moved eastward to Tayside, there to lay the foundations of the later medieval kingdom of the Scots centred on Scone, their former rivals for the kingship of Dalriada, a kindred for centuries based around the Firth of Lorn and thus more exposed to Norse pressure, had moved up the Great Glen to establish themselves on a former Pictish centre of power around the Moray Firth. So, too, when experience of repeated viking raids had driven the abbot of Iona and his monastic community to seek the greater security of Kells in the Irish midlands, Iona’s eminence as the royal church of the kingdom of the Scots was conferred upon Dunkeld beside the Tay. Thus separated from church and government by the mountain chain of Drumalban (from the Gaelic Druim Albain, the ‘dorsal ridge of Britain’) dividing Perthshire from Argyll, the lesser nobility and their people left behind on the western coastland and islands of the Inner Hebrides found themselves neighbours to the northmen’s great sea-road which linked Dublin to the Scandinavian homelands by way of the ship-haven in Scapa Flow. In that situation, then, they would have come into ever closer contact and to share increasing common ground with the Scandinavian presence along their coast than with the very different Picto-Scottish realm east of Drumalban.


By means of that close contact upon common ground and over not so very many generations, there came about a fusion of Norse and Gael, absorbing the Scandinavian and transforming the Celtic to create the medieval cultural province recognised by the Irish annalists as Innse-Gall and from which modern Gaelic Scotland is directly descended. Perhaps the most enduring symbol of that fusion is found in the maritime sphere where the West Highland galley, of such strategic bearing upon power and communication in the Gaelic world even into the seventeenth century, was developed from the same shipbuilding technology which had first brought the viking raiders west-over-sea. Further examples are to be found in the military sphere – as will become apparent from the history of the galloglas over a similar span of centuries – because this cultural fusion touched upon every aspect of life along the western seaboard.


It was also, and no less significantly, a fusion of bloodlines when intermarriage assuredly supplied the principal channel for cultural exchange between northman and native, and especially so in the upper echelons of Gaelic society where marriage was a customary device to seal political alliance. Offspring of such unions are indicated by a sequence of entries in the Irish annals which make reference to warbands of viking type but identified as Gall-Gaedhil (‘foreign [i.e. Norse] Gael’), a term first occurring in the Annals of Ulster at the year 856 but without any form of explanatory introduction, which can be taken as evidence for its having been already familiar in current usage by that date. None of which should be at all unexpected when the Norse had been in the Hebrides for two generations by the 850s, and neither should it be surprising that the Irish should recognise these people of mixed blood as Gael. There is, in fact, every likelihood of their having been Gaelic speakers by the mid-ninth century because it was widely characteristic of the Scandinavian expansion – and certainly in Frankish Normandy and Slavic Russia at much the same period – to very swiftly adopt the tongue of the dominant host culture. The Gaelic language, originally brought to Scotland by the Irish settlers even as early as the third century AD, would certainly have been spoken throughout the territory of Scotic Dalriada and thus as far north as Skye, but there is no evidence for its extensive penetration further north through the Hebrides before the arrival of the northmen. Thus it would follow that Gaelic did not achieve its dominance in the Outer Hebrides until after their Scandinavian settlement and probably no earlier than the last quarter of the eleventh century, by which time the full extent of the Hebridean archipelago lay within the vast sea-kingdom of Man and the Isles.


The surviving historical evidence for overlordship of the Innse-Gall in the ninth and tenth centuries is never better than fragmentary, which can probably be taken as an accurate reflection of the true state of government in the region through most of that period. The first historical personality attributed any such lordship is entered in the Annals of the Four Masters at 836 where he appears as an ally of Kenneth mac Alpin, and again at 853 when his obituary styles him tóisech (‘chieftain of’) Innsi Gall, the form of his name in both entries being of especial significance because Gofraidh mac Fearghus (‘Gothfrith, son of Fergus’) indicates him as the son of a Norse mother and Gaelic father. Through the following two hundred and fifty years such evidence as is preserved across a range of Irish, Scottish and Scandinavian sources indicates intermittent lordship of the Hebrides having been passed between the Norse power-centres of Dublin, Orkney and the Isle of Man, which had become established by the tenth century as a convenient retreat for Norse warlords expelled from Dublin.


The creation of a kingdom of the Isles centred on Man can be accredited to Godred Crovan, an adventurer traditionally associated with the Isle of Islay and yet probably descended from Norse kings of Dublin, who seized the kingship of the Isle of Man in 1079. His descendants ruled for almost two hundred years as sub-kings of the Norwegian crown, Magnus Bareleg, king of Norway, having brought a great fleet west-over-sea in 1098 to secure formal sovereignty over the Isles by agreement with the King of Scots. Within some fifty years of 1098, however, there is decisive evidence for a new Gaelic-Norse aristocracy having emerged in the old Dalriadic heartland of Argyll and Kintyre. At its head there stood the formidable figure of Somerled of Argyll – a direct descendant of Gothfrith mac Fergus and gall-gaedhil in his every aspect – whose galleys fought the fleet of Godred Crovan’s grandson through the night around the Feast of Epiphany in the year 1156. When peace was made on the morning after the battle, Somerled had won the Inner Hebrides from the king of Man and thus laid the first foundation of his own descendants’ Lordship of the Isles.


All of which has the most immediate bearing on the earliest Irish annal entries indicating the presence of galloglas in Ireland, because the three kindreds named by the annalists can be traced back to that Gaelic-Norse aristocracy of Argyll and Kintyre, and two of them back to grandsons of Somerled himself.


The very first appearance of the term ‘galloglas’ anywhere in the historical record occurs in an entry found in the Annals of Connacht and the Annals of Loch Cé at the year 1290 and concerning a dispute between half-brothers over succession to the kingship of Tyrconnell, Donal Og O’Donnell having been succeeded on his death in 1281 by his elder son Aodh who was later challenged by Turlough, the son borne by Donal Og’s second wife:




Aodh O’Donnell was deposed by his own brother, Turlough, who assumed the kingship himself through the power of his mother’s kin, the Clan Donald, and of many other galloglas.





The annalists’ casual reference to galloglas (in the Irish form of galloclaech) without any form of introduction, comment or explanation is so distinctly alike to the way in which the gall-gaedhil first appeared in the annal record of the ninth century as to lead to a similar conclusion: that fighting-men from the Hebrides and West Highlands, although unknown under that name in the annals until 1290, must have been a familiar presence in the north of Ireland for some time before that date.


Interestingly, the two wives of Donal Og were both daughters of families destined to become the two most prominent of the galloglas kindreds. While Turlough’s mother was known to the annalist as the daughter of ‘MacDonald of the Isles’ – presumably Angus Mor, the son of Somerled’s grandson Donald for whom the Clan Donald is named – the O’Clery genealogies identify his elder half-brother as ‘the son of a daughter of the Mac Suibhne’ and thus confirm Donal Og’s first wife having been born into another kindred at that time associated with Scotland but soon to emerge as a galloglas dynasty in Ireland. A sixteenth-century history of the Clann Suibhne identifies her as Caiteríona (Catriona) and her father Eoin as the nephew of the first of the name MacSweeney to be entered in the Irish annals.6 This was the Murrough (Murchadh) MacSweeney who is noticed by the Annals of the Four Masters at 1267 when he was taken prisoner in the Owles in Mayo by a son of the O’Connor ‘who delivered him up to the Earl [of Ulster] in whose prison he died’. Although the annalist makes no specific reference to Murrough MacSweeney as a galloglach, there is at least the implication of his having been active in some capacity as a warrior, but more important is the decisive evidence for the MacSweeneys – formerly associated with Knapdale on Kintyre and called the MacSweens in Scotland – having been present in Ireland by the third quarter of the thirteenth century.


Still earlier than those two annal entries is another bearing on a third galloglas kindred and found in the Annals of Connacht at 1259, but more fully in the Annals of Loch Cé at the same year where it tells of Aodh O’Connor, future king of Connacht, collecting his Scottish bride and with her a dowry of especial significance here:




Aodh O’Connor went to Derry to marry the daughter of Dugall (Dubhgall) MacSomhairle, and eight score warriors came with her, and Alan (Ailín) Mac Somhairle with them.





That significance is clarified when the Dugall and Alan ‘MacSomhairle’ were, in fact, the sons of Ruari (a grandson of Somerled, hence the annalist’s ‘MacSomhairle’), eponym of the MacRuari kindred whose territory lay in Garmoran north of Ardnamurchan. The warriors – called oclaech in the annalist’s original Irish – brought to Derry by Alan, uncle of the bride, can thus be considered the first recorded arrivals in Ireland of the MacRory galloglas (although unnoticed as such in the annal record until more than fifty years later).7


There is clear evidence, then, for representatives of three of the six galloglas kindreds having been resident in Ireland before the end of the thirteenth century, while the others make their first appearances in the annals at intervals through the following ninety years, the latest of them being the MacDowells – a branch of the MacDougalls of Lorn named for Somerled’s eldest son – who are first noticed at 1377. Ten years earlier are found the MacSheehys – another branch of descent from the Clan Donald – at 1367, and almost a decade earlier still, at the year 1358, is entered the first reference to the MacCabes, the most enigmatic of the galloglas kindreds as to their origin and yet the one with perhaps the strongest claim of all to having come ‘from the Western Isles’.8


The dates of these first appearances in the annal record cannot be read as the most precise indication of the date of arrival of these last three kindreds in Ireland, because it is more than likely and, in some cases, quite certain – for reasons which will become apparent later – that they had arrived from Scotland even decades before the annalist had occasion to notice their activities. What can be said with every confidence is that fighting-men from the six galloglas kindreds had been finding their way to Ireland from the Hebrides and West Highlands since the middle of the thirteenth century and had become established there as professional mercenary warriors by the second half of the century following. That same period was one marked by dramatic and turbulent change in Scotland, not least in Argyll and the Isles, which must have had some bearing on the migration of these kindreds from their homeland. So it was in Ireland also, but there the galloglas were to have their own key part to play in the Gaelic resurgence which was to roll back the Norman ascendancy. It might be helpful, then, to sketch in at this point some outline of the Scottish and Irish history which forms the context for the emergence of the galloglas.


There is nowhere any record of the precise extent of the Hebrides ceded to Somerled after the Epiphany battle of 1156, and there is every likelihood that the claim made by the Chronicle of Man that ‘this was the cause of the ruin of the kingdom of the Isles, beginning from the time when the sons of Somerled took it’ was made with some benefit of hindsight. The Manx chronicler was writing more than a century after the event, by which time the sea-kingdom bequeathed by Godred Crovan to his successors had been reduced to the two islands of Lewis and Skye – in addition, of course, to the Isle of Man itself.


The ‘sons’ – or, by that time, the grandsons – of Somerled held lordship not only over the Islay and Mull island groups, but almost certainly also over Rum, Eigg, Barra, the Uists and possibly even south Harris as well, each of those three offshore territories pertaining to a corresponding lordship on the mainland. The Mull group lay within the lordship of Lorn (anciently styled Ergadia or ‘Argyll’) inherited from Somerled by his eldest son Dugall and thereafter the heartland of the MacDougalls. To their south the lordship of Islay, including with it the mainland peninsula of Kintyre, had passed to Somerled’s grandson Donald and thus became the power centre of his successor MacDonald Lords of the Isles, while the northernmost mainland territory of Garmoran, with the isles from Eigg to the Uists, had become the territory of the MacRuaris descended from Donald’s brother, Ruari.9


Thus the descendants of Somerled found themselves – at least formally – sub-kings of two separate sovereignties, that of Norway for their island possessions and that of the kingdom of Scots for their mainland territories. Such a political situation in so remote a location allowed them to play off one overlord against the other or disregard both, but the westward direction taken by Scottish royal ambition even as early as the 1220s boded dramatic changes for the Gaelic-Norse magnates of the west.


The character of the kingdom of the Scots had already undergone its own great transformation as the eleventh century passed into the twelfth, and it was one starkly reflected in its attitude to the original Gaelic heartland in the west. The direct male line of descent in the house of MacAlpin had come to an end with the death of Malcolm II in 1034, when the succession passed to Malcolm’s daughter’s son Duncan who was brought down six years later by Macbeth, mormaer of Moray and probably also a grandson of Malcolm II with no less a claim on the kingship he was to hold for seventeen years. On their father’s death, the two sons of Duncan had fled into exile, Donald to the west and Malcolm into England from where he was to return to reclaim the kingship, slaying Macbeth in 1057 and his stepson and successor Lulach in the spring of the following year.


It has been said more than once – and with some justice – that the downfall of Macbeth marked the end of the ‘Celtic’ kingdom of the Scots, because it was Malcolm III (more usually called Malcolm Canmore) with his English queen Margaret who provided the first foothold in Scotland for the Anglo-Norman influences which were to bring about the ‘feudalisation’ of the kingdom through the reigns of their descendant successor kings of the Canmore dynasty. On the death of Malcolm in 1093, however, the kingship of Scots was claimed by his brother Donald (or Domnall Bán, his Gaelic name-form reflecting his long years of exile in the west) who was twice driven from the kingship by the sons of Malcolm and finally deposed in 1097. The great thrust of support for Domnall Bán assuredly came from Argyll and the Isles, so the claim made by the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle that his supporters ‘drove out all the English who had been with King Malcolm before’ can be taken as the first evidence of Gaeldom’s antipathy to the Anglo-Norman inclination of the Canmore kings of Scots.


If the Gaelic west had become estranged from the MacAlpin kings, it was to develop open hostility to the house of Canmore throughout the twelfth century and into the first decades of the century following. Each succession of Malcolm Canmore’s sons and grandsons to the kingship prompted an almost customary challenge from rival claimants claiming descent from Macbeth’s short-lived successor Lulach. When each of these risings won support from the Gaelic-Norse west, it is hardly surprising that the house of Canmore came to recognise the West Highlands and the Hebrides as a spawning ground of subversion and revolt. While each outbreak of rebellion appears to have been efficiently suppressed, the attention of kings of Scots was too regularly focused on the shifting sands of their dealings with England to assert any real sovereign authority over the western outlands, their only threatening gesture in that direction being the encouragement of a Stewart fiefdom centred around Renfrew to serve as a feudal bulwark against Argyll.


It would seem to have been the period of peaceful stability in Anglo-Scottish relations in the first decades of the thirteenth century – accompanied also by access to a realistic naval capability – which enabled Alexander II to turn his attention to the west. Probably provoked by western support for the usual Moray-connected rising on his succession in 1214, Alexander launched at least one campaign around the Clyde, Cowal and Kintyre in 1221–2 as a demonstration of his intent to exert sovereignty over Argyll. The implications for the Hebrides of his new policy evidently gave cause for concern to Somerled’s descendant successors, and two years later Hebridean emissaries were in Norway with an appeal to King Hakon. If preoccupations at home distracted the Norwegian king from immediate intervention, successive events were to force his hand, not least a civil war between contending royal factions on Man which erupted in 1228 and spilled out into the Isles. Hakon’s Saga tells of his learning of this ‘great dispeace west over sea’ and despatch of a fleet to the Hebrides in 1230 to instal one Uspak – thought to have been a son of Dugall of Argyll settled in Norway – as his king over the Isles. The expedition found uneasy allies among Dugall’s other sons in the Hebrides, but in the event came to nothing, bringing Uspak only fatal injury at the siege of Rothesay castle on Bute and a tomb in the ancient royal burial-ground on Iona.


Meanwhile Alexander of Scotland was himself distracted from westward ambitions by a new turbulence in Anglo-Scottish relations, and it was not until 1244 that he opened diplomatic approaches to purchase the Hebrides from Norwegian sovereignty. Not only were those overtures summarily rejected by Hakon, but the year 1248 found Ewen MacDougall and Dugall MacRuari in Bergen, apparently contending for the kingship which had been intended for Uspak eighteen years before. Instead, Hakon gave his daughter in marriage to Harald of Man, which would have set the traditional marital seal on Norwegian sovereignty over the Manx kingdom of the Isles had not Harald and his bride perished on voyage home when their ship went down in the Sumburgh Roosts off the southern tip of Shetland. Hakon’s response to the tragedy was to send Ewen of Lorn away home with a commission to assume kingship over the Isles – and it was that which apparently provoked Ewen’s Scottish sovereign to launch his expedition into the MacDougall heartland in 1249 with the intention of bringing Ewen to heel. In the event, Alexander fell suddenly ill and died on board ship in the sound of Kerrera, the campaign was abandoned and the Scottish crown’s ambitions in the west put into abeyance through the twelve-year minority of Alexander’s successor, his young son and namesake who was inaugurated as Alexander III within days of his father’s death.


It was the reign of this third Alexander which would see the Hebrides at last restored to the kingdom of the Scots, and renewed diplomatic approaches to Norway were being made soon after the young king attained his majority in 1261. Hakon’s resistance, however, remained as determined as before, and indeed rather more so when he was prepared to lead a great fleet west-over-sea to demonstrate that determination. The course of events in that last Norse royal cruise of 1263 has been worked over countless times and can be fairly swiftly summarised here. Hakon did bring a fleet down through the Hebrides in fair imitation of Magnus Bareleg’s enterprise of 1098, and with much the same purpose although with quite the opposite ultimate outcome. Manx and Hebridean subject rulers were called to his aid, Ewen MacDougall refusing support (having switched his allegiance to the Scottish camp) and the others, who responded only with reluctance under pressure, being despatched over the Arrochar portage to Loch Lomond on a plunder raid which bore a striking similarity to a loyalty test. Meanwhile the Norwegian fleet sailed south for the Firth of Clyde where the weather on the west coast in the equinoctial season might be said to have done the expedition its greatest injury in driving ships ashore on the Cumbraes and at Largs on the southern shore, a Scots force attacking beached vessels and engaging a landing party in some degree of conflict. Almost all serious modern historians have cast various measures of doubt on the significance of this ‘Battle’ of Largs and it certainly bore no comparison at all to the crushing defeat of Harald Hardradi at Stamford Bridge almost exactly two hundred years before. Nonetheless, the Scottish realm did display an unmistakable capacity for self-defence, the Norse did withdraw – even if under greatest pressure from the need to get home before the onset of the North Atlantic winter – and they were never to return. Putting in to Orkney on voyage home and detained there by unfavourable weather, old Hakon was taken ill and died. His son and successor Magnus was so much more amenable to negotiation that the cession of the Isles to the Scottish kingdom was formalised under the terms of the Treaty of Perth three years later.


As R. Andrew McDonald concludes in his history of the kingdom of the Isles: ‘Alexander III’s reign seemed to extinguish the old order in the west. . . the descendants of Somerled – the MacDougalls, MacDonalds, and others – had been forced to resolve their dilemma of divided allegiances and were, for the most part, drawn into the wider community of the realm of Scotland, which was centred on the royal court itself’.10 He points also to a distinct reflection of that new orientation of western magnates towards the Scottish court in the choice of the name Alexander for the first-born sons of both Ewen MacDougall and Angus Mor MacDonald, because that name – quite unknown in Gaelic genealogies before the thirteenth century – does seem to be a token of homage to the king. No less significant, though, is the evidence from Clan Donald tradition for the use of the Scottish Gaelic form of Alasdair for the name Alexander,11 a detail bearing its own testimony to the Gaelic aristocracy of the west having retained its own language and culture (even if only on its home turf) rather than adopting the sub-Norman French speech and style which had been characteristic of Scottish court circles since the twelfth century. Nonetheless, the political – if not cultural and linguistic – transformation of Gaelic-Norse lords of the west into barons of the realm of Scotland within a single generation is vividly illustrated by the comparison of Angus Mor, named by the saga-maker as one of the leaders of the raid across the Arrochar portage at the behest of Hakon in 1263, with his second son and successor Angus Og, who was hailed by John Barbour as the staunch ally of the Bruce in his time of peril and on his day of triumph on the field of Bannockburn.


In 1289 Alexander III took a fall from his horse after being separated from his guides riding through the night to Kinghorn, and his body was found on the Fife shore the next morning. He left no surviving heir and the realm was plunged into a crisis of succession attended by English ambitions of overlordship and leading to the Scottish Wars of Independence. Out of all of which emerged the ascendancy of the house of Bruce in the person of the first King Robert of Scotland, and with it a watershed in the fortunes of Somerled’s descendant kindreds, not least the MacDonalds of Islay and the MacDougalls of Lorn who had already been long at odds with each other.


The single most decisive event for the MacDougalls was the killing by Robert the Bruce of his rival John Comyn at Greyfriars church in Dumfries in 1306, because Comyn’s daughter was the wife of Ewen MacDougall’s son Alexander. Thereafter the MacDougalls became most bitter and dangerous foes to the Bruce, until his crushing defeat of the forces of Alexander’s son John on the slopes of Ben Cruachan in 1308 set in process the downfall of the house of Lorn. The MacRuaris and – still more importantly – eventually also the MacDonalds came out in full support of the Bruce cause, and a debt of gratitude to Angus Og was to lay the foundation for the new eminence of his descendants in the west where Angus’ son John of Islay was to become the first formally-styled Lord of the Isles (dominus insularum) in a charter of 1354.


The ascendancy of Robert the Bruce – whose family name de Brus, originally de Brieux, derived from their ancestral lands of Brix in Normandy – could very well be said to represent the ultimate achievement of the ‘Norman Conquest’ of Scotland. All the more ironic, then, was his brother Edward’s bid for the kingship of Ireland and the three-year military campaign in its support which made so crucial a contribution to the demolition of the Norman achievement in that country.


The Norman impacts upon Scotland and Ireland took very different forms, and both of them, of course, were quite unlike the decisive invasion of 1066 which placed Duke William of Normandy in kingship over England. In Scotland the ‘feudalisation’ of the kingdom had come about at the invitation of three generations of the house of Canmore and by means of its obligations to English kings, intermarriage with English royal and noble families, and the granting of Scottish estates to an Anglo-Norman aristocracy imported from the south. The first Normans arrived in Ireland also by invitation, although not that of the royal house because – unlike Scotland – twelfth-century Ireland had no established ruling dynasty, nor was there any approximation of an ‘Irish realm’. Which is not to say there were no kings in Ireland because there would seem to have been always an abundance of tribal and regional rulers bearing various ranks of that title (in forms of the Gaelic term rí) since the earliest historical period. By the eve of the Norman impact, when this term rí had come to signify a provincial king ruling his tír (or ‘country’) with lordship over his vassal chieftains, some prospect of a realistic national kingship was already coming into view.


There are claims in various sources since the seventh century for individuals having been high-kings (or ard rí) over all Ireland, usually in the form of ‘king of Tara’ and most of them scions of the Ui Neill dynasty,12 but modern historians have recognised the first emergence of a kingship of all Ireland in the achievement of Brian Boru (from the Gaelic bóruma, ‘of the tributes’) in the first years of the eleventh century. Much as Brian emerged out of Munster to supplant the Ui Neill in the kingship of Tara in 1002, so Rory O’Connor, king of Connacht, seized the kingship of Hiberno-Norse Dublin in 1166 and might have thus created an urban capital for a unified Irish kingdom had he not, in so doing, provoked the local Leinster king Dermot MacMurrough to bring his Norman allies into Ireland.


When he resisted Rory O’Connor, Dermot was defeated and driven out, finding his way across the Irish Sea to Wales and there recruiting the Norman military support which enabled him to reclaim his kingdom soon after returning to Ireland in 1167. These, however, were just the first contingent of Dermot’s Norman allies and a second – including Maurice, the first of the Fitzgeralds – arrived in 1169 bringing with it something more than five hundred fighting-men. In the following year, and with his own formidable army, there came Richard fitz Gilbert de Clare – better remembered under his cognomen of ‘Strongbow’ – who had been deprived of his earldom of Pembroke by Henry II, but to whom Dermot was to give his daughter as wife. With Strongbow as his ally and an Irish-Norman army at his back, Dermot was able to mount his greatest challenge to the high-kingship of Rory O’Connor – and, indeed, to shape the future history of Ireland – in September 1170 when he recaptured Dublin.


There was nothing unusual in twelfth-century Ireland about kings hiring mercenary allies, which is really all that these Normans first appeared to be, but Dermot’s death in 1171 created a quite different situation when Strongbow, as his son-in-law, was able to claim for himself the kingship of Leinster. The prospect of a dissident Norman knight established as an independent ruler across the Irish Sea and within reach of reclaiming the earldom of Pembroke prompted Henry of England to mount his own expedition to Ireland with the purpose of forestalling such an eventuality on the part of Strongbow and his like. Irish kings immediately submitted to Henry, probably in the hope that his overlordship would restrain further aggressive expansion of the Norman presence, in so doing effectively gifting high-kingship of Ireland to the English crown. Rory O’Connor was not one of those who submitted in 1171, but was to do so four years later under the Treaty of Windsor which confirmed him in his own kingship of Connacht, and lordship over the rest of Ireland on payment of tribute to Henry, who reserved to himself Meath and Leinster and with them also the towns of Dublin, Wexford and Waterford. Through the following half-century, however, the treaty was to prove no obstacle to the Anglo-Norman barons who extended themselves from Leinster across Meath and Louth, into much of Munster and along the east coast of Ulster, raising castles to demonstrate their dominion over lands which they planted with peasant colonists from their English and Welsh estates.


Of necessity an absentee sovereign, Henry appointed an Anglo-Norman ‘justiciar’ to rule as his representative in the royal demesne lands with control of Meath from the Shannon to the Irish Sea, which – as the historian Katharine Simms has explained – effectively ‘split Gaelic Ireland into two halves’, allowing the English king and his justiciar the freedom of movement and military strength necessary to play the part of high-king in Ireland.13 When Henry’s youngest son John came to the English throne he appeared in Ireland still more impressively as a high-king, especially on his second visit in 1210 when he is said to have taken the submission of twenty Irish kings, including amongst them the O’Brien, O’Connor and O’Neill who apparently brought forces in his support against the recalcitrant de Lacey earl of Ulster. Yet the Annals of Inisfallen insist that the O’Neill merely paid his respects to the king and refused to give hostages, so it may have been that ‘submission’ was seen as merely a form of ‘alliance’ by the magnates of Gaelic Ireland.


Even so, John’s reign ushered in a second wave of expansion through the thirteenth century in the form of westward migration by descendants of earlier Anglo-Norman invaders, notably the de Burghs (later anglicised to ‘Burkes’) into Connacht and Ulster, the Fitzgeralds into Desmond, the de Clares into Thomond and the Butlers into Ormond.14 Much of the west of Ireland thus passed into Anglo-Norman overlordship, although not so thoroughly colonised by English and Welsh peasantry as the east and thus making the barons more extensively reliant upon native Irish tenants. They did, however, take hostages and tribute from Irish vassal kings, manipulated their succession and summoned them with all their forces to join their overlords’ hostings, thus increasingly restricting the dominion of the native Gaelic rulers (now more realistically styled ‘lords’ than ‘kings’).


By the last decade of the thirteenth century every native Irish chieftain could be claimed as the vassal of a feudal overlord and the Anglo-Norman conquest had reached its greatest extent. Even by that date, however, there is already evidence of the tide turning towards a Gaelic resurgence whereby most Irish lords would free themselves from the control of the English king and his administration in Ireland. The term ‘resurgence’ – or sometimes ‘revival’ – is used by historians in preference to ‘reconquest’, because the gains won by the Gaelic lords were political and cultural rather than territorial, reclaiming their own independence from English overlordship, taking back the submission of their own vassal chieftains (known in the fourteenth century as ‘urraghts’ – from the Irish oireacht) and restoring their traditional customs, most significantly those associated with the ancient rituals of inauguration into kingship.


Similarly the descendants of the original invaders – themselves having been hardly the most submissive of nobility – who had pushed the Anglo-Norman expansion so far into the north and west had increasingly asserted their independence through the thirteenth century and especially in the century following when the Statute of Kilkenny of 1366 supplies the first formal evidence of their ‘gaelicisation’. Its provisions insisting on the use of the English language – especially for personal names – and customs whilst prohibiting intermarriage, concubinage and fosterage with the Irish confirm the urgent concern of the administration to restrict ‘contamination’ of the English colony by the Gaelic resurgence. If such a risk was of official concern so near to Dublin, then it must have been still more apparent and advanced in Connacht and Munster where the descendants of the Anglo-Norman invaders would eventually be recognised as ‘more Irish than the Irish’.


In fact, the first ‘Anglo-Norman’ invaders had come not from England but from Wales (therefore perhaps more accurately described as ‘Cambro-Normans’) and would have been Flemish, Norman or Welsh speakers urgently in need of some familiarity with the Gaelic language to communicate with their Irish allies, tenants and fighting-men. More thorough ‘gaelicisation’ came about by the most natural process within a generation or two when the sons of the first invaders took Irish wives. Thomas fitz Maurice, son of the first of the Fitzgeralds who came to Ireland in 1169 and ancestor of the earls of Desmond, whose wife had the Gaelic name Sadhbh, supplies just one prominent example of a widespread trend. Already by the third generation, then, prominent kindreds of Ireland’s Anglo-Normans were already of mixed blood, some number of them the offspring of less formal liaisons with Irish women. As the eminent historian of Gaelic Ireland Kenneth Nicholls explains, ‘children of such unions, although members by birth of a great Norman lineage and privileged as such, would have been brought up by their mothers in a purely Gaelic milieu’. He points to Sir William Liath de Burgo (d. 1324), cousin to the Earl of Ulster but the son of an O’Connor mother and husband to an O’Brien wife, as an example of a man who would have been equally at home in both worlds and whose descendants – in the political circumstances of the time – ‘would pass over entirely to the Gaelic one’.15


The political circumstances of the time were, of course, those of the Gaelic resurgence which made such progress – in the judgement of Eoin MacNeill – that ‘within a few centuries of the Norman invasion, the authority of the kings of England had shrunk to within a day’s ride of Dublin and the outskirts of a few other towns’.16 Professor MacNeill found the beginnings of this resurgence in the mid-thirteenth century when Brian O’Neill, who had withheld tribute due to the earl of Ulster in 1253, launched a campaign of raids on County Down until he was slain in battle in 1260. More recent historical opinion places its starting-point some few decades later when the revolts by the Irish of Leinster from 1271 and into the 1290s threatened the core territory of the English settlement around its administrative capital of Dublin (the region later known as the ‘English Pale’).


By which time the strain placed upon the English administration by its masters in London on the one hand and assertive barons with their own private armies on the other was beginning to tell. In fact, the success of the Gaelic resurgence is thought to have owed as much to this internal weakening of the English administration as it did to Irish military activity, especially when much of the fiercest conflict was between the Irish themselves as native lords fought to reclaim the submission of their former vassal chieftains. Natural forces also played their part in the erosion of the English colony, when cereal famines caused by extremely bad weather between the mid-1290s and early 1330s bore especially grievously upon the farmland of Leinster, and the Black Death which broke out in Ireland in 1348 ravaged the populations of Dublin and other towns while sparing the more numerous Irish scattered across the wilder country in the Gaelic outlands.


What can be said with every confidence of the progress of Ireland’s Gaelic resurgence is that it achieved its full momentum through the first half of the fourteenth century, pointing perhaps to the inauguration of Felim O’Connor into kingship – ‘in the manner remembered by the old men and recorded in the old books’ according to the Annals of Connacht at 1310 – as a signal event of the cultural revival and a reflection of the political recovery of Gaelic Ireland. Just five years later Edward Bruce, recently appointed heir presumptive to his brother’s kingship of Scots, landed with a Scottish army at Larne where he was joined by a number of Irish chieftains, the most powerful of the O’Neills foremost amongst them, who proclaimed him king of Ireland.


Throughout the three years following Edward’s arrival in May 1315 it seemed that no force could withstand the Bruce invasion. He marched south to burn Dundalk, and an army led against him by Richard de Burgh, the Red Earl of Ulster, was decisively defeated at Connor in Antrim as was another led by Roger de Mortimer, lord of the great Norman castle at Trim, when Bruce marched into Meath and a specially assembled Anglo-Irish host failed to prevent his southward advance into Laois and Offaly. When that progress was hampered by the effects of famine, Edward withdrew into Ulster where Carrickfergus castle surrendered to him after months of siege. Before Christmas his brother King Robert had joined him with reinforcements from Scotland and their forces marched south in the first weeks of 1317, forcing the earl of Ulster to retreat before them and advancing towards a panic-stricken Dublin, which could have been their next objective had it not been for a disinclination to risk a lengthy siege against urgently and heavily fortified city walls. By April they were in Munster, seemingly attempting the circuit of Ireland traditionally required of a high-king, but soon afterwards Robert had returned to Scotland and Edward withdrawn to Ulster from where he was not to reappear for some eighteen months. When he did march out again in the autumn of the following year, it was to his death in battle with John de Bermingham’s forces at Faughart just north of Dundalk.


The immediately realistic objective of the Bruce invasion in the year following the triumph at Bannockburn was probably to deprive Edward II of reinforcement from Ireland, but the Annals of Connacht suggest a greater purpose, at least on the part of King Robert himself when he arrived in 1316 ‘to help his brother and to expel the Gaill [i.e. the English ‘foreigners’] from Ireland’. Some modern historians have taken the view that Robert may very well have had conquest of Ireland in mind and with it the hope of a Welsh alliance so that ‘a great pan-Celtic invasion of England might result’.17
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