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Introduction


 


THE NATURAL ENVIRONMENT ABOUT 1500


For most people in early sixteenth-century Ireland the world was narrowly confined to locality. They drew their concepts of space and time from direct experience of the environment. Nature, pristine and primeval, framed the lives of a great number of the inhabitants, although forest clearances, bog reclamations and nucleated villages had brought some adaptation of geography for settlement during the medieval centuries. For all, in whatever location in the island, or age group or station in society, high mortality rates cut ties of family and friendship with sad regularity. The implacable forces of famine and disease were frequent influences upon life-spans. In 1500 the taming of the physical environment and the overcoming of its attendant perils were scarcely dreamed of. As other maritime countries in Europe embarked upon overseas explorations, Ireland was itself a land for discovery and eventual colonisation by newcomers. The plantation estate and the purpose-built town of the early seventeenth century entailed the shaping of the countryside and the harvesting of its resources in a way which was still inconceivable one hundred years earlier. Even further in the future lay the breakthroughs in agriculture and science which were to affect fundamentally the recurrence of famine and plague.


Whereas the majority of Irish people may have had a world-view which was sharply delimited by familiar physical features, the small, educated elite scarcely visualised the island more clearly. Most accounts of the country and its inhabitants were to be found in the tales of foreign pilgrims to St Patrick’s Purgatory in the north-west or else were based on the three-hundred-year-old Topographia Hiberniae of Gerald of Wales. That no native chorographical overview existed about 1500 was due to the lack of those antiquarian and historical studies being pioneered by the humanists in countries influenced by the Renaissance. One of the few outsiders to describe Ireland even cursorily about that time was Polydore Vergil, an Italian scholar who lived in England, and his perspective (like Gerald of Wales’s) was that of the sophisticated cosmopolitan writing about the less advanced periphery. In the later sixteenth century the topographical unveiling of much of the island took place in the context of English governmental reform proposals. Meanwhile, among native scholars, the Gaelic bards revealed a poetic rather than a scientific view of the landscape, and the territorial views of writers from anglicised regions were subsidiary to their ideas for political reform.1


There were no accurate or detailed maps of the island’s interior to guide travellers in the early sixteenth century. Here also Ireland lagged behind those countries in which a Renaissance-inspired study of ancient geography was giving rise to more scientific cartography. Ireland did appear on maps of Europe, but with few of its inland features revealed. There were many coastal maps of the country, known as portolan charts, then in circulation. These provided details of the shoreline to guide mariners and traders in their navigation. Mostly of Italian origin, the portolans bear testimony to the vitality of trade between the Mediterranean and other continental regions and Ireland, and especially its western and southern ports. But accurate navigation was a different matter from sound geographical knowledge, as witness the continental merchant who inquired of a Galwegian: ‘In what part of Galway does Hibernia stand?’ As with chorographical accounts, the impetus for surveying and mapping the remoter regions of the island came with the thrusting reform schemes and military ventures of administrators after the mid-century, and also with the planning of organised settlements of new proprietors. The expanding outreach of the English government is illustrated by ever more detailed maps of the country whose contours could not be pictured in the early 1500s.2


In 1570 Abraham Ortelius produced the most detailed map of Ireland which had appeared down to that time. It was part of his splendid new atlas of the world, revealing the major advances in geographical knowledge in the era of exploration and discovery. An expanding market was developing among educated lay people as well as merchants for the technically and artistically accomplished works of Dutch and Flemish cartographers, and also for the published accounts of travels to little-known or unknown places throughout the world. By the end of the century Ortelius and his illustrious contemporary, Gerardus Mercator, had further refined the map of Ireland, including in their work the names and locations of its political elites. For an interested readership in the later sixteenth century the revelation of Ireland in such detail was a novelty, though the island was established as a reasonably well-known destination for Europeans during the late Middle Ages. In spite of being poorly served by native or visiting chorographers in the sixteenth century, Ireland could be described to mapmakers such as Ortelius and Mercator by members of the growing community of Irish émigrés in the Low Countries.3


The island of Ireland has a comparatively greater variety of terrains than many larger countries, including England. Within relatively small spaces plains can give way to undulating land and steep mountainous areas, and the soil changes from fertile to forested or boggy. Natural frontiers of mountain, bog and forest enclosed many communities in territories in a way which reinforced cultural distinctiveness. Before the axes and engines of the civil and military organisers began to subdue it to some extent, landscape proved to be protective of traditional lifestyles, such as that of the Kavanagh clan in the heavily wooded Blackstairs Mountains.4 The sheer size and near-impenetrability rather than the beauty of those features of mountain, forest and bog would have caused them to bulk large in any contemporary description of Ireland. The forbidding nature of the almost unbroken chain of highlands ringing the island was compounded by their slopes being covered by dense woods, most notably in Antrim, Cork and Kerry, and Wicklow. These and other forest areas consisting of deciduous trees, such as hazel, oak, ash, yew and willow, extended over an eighth of the land of Ireland in 1500. Among the best-known woods in the sixteenth century were the great forest of Glenconkeyne, north-west of Lough Neagh, and the Dufferin, the Fews and Kilwarlin woods in Down, the Munster highland forests of Kerry, Cork and Tipperary, the forests in the basins of the south-eastern rivers, most notably the Slaney, Barrow and Suir, and those on the mountain slopes of southern Leinster, including the great woods of Shillelagh and Glencree. Clearances of these stout stands of timber did not take place at an accelerated rate until the final decades of the century, and so they remained custodial of human and animal habitation. The bogs too, covering about a quarter of the land mass, provided habitats, particularly in the central lowlands. Although unfitted for tillage, these stretches of bogland and scrub have been identified as providing conduits for the passage of ideas at many times in Irish history, up to and including the sixteenth century.5


Thus, while uplands, boglands and woodlands presented formidable obstacles to travellers, they sheltered a native, albeit thinly dispersed, population. Only the highly motivated outsider ventured from the coastline to the interior in the late Middle Ages. Arteries of travel and communication did exist throughout the island, however, as they had done since ancient times, but only native inhabitants were thoroughly familiar with them. A network of roads, highways, pathways and toghers (or causeways through marshes) crisscrossed even the remotest areas, many of them possibly linking with the old great roads through the Celtic provinces. The first accurate surveys drawn of sixteenth-century Leix and Offaly, for example, show the persistence of these old routeways even through the most inhospitable terrain. To natives these upland and lowland ways were efficient corridors of communication for commercial and social intercourse, but strangers found them difficult to traverse without local knowledge or accurate maps, especially in afforested or marshy territory.6


Rivers were used as an important means of internal travel, particularly in those regions which were inaccessible by road, though progress could be hazardous where galleried forests overhung steep valleys. In the absence of effective wheeled transport, the sending of goods by water was essential for internal trade. Hence, for example, bills presented to the Irish parliament for the care of rivers marked the concern of merchants and gentry to maintain the waterways free from obstructions such as weirs and wrecks. The most notable riverine routes would have been along the Nore, which had inland harbours, the Suir, Barrow and Slaney, all of which were navigable for long stretches, the Lee and the Munster Blackwater, the Shannon and some of its tributaries, and the Bann, Erne and Lagan. In the heart of the eastern region the rivers Liffey and Boyne were conduits for commodities and culture into the heart of the island. Sixteenth-century rivers were rarely banked with man-made wharves, and the consequent danger of flooding rendered them unsuitable for travel in very wet seasons.7


Overland or water-borne travel by officials of central government in the sixteenth century required some local knowledge and control of certain nodal points where routes converged. One of the preoccupations of governors of Ireland from the 1520s onwards was the cutting of passes through forests and the laying of causeways through bogs. Engineers and masons were included in the expeditionary sorties of Lord Deputy Grey in the later 1530s, for instance, as he sought to make permanent the ways he forged into thitherto little-traversed regions. Natural passes and fording-places were defensible by natives, as the crucial struggle for the Moyry Pass south of Newry in the Nine Years’ War was to show. The occasional ill-judged choice of a fording-place or a mountain pass for the route of a marauding force could make that place synonymous with disastrous folly, as, for example, with the Pass of the Plumes (where English troops fled from the army of Owney O’More, leaving their finely feathered helmets behind), or the Ford of the Biscuits (where another discomfited band of English soldiers was routed without time to gather their scattered provisions). Small wonder, therefore, that the preference of central and local government officials was for the maintenance of stone-bridged crossing-points such as Leighlin Bridge over the Barrow in Carlow, which was a vital channel of communication between the southern Pale and that area of the English lordship in Ormond territory and Wexford. By contrast, O’Brien’s Bridge over the Shannon, a Gaelic wooden structure, was regarded by successive governors as a target for demolition, as it facilitated raids from the O’Brien lordship of Thomond into the lordships of north Munster.8


Tudor officials in the early sixteenth century may have preferred to travel by coastal routes between ports and havens. Certainly the coasting trade was a feature of the voyaging of those natives who ventured outside their own immediate environs. The aforementioned portolan charts attest the existence of a chain of harbours, large and small, which were visited by Irish and other merchants in every part of the island, though the northern shoreline as shown on these charts had fewer havens. The evidence of records of marital and social connections of merchant bodies in different ports tends to confirm the importance of this coastal faring. In sixteenth-century Dublin, for example, there were matrimonial alliances forged between leading patrician families and their counterparts in Dundalk, Drogheda, Arklow, Wexford, Waterford and Limerick, as well as English towns and regions. The Irish ports were places of resort of traders from Scotland, Brittany, France, Flanders, Italy, Portugal and Spain, and so the populations were open to cultural as well as commercial intercourse.9


Piracy and storms were cited by Robert Ratcliffe, a Chester mariner who owned the post-boat to Dublin, as being responsible for losses sustained by him in 1589. Ratcliffe served as postmaster on the Dublin–Chester route, despite the existence of a shorter route to Holyhead, which allowed for a sixty-five-hour passage in the late sixteenth century, given favourable winds. Some merchants preferred to undertake the extra overland journey with packhorse from Holyhead to Chester, the main entrepôt for goods in the Anglo-Irish trade. The existence of a post-bark in the later part of the century attests the importance of communications between the two islands. The extremely regular two-way flow of correspondence between Dublin and London for most of the sixteenth century was achieved in the face of the potential disruptions. Letters from Dublin to London were taking nine days to reach their destination in good travelling conditions at the end of the century, and twelve days in the opposite direction, against the prevailing westerly winds. Cork was on average ten days distant in communication terms from London, though return correspondence could take up to twenty-four days. Exceptionally, the news of Queen Elizabeth’s death was known in the east of Ireland within three days of its occurrence, with significant political implications for the concluding of the peace of Mellifont in 1603. Unseasonal weather could cause major delays, as in 1582 when the queen’s missive to her Lord Deputy in Dublin took six weeks and two days to arrive. A worse fate befell Sir Henry Sidney’s new administration in 1566 when the treasure ship upon which he was depending sank in the Irish Sea. Internal communications suffered because of the poor system of inter-regional roads, but as passes were cleared and fords and bridges constructed more widely the transmission of news between places within Ireland was speeded up.10


While the conquest of terrestrial space lay some way in the future and travelling speeds remained unchanged throughout the early modern period, the measurement of time was being accorded more importance. Rural communities still tended to mark the passage of time in terms of festivals of the Church year which ordained seasons of devotion and recreation, the rhythm of the seasons which dictated agricultural work, and mealtimes which structured daily activity. Even in towns and cities, the working day and year were divided along similar lines: industrial time was measured by the variable daylight hours, from sunrise to sunset. Chronometry was proceeding apace, although clocks were a comparative novelty in the sixteenth century. Dublin, for example, had public timepieces erected at prominent locations, such as the Castle and St Patrick’s Cathedral, and civic clock-keepers were appointed to maintain the orology. Certain feasts of the pre-Reformation Church, such as St Anne’s Day and Corpus Christi, which had been public holidays may not have been recognised any longer after the Reformation, but Barnaby Rich, a retired English soldier living in Ireland, deprecated the inordinate number of public festivals observed there in the early seventeenth century.11


While the accurate measurement of time may have become possible with the use of more sophisticated clocks, the fragility of the human life-cycle was pitifully manifest in the high mortality rates which affected all age groups. It has been established that Ireland was comparatively underpopulated in the early sixteenth century and that rapid demographic growth did not take place as it did elsewhere in Europe during that period. One well-informed estimate put the population of the island at perhaps a good deal less than half a million at the end of the fifteenth century, with no increase registered until the seventeenth. There is no doubt that the great demographic crisis of the mid-fourteenth century affected Ireland just as badly as it did other countries, with the more densely peopled Anglo-Norman regions sustaining more losses than the Gaelic ones. Recovery of population to levels attained before the Black Death of 1348‒51, evident in other countries by the late fifteenth century, did not take place in Ireland for over a hundred years thereafter. In the absence of scientific studies of birth and death rates in the island for the sixteenth century, one can only guess that the deleterious effects of famine and dearth, infectious diseases and warfare there were not outweighed by birth rates. Ireland shared with its European counterparts the phenomena of low life expectancy (28 for males at birth, and 34 for females), very high rates of infant mortality (with perhaps up to a quarter of babies dying before their first birthday) and relatively high ages for first marriages (mid-twenties for brides and grooms). Centenarians were not unknown in the sixteenth century: two bishops, Miler Magrath of Cashel and Eugene O’Harte of Achonry, lived for over a hundred years, while Katharine, Countess of Desmond, was reputed to have lived for almost 140 years. In Dublin the average age at death of the members of the privileged aldermanic class was about fifty years.12


The vagaries of climate rendered people extremely vulnerable to sudden misfortune in the early modern period. As mentioned, adverse weather conditions severely affected communications by land and sea in an age of tenuous links between regions. More grievous, however, if related, was the impact of unseasonal climatic conditions in the growing season. The information drawn from annalistic and other allusions suggests that no major change in meteorological patterns occurred until the very end of the sixteenth century, when Ireland may have begun to be affected by the ‘little ice age’. With the exception of years such as 1496‒7, 1505, 1520‒21 and 1545, the period down to the mid-century seems to have been climatically benign. In the years mentioned, however, very wet and cold growing seasons were harmful enough to cause famine, but dearths could occur in regions and localities even when normal patterns were only moderately disturbed, especially as the surpluses of food were comparatively rare in most parts. Normal climatic conditions in wintertime precluded efforts at relief of shortages, particularly in remoter areas. From the 1540s onwards a qualitative change may have set in in Irish weather patterns, though extreme cold, such as was experienced by other European countries, for example about 1564 (the worst winter since 1430), was a comparative rarity in the island. The metereological turbulence of the mid-1570s may have caused dearth and disease, and there can be little doubt that the sequence of appalling summers and autumns in the 1590s gave rise to mortality on a large scale owing to failure of food supplies.13


Closely allied to intemperate weather as a harbinger of death for sixteenth-century people was disease. Plague was only the most virulent form of morbidity which struck at local, regional and sometimes national level. There are references to plagues visiting large areas in 1519‒20, 1534, 1536, 1575, 1597 and 1602‒4. Although Ireland was not as badly affected by acute visitations during the century as other places, numbers of inhabitants carried off by such outbreaks could be considerable, as in 1575, for instance, when chroniclers estimated that 3,000 persons died in Dublin alone, and in 1602 and 1604, when up to ten per cent of the population of the country may have perished. Numerous other forms of illness, including the ‘sweating sickness’ and the ‘English disease’, were recorded as bringers of sickness and death at frequent intervals. Also, the occurrence of dearth or even famine could weaken a community and render it especially susceptible to infections, as happened in 1575 and 1597, for example. The problems of political and military planners may have been compounded by the fact that Ireland seems to have constituted a separate ‘disease environment’. Thus unseasoned soldiers serving in Ireland could succumb very quickly to what was called the ‘country disease’. The rate at which newly arrived personnel, including viceroys, were debilitated by illness is notable, the general health hazards of the time being compounded by the perils of a hostile environment. Conversely, newcomers were feared by natives as bringers of infections. For all, the facilities for medical care were scanty if not non-existent. Hospitals did function in towns, some under religious care, others run by municipalities, and some funded by private philanthropy. Outbreaks of plague, however, occasioned panic measures of pest-houses and quarantines, and for more mundane ailments the barber-surgeon and the apothecary were to hand to apply their crafts. Gaelic medical knowledge did not appear to have progressed beyond these skills.14


Warfare, both internecine and external to lordships, increased in destructiveness as the century progressed, bringing disease, violent death and food shortages. Reference has been made to the links between campaigning soldiers and infections, but this phenomenon of large non-native troop movements through regions of the island was not a notable feature until the last three decades or so. Down to the Elizabethan period (and beyond) the most common form of bellicose activity was the internal raid and counter-raid. But certain changes in the nature of warfare in Ireland caused increased harm to human and natural resources. The construction of stone castles on a large scale by Gaelic lords resulted in the introduction of siege warfare with heavier engines of war directed at static garrisons (as opposed to retreating raiding parties). Another result was the extension of the war-making season beyond the thitherto common span of the summer months. Scottish mercenary forces were imported to complement the galloglas bands of warlords from the mid-fifteenth century onwards. And by 1500 the use of guns was becoming widespread, particularly among the Gaelic footsoldiers, the kerne.15


Obviously factors such as climate, disease and demographic fluctuations had a bearing on the nature of economic activity and social development, but it is clear that geography had the greatest influence on the pattern of settlement. The area of Ireland which had attracted most colonial settlement through the centuries lay east of a line from Strangford Lough to Bantry Bay. The most recent incursus, by the Normans, had been principally within this extended region of Ireland, including the triangular area with Louth as its apex and Kerry and Wexford as its base limits. Socio-economic changes were most notable in this zone, while northern and western districts were slowest to feel the impact of urbanisation and rural transformation. The Norman impress upon the chosen colonial area (which itself became a core to the native periphery) was chiefly in the form of boroughs, nucleated villages and manorial estates. Some deforestation occurred in the three centuries down to 1500 at a limited pace, especially in the river valleys of the south. The terrain (the mountainous part of south Leinster and east and north Munster being excluded) was ideal for the typical village-centred, strip-divided farms with their hierarchical communities of lords, head tenants and labourers. The colony needed towns, and these were designated in the Viking-founded ports and inland centres. The effects of the proximity of Wales, for long the nurturing bridgehead for colonists in Ireland, were most evident in the Europeanised feudalism of towns, villages and farms in Leinster and east Munster. Significant Gaelic lordships did survive within the zone of most intensive colonisation, those of the O’Byrnes, O’Tooles and Kavanaghs in Wicklow and Carlow, and the O’Connors, O’Mores and O’Carrolls in the midlands of Leix and Offaly being among the most important. The existing natives were pressured to a large extent into inhabiting the more afforested or mountainous areas or the more inhospitable region to the west and north. A form of pastoralism was forced on the Gaelic or pre-existing population by their being excluded from prime lands.16


 


THE POLITICAL ENVIRONMENT: THE LORDSHIP OF IRELAND AS FRAMEWORK


The diversity of social, economic and cultural interrelationships between those of English and Welsh origin and the native population suggests that the geographical barriers which determined the pattern of Norman settlement were less relevant by 1500. One aspect of the ‘Gaelic recovery’ from the fourteenth century onwards was the migration of Gaelic peasant families to lands in English colonial districts where they were needed to maintain levels of population. Gaelic chiefs also absorbed manorial settlements and began slowly to change their economic orientation towards agriculture and market trading. In the borderlands between Gaelic and English regions, known as the marches, the overlapping of pastoral and arable systems was evident—in the west of Meath and parts of Tipperary and Cork, for instance. Here the Norman settlers had come under the influence of Gaelic social and economic customs. Practical co-operation and interchange—in trade, labour, marriage, law and learning—may have helped to soften the ethnic differences, but outside observers such as Polydore Vergil were more impressed by the contrasting characteristics of the English and Gaelic inhabitants of Ireland. The residents of the Pale, the colonial core of the eastern region, comprising the counties of Louth, Meath, Kildare and Dublin, could be taken as exemplars of English civility in Ireland. The most imperviously Gaelic areas of the island were perhaps to be found in the remoter regions of Ulster. Between these extremes of Gaeldom and Englishry there was a great variety of forms of cultural cross-fertilisation.17


Reflected in the division between the mixed farming of the more anglicised areas and the pastoralism of the marches and Gaelic territories was the political and constitutional separateness of English and Gaelic. Ireland had been constituted a lordship of the Kings of England since the twelfth century, and the early Anglo-Norman settlers had attempted to make good the claim by conquering as much of the island as they could. By the fourteenth century, however, it was clear that in practice the king’s Irish lordship was a reality in at best just over half of Ireland’s expanse. In the areas of successful Norman and English settlement the authority of the English monarch as Lord of Ireland was recognised, and outside of these the political, legal and landholding systems remained autonomous, dominated by the traditionally sovereign Gaelic rulers. In order to normalise political and legal relations between colonials and their Gaelic neighbours in the mid-fourteenth century, a body of legislation was drawn up in the colony’s parliament, culminating in the famous Statutes of Kilkenny of 1366. A system of dual government was thereby established, with differing approaches being adopted by the English administration in Ireland to the feudal or legally held territories on the one hand, and the territories held by non-feudal tenure, either by Gaelic principles of tenure or corruption of the original grant of feudal tenure, on the other. The policy of coexistence was complemented by one of consolidating the borders of the colonial area by more active deployment of English personnel and resources in Ireland in the later fourteenth century. Although the momentum of that supportive action for the colony was lost in the earlier fifteenth century, the designation of the Pale as a priority area for administrative reform was symbolic of the policy of realistic recognition of actual capabilities without prejudice to ultimate ambitions.18


The reach of the administration of the English lordship in 1500, then, far outstripped what it could actually grasp. Although operating in a very different political environment from the kingdom of England, the institutions which had developed during the medieval period were designed to cater for the governance of the entire island should the ambition of generations of English colonials become a reality. Meanwhile the jurisdiction of the English king as Lord of Ireland was strongly effective in the Pale and south-eastern regions, and with varying degrees of force in areas which retained residual structures of feudalism from the time of the Anglo-Norman advance. As the place of residence of old-established English families, the eastern shires were the mainstay of the colony, and leading members of the community played an active part in staffing its agencies. These elites in town and county also took the lead in pressing, mainly through parliamentary representation, for reform of flagging English governmental institutions, complaining of the poverty of their holding in the land. The main targets of their criticism were the neglectful English kings of the late Middle Ages and the domineering Anglo-Norman magnates who lived mostly outside the Pale. The family heads of the three earldoms of Kildare, Ormond and Desmond were at the apex of this ascendancy, and the dynasts asserted their control over the southern Pale and its marches, the south-eastern river valleys, and north-west and south Munster respectively. Bred to sturdy self-reliance during the fifteenth century, the earls had evolved their own military and judicial regimes in an environment of power struggles among internal and pan-provincial factions. Despite the manifest dynastic particularism within these and the other regions of Norman settlement such as eastern Connacht and a small enclave in north-east Ulster, the authority of the English crown flowed with varying degrees of efficacy through them. The Anglo-Norman magnates had been relied upon by the administration for the maintenance of the colonial presence in their bailiwicks, and these natural leaders of the colony outside the Pale co-operated by allowing English common law to function and crown revenues to be collected therein.19


At the head of the administration of the English lordship of Ireland was the chief governor who, in the absence of the king, represented him for his subjects in Ireland. For most of the first third of the sixteenth century the position was held by one of the three Irish earldom families—that of Kildare. The highest title of honour was that of Lord Lieutenant, but the holder, normally a prince of the blood in England, seldom came to Ireland. The governorship therefore was effectively in the hands of the lieutenant’s deputy, or Lord Deputy, who enjoyed a fulness of power within the lordship commensurate with his being delegated royal powers in relation to Ireland. As head of the civil and military establishment, the governor (or viceroy, as he is sometimes called) supervised the full range of governmental functions wherever they had effect throughout the island, and was committed to defending the colonial area, especially the Pale, against attack. From the 1490s the authority of the Lords Deputy was more circumscribed, and, in practice, the rule of the Earls of Kildare represented a compromise, the government of Ireland being carried on with the minimum of expense for the new Tudor monarchy and the Fitzgerald lords enjoying many perquisites. Generally the Geraldine deputyship of the early decades of the century presided over a revival of crown institutions in the lordship, as the earls ruled in what they could claim were the interests of the king.20


The king’s Irish council operated in conjunction with the governor, advising him and performing administrative and judicial functions. The council which was active in the early sixteenth century comprised approximately seven key office-holders in the central administration. The privileged coterie normally included the Lord Chancellor, who came to act as president of the council in the Lord Deputy’s absence, the Vice-Treasurer, the Chief Justices—of the Courts of King’s Bench and Common Pleas—and the Chief Baron of the Exchequer as well as the Master of the Rolls. The importance of this inner circle of councillors was underscored by their appointments being reserved more fully to the king instead of the governor from 1479. This was designed to curb the autonomy of the Lords Deputy. Otherwise the incumbent—from then on, with few breaks, the Earl of Kildare—could prefer his own clients and supporters to the detriment of conciliar independence. The dominance of the earls over the council while they held the deputyship, however, masked the real changes that were taking place in its role and functions. From about 1520 onwards a Privy Council of select members could be said to have existed, and this body asserted itself to act in the absence of the Lord Deputy under the Chancellor on many occasions in the 1520s and 1530s. The old medieval great council, of magnates and bishops, continued to meet on occasion, but executive powers, long vested in the council, were now being exercised more fully by its members.21


The forum for the presentation of communal grievances, as well as for the association of the political community with government policy, came more and more to be parliament. The assembly met with regularity in the late fifteenth century, and it represented, in three separate houses, the peers and bishops, the gentry and merchants, and the lower clergy. By 1500 parliament, like the council, had almost ceased to be peripatetic, meeting nearly always in Dublin or Drogheda, though itineration continued to be used by the governors when they wanted to display English institutions in the remoter colonial areas. The functions of parliament traditionally included the assenting of members to taxation, most notably the subsidy payable on landownership, regulation of administration matters, passage of new laws or changing of existing ones, and the resolution of private plaints. As the century began, however, the balance of responsibilities was changing. The passage of the famous Poynings’ Law in 1494 under the English-born Lord Deputy of that name circumscribed the power of the Irish parliament. Thenceforth the Irish council had to request permission from London for the holding of an assembly, and it had to transmit to the English king and his Privy Council there the bills which it intended to pass in the Irish legislature. Only when the bills were returned in the approved form to Dublin could parliament be asked to go ahead and pass them into law. The effects on the Irish parliament were profound and far-reaching, going way beyond the curbing of governmental power on the ground in Ireland. In the short term at least, the parliament was summoned much less frequently, and its role as a court arbitrating between private parties in dispute was less relevant. More and more the parliament came to be an agency for acquiescence in legislative plans and taxation demands, its status overshadowed by the claims of the English counterpart to override it and legislate on its behalf.22


The main tax for the English administration at the turn of the century was the subsidy, the most lucrative source of colonial revenue down to the 1530s. It was charged on each ploughland (120 acres) of cultivated land, and its collection had been streamlined in the last years of the fifteenth century, particularly through the institution of five- or ten-year levies. As well as the subsidy, the crown income included the customs duties, which were increasing around the turn of the century. More efficient management of the royal estates and manors augmented the rental income of the exchequer, and other feudal incidents and profits of justice amounted to more than £1,600 Irish in about 1500. On the expenditure side, the main items were the salaries and fees of royal officials and the defence of the colony and its inner core, the Pale. At that time the governors were allowed to receive the royal revenues without account, and could manage their administration by assigning income from crown sources without their having to pass through the exchequer. Out of the annual income, as well as official salaries which totalled about £650 Irish, the governors had to fund the cost of the army. If, as was the case for most of the early decades of the century, the viceroy was native-born, he could use his own resources for raising and maintaining an armed force, but an English-born governor invariably needed subsidies from England to keep the soldiers in pay. Thanks to reforms undertaken in the system of maximising the revenues and cutting costs from the 1490s onwards, the Irish revenues were not unhealthy down to 1534, but the procedures of the exchequer were in dire need of an overhaul.23


In the eyes of the residents of the colonial area, the main function of the administration was their protection and defence from damaging raids and encroachments. In the circumstances of English subventions for the lordship of Ireland being withdrawn, it was the responsibility of the local community, under the viceroy’s leadership, to organise its own defences, and this was carried out in a number of ways in the early sixteenth century. During the tenure of office of the Earls of Kildare the governor had a household force of about 120 horse. The local residents were obliged to contribute to the household retinue by purveying produce at fixed rates. With the consolidation of the Pale and its marches in the later fifteenth century, other sources of defence were needed, such as the Brotherhood of Arms, a force of less than 200 archers and horse very much under the Earl of Kildare’s control. The mainstay of the defence of the lordship were the general or local hostings or levies of troops, to which the landowners of the region were expected to contribute according to means. The terms of such hostings, including specific dates, length of service and cartage of provisions, were agreed by the council afforced with local magnates, and they could rally over 1,000 soldiers, archers, pikemen, horse, and even galloglas and kerne which were quartered on the magnates’ own lands. In the remoter areas such as the Ormond and Desmond lordships local defence was organised by the magnates, usually with the agreement of the gentry and freeholders of the areas.24


In order to wean the Irish lords away from aggressive methods in the settling of their disputes, the government of the lordship had consistently tried to encourage recourse to the royal courts. From the 1490s onwards there were signs that the reorganisation of the system of justice was achieving some success at the levels of both central and local jurisdictions. The principal courts of the lordship—King’s Bench, Common Pleas, Exchequer and Chancery—were modelled on their English counterparts, though their processes were more antiquated. Ideally appointments of justices and other staff to these courts were supposed to be made more on the basis of judicial expertise than on clerical experience, although there was no educational structure in Ireland for the training of lawyers. Students of law from Ireland had to attend the Inns of Court in London, admission to the bar being forbidden for those who had not completed terms there after 1541. The criminal law was the jurisdiction mostly of the Court of King’s Bench, as well as that of Exchequer, with death penalties being handed down for many felonies. Revenue matters occupied the Exchequer court also, and the King’s Bench dealt with crown pleas. From the early sixteenth century onwards the equity jurisdiction of the Court of Chancery developed apace, litigation involving disputes over lands and titles being heard before it, and the Court of Common Pleas was thus overshadowed. Parliament’s judicial role was more limited after the early 1500s, but the king’s council in Ireland continued to exercise functions in relation to equity disputes between magnates and others, a foreshadowing of the formal prerogative Court of Castle Chamber raised on the foundations of conciliar justice in the 1560s.25


Local courts continued to flourish throughout the lordship, sometimes in competition with the central courts but usually supplementing their activities. There were sheriffs’ tourns held in the baronies of the counties, manorial and municipal courts, as well as liberty jurisdictions. Within the Pale and other shires judges went on circuit, bringing royal justice into the localities, and in the outlying shired areas such as Kilkenny and Waterford commissioners were regularly appointed, some of them resident and others on an ad hoc basis, comprising judicial officers as well as local worthies. The linch-pins in the meshing of royal and local systems of justice were the county sheriffs, who played a variety of parts. They were administrative agents of central government, levying revenues, proclaiming statutes and ordinances, and serving writs. Militarily they organised the martial levies of the shires and led the ‘posse comitatus’, making ‘roads’ into Gaelic districts. And as judicial figures, they heard cases involving lesser crimes in the barony courts and presided over the county courts. While the shrievalties in the Pale were changed annually among leading local gentry, the outlying shires saw the offices dominated by powerful landed families who monopolised the office, the Powers in Waterford and the Burkes in Connacht being examples. By and large, the recourse of inhabitants to the local courts was cheaper and safer, and the central courts’ work tended to be dominated by plaintiffs and litigants from the inner Pale shires.26


The king’s writ ran in theory throughout the late medieval lordship except within the enclaves of private jurisdiction, the local liberties and palatinates. One such exempted area was the liberty of St Sepulchre outside the walls of Dublin, which was under the private jurisdiction of the Archbishops of Dublin. The liberty court of the archbishop had powers which excluded the authority of both municipal and state courts. There were also privileges attached to the trading of goods within its franchises. More extensive were the great liberties of Anglo-Norman magnates—the Earl of Shrewsbury in Wexford, the Earl of Desmond in Kerry, the Earl of Ormond in Tipperary, and the Earl of Kildare in his home county. These jurisdictions had well-developed judicial systems with designated law officers conducting regular sessions, and they also had acquired other political, economic and military exemptions. These franchisal liberties were popular with litigants and plaintiffs because they were conveniently local and pre-empted the need for recourse to the distant and expensive Dublin courts. From the administration’s perspective, palatinates, liberties and franchises were a guarantee of some kind of order and administration in the localities, and in the difficult march conditions the very survival of ordered government was a priority. Accordingly, for example, municipalities were empowered to use customs revenues and fee-farm rents due to the crown as murage, or revenue for the repair of walls and civic utilities. Local privileges could be asserted on many fronts, and prisage rights claimed by the Earls of Ormond as a hereditary perquisite were stoutly resisted by the leading towns down to the sixteenth century. We now turn to the myriad forms of local and regional rights asserted in the English and Gaelic areas of Ireland.27
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The lordship of Ireland in the early sixteenth century
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Town and County in the English Part of Ireland, c. 1500





TOWNS and their hinterlands were a vibrant aspect of early sixteenth-century Ireland. Urban centres of varying size had been foci of social, cultural and economic development within the island since the arrival of the Normans and even before. Agrarian manor and town were inextricably linked, as most Irish commerce, both domestic and foreign, was based on the productivity of farmlands. The older port towns, such as Dublin, Waterford and Cork, owed their vitality to the Vikings with their far-flung trading network, while the newer centres (sometimes revitalised older ones) such as Clonmel and Kilkenny grew under seignorial patronage as boroughs on fertile manors. While some boroughs may have lapsed into marcher outposts, cut off from once productive hinterlands, they retained vestigial market functions. Antipathy to Gaelic clans and institutions was frequently expressed by citizens and compellingly manifested in their hostings and ‘roads’ into Gaelic districts. This was partly a reflection of the European town-dwellers’ rejection of non-settled pastoralism and oppressive militarism. Yet despite official municipal disavowal of ties with Gaelic clanspeople, there were very many points of contact, not just for goods but of personnel and ideas, and in this context the semi-strangulated manorial boroughs no less than the more thriving municipalities were significant.1


Recent historical writings on later medieval Ireland have acknowledged the importance of the role of towns, with their hinterlands, in much of Ireland. Although perhaps not as numerous or as large as in the earlier Anglo-Norman period, urban centres are seen to have had well-ordered polities, clusters of wealthy families which profited from trade and rents, thriving spiritual institutions, and the dynamism to draw into their nexus through markets and fairs the people and produce of the vicinities. During the later Middle Ages the central administration came to rely heavily on the towns and cities as cynosures of Englishness. The citizens spoke English, dressed in English style and lived in houses designed in the fashion of dwellings in cities in England. Not only were the customs and institutions of towns modelled closely on those of the mother country, but the prevailing mentality of the inhabitants within urban precincts was civic and commercial. For close to the heart of most substantial towns was the merchant guild with its strict rules for trade, expressive ritual and powerful personnel who were interchangeable with the ruling city councillors.2


While about 250 urban settlements may have been founded or refurbished down to the fourteenth century, there were only fifty towns of some size around 1500. Many of the medieval boroughs never prospered, failing to attract burgesses or suffering inordinately from the effects of warfare or plague. Others may have attained the status of large villages with populations of a few hundred. Although the exact size of the towns in the early sixteenth century cannot be known with certainty, the number suggested here would perhaps yield an urban population of at least fifty thousand. Accepting Kenneth Nicholls’s estimate of a total population of the island of half a million at most, it can be posited that ten per cent of the inhabitants were urban-dwellers, a figure in line with the proportion for England and other European countries at that time. As the lowlands and river valleys in Leinster and Meath were the most urbanised as well as the most densely peopled areas of the country, the economic, social and cultural functions of towns influenced a large section of the entire population. Connacht and Ulster had comparatively few towns, but even in these provinces there were commercial connections between ports such as Galway, Sligo, Carrickfergus and Carlingford and the interior through proto-urban settlements and lesser havens. In certain regions groups of towns, such as Drogheda, Dundalk and Ardee in north Leinster, and Waterford, Carrick and Clonmel in Ormond country, had close trading links.3


In order to qualify for the appellation ‘town’, centres of at least several hundred inhabitants needed to have exhibited some or all of these features: corporate administration, topographical complexity (including walls and defensive works and perhaps suburban growth), market functions, institutions of spiritual and secular care such as hospitals or poorhouses, and interplay with rural vicinages of varying extents. In common with towns in contemporary England, Irish boroughs seem to have been passing through a phase of relative decline in the late Middle Ages: Dublin Castle was ruinous in 1521, for example, the bridge at Drogheda had collapsed in 1472, and fires in Dundalk (in 1430, 1444 and 1452), Navan (in 1539), Athboy (in 1443), Clonmel (in 1516) and Sligo (on many occasions) retarded urban growth. Many walls and fortifications, symbols of urban pride as well as protective bastions, were the subject of special grants and remissions through the fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries. Within these enclosures (varying from under twenty acres in some of the small Ormond boroughs to over 140 acres in the case of Dublin) shrinkage of streetscapes had occurred from the mid-fourteenth century, and population losses had never been made good. Yet although major public construction works fell victim to scarcity of municipal funds, private wealth fostered the building of residences and chantry chapels. And despite the decay of commercial facilities such as bridges, harbours and wharves in some centres, and the diminution of direct control over immediate vicinities, townspeople could extend their trading and cultural hinterlands by imaginative enterprises over varying distances and sensible accommodation with potentially hostile neighbours.4


 


TOWNS AND THEIR RULING GROUPS


The growth of Irish medieval towns had been fostered by royal and aristocratic grants, but in 1500 most major urban centres aspired to self-government, with varying degrees of success. The old Viking ports of Drogheda, Dublin, Wexford, Waterford, Cork and Limerick, along with Galway, had developed quasi-autonomous powers after three centuries of royal beneficence in the form of charters and statutory regulations. The main aims of the royal or seignorial benefactors of urban settlements were to support trade through establishing settled market centres and fairs and to advance manufacture and crafts. Administrative and judicial institutions complemented economic ones. While many small boroughs failed to grow into towns through population failure or wastage due to war, those which did, such as Thurles, County Tipperary, and Kells, County Meath, evolved into sizeable centres, accumulating additional grants from the crown or local lords. In towns, even of the first rank such as Limerick and Galway, which had to contend with overweening local nobles—the O’Briens and the Clanricard Burkes respectively in those cases—municipal privilege compromised with local powers, especially when remote from the centre of English power. For the most part, however, petitions from urban centres to the crown for relief of municipal distress were received sympathetically at the royal court in London.5


The most common grants to importunate boroughs in the late fifteenth century were of the remission of all or part of the fee-farm rent payable by the larger towns to the crown, and of murage, enabling civic communities to make use of customs and tolls on trade for paving streets and repairing walls and utilities. Both forms of concession attest the reality of civic privilege and responsibility in the late Middle Ages. The principal features of citizenship in Ireland as elsewhere were the privilege of trading within the borough franchises on preferential terms and the freedom from feudal levies and taxes. Concomitant was the communal right to self-regulation in legal and other matters. The highly prized order of citizenship entailed the responsibilities of paying rent in the form of fee-farms or burgage, contributing to civic cesses and levies, upholding the monopolies and rights of the guilds, and generally participating in the administration of the borough. While admission to citizenship in the smaller settlements may not have involved a formal procedure, entry into the ranks of freemen of larger towns was strictly regulated through apprenticeship in the guilds, marriage to a citizen, heredity or special grace and favour. The leading municipalities such as Waterford or Drogheda had fairly rigidly defined barriers between the free and the unfree, the latter dwelling within the franchises on sufferance. Above all, however, the municipal advancement of the late fifteenth-century Irish town is reflected in the nature of its conciliar government.6


The six principal boroughs reached the summit of their municipal autonomy in the decades around 1500. A series of charters of privileges had brought de facto incorporation, which meant that the ruling councils were recognised by the crown as proper corporations. The bigger the municipality the more complex were the conciliar structures. Twenty-four aldermen, forty-eight sheriffs’ peers and ninety-six guildsmen or ‘numbers’ formed the tiers of the common council in the borough of Dublin, and twenty-three aldermen and fourteen commons made up the ranks of that body in Drogheda. In the cities the senior councillors or aldermen monopolised power by 1500 at the expense of the commons, who usually represented the non-mercantile craft guilds. Municipal courts, comprising the senior councillors with their legal appointees, or the sheriffs or provosts, adjudicated on all cases involving citizens, except for a few charges reserved to the central courts. The profits of justice, as well as rents from civic properties, fines for admission of citizens to the franchises, and tolls on trade, made up the bulk of civic revenues, while the principal expenses were stipends and salaries for city officials, public works and the fee-farm rent to the crown (varying from 200 marks (£134 13s 4d) per annum for Dublin to £10 for Naas). The ceremonial regalia used on public occasions symbolised the devolution of power by the crown to the civities: the king’s sword in the cases of Dublin, Drogheda, Waterford and Limerick, and the maces, borne by special bearers. The processions of civic dignitaries in their hats and liveries in order of importance marked the privileged orders apart within their communities.7


The stratification of the corps of civic officials and the range of their duties depended on the size of the population of the urban centre. At its most basic, the borough administration had at its head a sovereign, provost, portreeve (reeve) or mayor, usually elected annually. In the major towns there were two bailiffs or sheriffs to implement the courts’ decisions and to carry out a range of administrative functions. In Dublin the mayor, who normally received an annual stipend of £30, had many responsibilities: he was clerk of the markets, justice of labourers, justice of the peace and of jail delivery, justice of weights and measures, assizer of bread and ale, justice of taverners and escheator during his busy year of office. In the other cities the mayors had some or most of these responsibilities. Civic order rested on the implementation of by-laws passed at regular meetings of common councils. These addressed the gamut of urban-dwellers’ concerns, including the supply of food to the markets or shambles, the piping in of pure water, the maintenance of standards of hygiene in public places, the provision of services for the poor or homeless, the punishment of crime, the protection of the town from internal disaster such as fire, and the provision for defence against external attack. Diverse officials carried out these functions, from important appointees such as town clerks, recorders and constables, down through the ranks of water-bailiffs, beadles of the poor, gate-keepers and clock-keepers to casual labourers such as porters or carters.8


The small ruling groups of patricians in the major boroughs by 1500 comprised affluent merchant families. As the crown devolved more and more governing powers to the corporations, these leading citizens were best positioned to benefit politically and economically. In the two largest cities, Dublin and Waterford, with perhaps the widest trading networks, the number of families achieving elevated civic office over a two- to three-generational span was comparatively high: up to thirty or forty in the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, indicating a fair degree of openness of the ruling coteries. By contrast, the smaller cities—Galway, Drogheda, Limerick, Cork and Kilkenny—were dominated by elites of twelve to fifteen families. In all cases, however, the men and women of the patriciates were closely linked through intermarriage. Marital alliances between the leading families provided the social axes of the higher stratum: alliances between Sedgrave and Ball family members, Rothes and Shees, Arthurs and Creaghs, Sherlocks and Walshes were very common in Dublin, Kilkenny, Limerick and Waterford respectively. Such consolidation of political power and mercantile wealth tended to strengthen the fabric of urban life, even in times of economic or political difficulty. Where new families came into the nexus, usually through trade or migration, they were absorbed into the larger civic communities. By contrast, some towns were dominated and given commercial identity by one family: the Creans in Sligo, for example, and the Pettits in Mullingar. Besides tightening social bonds within cities, nuptial arrangements fostered close ties between county gentry families in the hinterlands and the urban elites.9


To achieve political office at the highest level was nearly impossible for those who were not of the wealthiest group in urban society, and this was more or less exclusively mercantile. An office-holder had to make good from his own pocket any monetary losses incurred during his term. The ascendancy of affluent merchants in civic government was institutionalised in the large boroughs where the merchant guilds dominated councils as well as markets. The wealth of this elite group, protected both by their guild privileges and the chartered rights granted by the crown, is attested not only by intermarriage with the gentry but also by the lavish domestic furnishings listed in inventories of, say, the Blakes of Galway or the Stanihursts of Dublin. But private wealth may not always have betokened municipal prosperity. In the later fifteenth century major civic projects in the large towns were scarce, while smaller centres such as Thurles, Trim and Naas found it hard to retain their urban identity. Although there were signs of architectural vigour in Kilkenny with the construction of the tholsel and in Galway with the building of the church of St Nicholas, most new building projects were undertaken for private patrons, such as the James Rice chapel in Waterford or the Burnell bequest in Dublin. Towns had very small budgets and could easily be overshadowed by other corporations such as guilds, chantries or monasteries. Thus while private wealth in the hands of rich patricians was accumulating rapidly in the late Middle Ages, most borough corporations were appealing plaintively to the crown for the alleviation of their distress.10


The royal government was prepared to countenance these pleas from the corporations of Ireland because it wished to ensure ordered local administration in the hands of reliable and worthy patricians. The principal families played a leading part in forging civic cohesion and identity through their marriages, their business partnerships and their participation in the annual round of urban rituals. In late medieval cities the wealthiest citizens lived in the central areas, influencing the design of streetscapes with their stone or cagework residences. The most prominent were commemorated in the naming of large houses or inns, such as Blakeney’s Inns and Preston’s Inns in Dublin. In marcher towns, such as Carlingford, Ardee, Trim, Naas, Newcastle Lyons and Dalkey as well some Ormond centres, merchant families in the fifteenth century built castellated homes, the equivalent of the rural tower-houses. These defensive properties were more than decorative, as attested by the high number of burnings of urban settlements in that era. Attachment to parish was embodied in the church monuments such as tombs and wall plaques which were inscribed with the names of patricians and their family connections. Street, parish and ward—in which the patricians as senior councillors organised tax payment, defence and law enforcement—these were the arenas in which the socially ascendant lorded it over the less privileged. These included apprentices, humbler artisans, manual labourers and the band of beggars and unattached. Out from the centre—and outside the walls in the suburbs of the larger towns—the wooden dwellings and other insubstantial structures indicated the areas of urban impoverishment and lack of privilege.11


As with many of their counterparts elsewhere in Europe, late fifteenth-century Irish towns needed an influx of migrants to maintain the urban population at a sufficiently high level to run institutions such as corporations, guilds and other bodies. Thus newcomers to apprenticeships within the guilds and as marital partners for existing families were encouraged, but poor immigrants and those of Gaelic origin were not. Civic by-laws attempted to prevent the entry of those latter groups, with varying degrees of success and commitment. At times of difficulty in the rural economy the attractions of the town were manifest: freedom from seigneurial exactions, opportunities for advancement through the guild system, and the availability of at least minimal welfare institutions. To city authorities, charged with defending the community against physical assault and infection, the checking of strangers at the gates was a matter of urgency. The official anti-Gaelic regime was no doubt motivated by the threat of attack, while fear of the plague and other diseases accounted for the general defensiveness. Boroughs of all sizes during the medieval period had their leper-houses, usually outside the walls (if any), while the larger centres had hospitals and almshouses, most of them before the 1530s attached to religious houses. Cities such as Dublin even had special officials to deal with the poor and destitute, beadles of beggars, for example, doubling up as keepers of swine. At times of particular crisis, for example during severe visitations of plague, special measures were taken to ensure the isolation of victims and the burial of the dead. Careful monitoring of possible sources of infection, such as tainted food or water supplies, was a constant preoccupation.12


 


CULTURAL AND ECONOMIC FUNCTIONS OF TOWNS


Urban solidarity was well characterised by municipal and private philanthropy which was directed at alleviating deprivation and suffering. Leper-houses were maintained by boroughs with the aid of levies on citizens, wardens usually being appointed by the town authorities. The period also witnessed a trend towards more private endowment of almshouses and hospitals. In 1480 the Dean of Waterford linked the establishment of his chantry in the cathedral to the financing of a hostel for poor men, and in this venture he was joined by James Rice, a prominent citizen. In Dublin one Redman took over the decaying hospital at St John’s, Newgate, and provided some forty beds for patients. Primary and secondary schools were another cultural asset of towns, helping to foster civic identity and attracting scholars from outside. Religious foundations were also active in education, some of the cathedrals and at least one nunnery providing schooling for girls and boys from the towns and their hinterlands. While elementary teaching may have been undertaken by domestic tutors in the homes of the wealthy, and apprenticeships served the less privileged, a growing tendency in the sixteenth century was for municipal authorities or private benefactors to found and maintain schools. For example, Dublin had its municipal school by the 1560s, while in Waterford and Kilkenny flourishing grammar schools were founded under the patronage of the Butlers. Many merchant families were sorely conscious of the need to establish a university in the country to prevent young people having to travel abroad at great expense. Many unsuccessful schemes were mooted for the founding of a college down to the later sixteenth century. Failure to set up an Irish university before the 1590s was offset to an extent by overseas migration of scholars for education, but the effects were detrimental to the advancement of learning in Ireland in the period.13


Ritual and processions on days of civic festivity and public ceremony offered the citizens the opportunity to display the urban orders in their sequence of precedence, and also gave each, no matter how humble, the feeling of belonging to the body corporate. Religious and secular rites punctuated the civic year. On station days and ceremonial occasions, such as the riding of the franchises in Dublin and the formal procession to St Saviour’s, Waterford, by the newly elected mayor and bailiffs, the municipal authorities revealed their ascendancy within the civic ranks, dressed in their liveries and bearing their regalia of office. Dramas were enacted on religious festivals, usually by the guilds. In Kilkenny and Dublin, for example, there were sequences of mystery plays which involved large numbers of citizen actors and spectators. A popular time for these enactments was Corpus Christi, a day of special significance for towns, signifying as it did another body corporate—the Church. In the later sixteenth century when the Reformation devalued these popular shows, secular pageants such as that of St George substituted and professional troupes of players visited towns to put on plays. The guilds, both secular and religious, made a notable contribution to the fund of civic ritual. As part of their public celebrations on patronal days, craft or trade guilds held processions to their chapels in parish churches. The religious guilds provided a yearly round of liturgical services and rituals for members and associates. Both types of institution were also important in forging bonds of civic fellowship through their provision of mutual aid, material and spiritual.14


The basic economic functions of the towns as laid down in the foundation charters were to provide a regular market for the exchange of goods between citizens and rural-dwellers, and to hold a fair at least annually with the purpose of attracting commerce over longer distances. Markets and fairs had helped to confirm the urban status of the more successful boroughs of the late Middle Ages, but in the less successful these institutions were frequently forestalled by illegal trading. In addition to these vital agencies, burgesses or natives were conferred with the privilege of freedom to trade exclusively within the franchises of the borough. In the case of crown grants to the cities, these chartered rights empowered the merchants’ guilds to organise and regulate urban commerce. The ‘companies of merchants’ were traditionally recognised by the crown as the mainstays of the cities in their battle to survive as cultural and trading centres. Gradually they came to enjoy a monopoly of retailing and wholesaling within the franchises, the state authorities relinquishing even minimal rights of inspection of native merchants’ cargoes. Crucially the central concerns of the merchants’ guilds came to be identified with those of the civic corporations. This convergence of interests redounded to the benefit of the councillors, as urban order was better assured in the extensive rules concerning apprentices, the detailed ordering of retailing and wholesaling in the franchises through the guildhall, the strict banning of illegal strangers, and punishment of infringers of the regulations.15


In the major chartered boroughs the municipal councils had appropriated rights to tolls and levies with which the commerce of merchant ‘strangers’ was mulcted. As the international trade of the principal cities had expanded during the medieval period, government regulation had become more stringent. The establishment of a customs regime by the early fourteenth century was testimony to this. The great custom of wool and wool-related produce was to be levied, but not on the goods of merchant guildsmen. The establishment of staple ports—namely Dublin, Drogheda, Waterford, Cork and Limerick—was intended to control the export of wool and hides and the import of salt and iron. Regulation of wine imports came in the form of prisage, granted in the twelfth century to the Butlers of Ormond, but this levy of one tun in twenty was evaded successfully by port authorities or else employed to municipal benefit. While the other forms of government toll—the petty custom and the tax of poundage (introduced at the end of the fifteenth century)—were less lucrative to the state than was hoped, by 1500 a decline in customs revenues had been reversed. But with the development of merchant guild monopolies, a complex set of structures had evolved to enable native city merchants to avoid the inquiries of the few customs officials who were appointed, and indeed in some cases the officials were citizens appointed by the municipalities.16


The aggrandisement of the merchant fraternities in the later fifteenth century may be contrasted with the erosion of the position of the craft guilds. While trade in exports of the produce of hinter-lands and imports from Britain and the Continent flourished in the period, native manufacture, based on Irish raw materials, stagnated or declined. Accordingly, the craft guilds were in a weak position relative to the great merchant guilds. This is borne out in the municipal representation of the craft guilds on the councils of cities such as Dublin and Waterford in the 1490s: the lesser guildsmen were heavily outnumbered by the members of the merchants’ bodies. Internal and external reasons may be adduced for the failure of manufacturing based on the boroughs. The hopes of the Anglo-Norman town-founders that burgesses would create active manufacturing centres based on the woollen industry, particularly in the south-eastern river valleys, did not materialise. By 1500 the quantity of cloths being woven for purposes other than mere local consumption was comparatively small. The population decline in the fourteenth century may have adversely affected internal demand, and Irish cloth, with the exception of rugs, mantles and friezes, fared badly in competition with other European manufactures. Also the demand from abroad for highly valued raw wool and linen yarn from Ireland was growing very strongly into the sixteenth century. So, notwithstanding state and local efforts to prohibit the export of unworked or semi-worked materials in order to foster native industry, and despite individual enterprises such as that of Piers Butler, Earl of Ossory, who set up model factories in Kilkenny, the decay of Irish manufacturing continued throughout the period. Accordingly, urban and rural manufacture was on a small scale for the most part, only the tanning of hides perhaps providing some dynamism with state encouragement. Otherwise the brewers, distillers, millers, tailors, shoemakers and carpenters, among others, were producing for strictly local needs, while the great merchant companies satisfied demands for basic manufactures and luxuries through imports.17
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The region of Dublin in the early sixteenth century


The accumulated wealth of the merchants not only provided scope for overseas trading ventures and advancing of loans, but also allowed for investment in leases and land in the neighbouring countryside. County seats of successful municipal families dotted the hinterlands of Dublin, Drogheda and (to a lesser extent) Waterford. Marriages of patricians to gentry spouses led to their upward mobility, and mercantile elites in the different port cities co-operated with one another, especially in times of threat to municipal liberties, to form a powerful lobby. In view of this ascendancy, it is a surprise to read the impassioned pleas of authorities in cities—and towns—in the late fifteenth century for relief of communal poverty and distress. The explanation must be sought in the shrinking of the physical or ‘cultural’ hinterlands of urban communities. For undoubtedly cities, in the south and west especially, were environed by ever-diminishing safe areas for marketing of goods, and overbearing lords who wished to dictate the terms of commerce within their jurisdictions. The inland Pale towns had suffered very badly in this respect, and only Dublin and Drogheda could command trading zones of a reasonable radius. And even the merchants of these two east-coast ports had to come to terms with an economic and social world not geared to the market system. Thus the ‘béal bocht’ affected by councils around 1500 was a response to challenges to liberties and also a kind of insurance policy to complement practical accommodations with non-civic elements who threatened disruptive activities such as banditry, pillage, piracy and forestalling. Irish municipalities were not alone in demanding special favours to bolster urban institutions against seignorial rivalry: English boroughs were seeking similar concessions at the same time. But the Irish boroughs had to deal with a very different kind of trade with their hinterlands, and their complaints had a fair amount of validity.18


 


THE MESHING OF MANOR AND MARKET


The success of the substantial merchants rested solidly upon the meshing of the manorial economy with the urban market. From the earliest arrival of the Anglo-Normans it was recognised that the towns would be outlets for the surpluses of agrarian manors, and that towns themselves would stimulate productive use of the soil. The number of boroughs which remained predominantly agricultural and non-urban serves to stress that the essential roots of borough and manor development were in the soil. The medieval period saw a steady development in the agrarian economy, matching that of southern and central England. The manors were divided into the infield and out-field, rights to the use of which were held by the manorial population. The arable land was ploughed by teams of horses with the up-to-date ploughs and harrows of the time. The typical Norman manor in the south and east followed the three-crop rotation system, with two fields in use in a growing year and the third one fallow. Wheat, barley and oats were the principal cereals grown, and down to the early fourteenth century surpluses were produced for export through the towns. Yields of crops were low, as was usual in contemporary Europe, averaging about four parts of produce to one of seed, but colonisation and cultivation of land were extensive before the demographic and political difficulties of the fourteenth century. Manure was available in limited quantities from the animals maintained on the pastoral parts of the outfield (the ratio of pasture to arable before the mid-fourteenth century being one to nine). Manors also had domestic animals and fowl, and gardens and orchards in proximity to the residences. By the late thirteenth century Irish manors were contributing to a highly successful export market in agricultural produce, particularly cereals.19


Thereafter the amount of land under the plough shrank, direct cultivation of demesne lands declined, and a switch of emphasis from arable farming to animal husbandry took place. Animal products such as skins, hides, woolfells and tallow, along with beef, butter and wool, were exported in increasing abundance from the manors through the ports in the fifteenth century. These items became the staples of Irish overseas trade, along with fish, during the sixteenth century. Cereal production did not decline substantially in certain areas, such as the Fingal region of the Pale, but the shrinkage in the production of wheat is notable in the later fifteenth century, to judge by the petitions in parliament in 1471, for instance, for the banning of exports of grain to prevent famine and dearth. Ireland had ceased to become a net exporter of corn by the sixteenth century. Population decline on the manors in late medieval Ireland was both a cause and a symptom of agrarian change. Without an abundant supply of labour, landlords were forced to revert to two-crop rotation in certain areas or yield up ploughed land to pasture or scrub. More fundamentally, a transition to leasing of demesne land instead of direct cultivation was forced on many manorial estates. A complex interplay of factors—depopulation due to famine and plague, unsettled conditions on manors in the south-east due to warfare, the absenteeism of major landholders such as the Earl of Shrewsbury and the fragmentation of succession to other estates among heiresses—all combined to make for less stability for tenurial communities. The flight of English tenants from the more exposed manors to the eastern seaboard of north Leinster and to England and Wales has been noted. Undoubtedly a reason for this development, as is evident from the commissioners’ reports in the south-east in the 1530s and the complaints of the Tipperary freeholders to the Earl of Ormond in 1542, was the failure of strong local or central authority to protect the rural community from destructive raiding. What was at stake was the traditional village structure with its institutions and orders, all of them vulnerable in consequence of the subversion of the rules of the market.20


Peasant communities in the rural hinterlands of the towns about 1500 varied in degrees of freedom and prosperity and in ethnic background. Those of English origin tended to be the more substantial, affluent and free. Conversely, in the marcher areas of the Leinster and Ormond Pales particularly, the lowest grade of peasant, the betagh, was likely to be of Gaelic origin. The free tenants and farmers, mostly of English origin, leased lands from the lord, most being bound to sue at the lord’s court and some to supply labour services at ploughing and harvest times. Under them were the gavillers (not so common in the later fifteenth century), who held their lands at shorter terms and had variable amounts of land. The cottagers were smallholders who supplied most labour services on the estates and held little more than a small plot. Some of this rank were of Gaelic origin. The betaghs, as mentioned, were mainly of Gaelic origin and were equivalent to English villeins. By the end of the fifteenth century they were mostly free of the soil, owing services to their lords and farming as few as five acres with their families. Owing to the shortage of labour in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, the status of the betaghs was improving. Overlying the gradations of tenantry on the manors were the chartered rights of burgesses, granted by the magnates to borough-dwellers. These privileges were conferred in the hope of generating markets and fairs, and possibly local industry. The nucleus of rural communities was the clustered habitation of the village or hamlet which, despite the dispersal of individuals’ lands throughout many fields, was a focus for local identity and loyalties.21


While declining social and economic circumstances around 1500 worsened conditions for some manor-dwellers of inferior rank, the lords of the estates and head tenants were in a position to capitalise on commercial opportunities. This rank included aristocrats such as the Earls of Ormond, Desmond and Kildare, the county gentry and merchant rentiers who had invested in rural property. Members of the latter group tended to exploit estates more intensively, by enclosing commons land for pasture, for example, and by imposing heavy dues and restrictions on the now sparser manorial populations. Also in the category of lords were leading ecclesiastical authorities and the crown itself. Evidently rural lords were enjoying prosperous lifestyles, to judge by their castle-building, church endowments and investments in leases and real estate. While major nobles were not cultivating their demesnes directly as in the past, Church authorities and merchant rentiers still tended to do so. The most frequent complaint heard from traders in city and town was that non-urban magnates were flouting the regulations for commerce laid down in statutes and charters since the twelfth century. Those city patricians who were involved in landholding as head tenants of lords such as the Archbishop of Dublin and as proprietors in their own right could uphold the civic principles of retailing and wholesaling. But outside the privileged boroughs and their environs, the ad hoc nature of trade and exchange could not be controlled by the guilds without the co-operation of the magnates. As long as traditional manorial officials such as the reeve, bailiff and steward were active there was some guarantee of the proper economic nexus being upheld, but it is not known to what extent these were operating in the sixteenth century.22


Trade and its regulation were the essential connectors between towns and their hinterlands. The facilitating of commercial contacts was, of course, inherent in the constitutions of the towns. Charters upheld the freedom of the enfranchised citizens to trade without the burdens of taxes such as murage, pontage and lastage, while imposing these upon non-natives. Town by-laws further identified the rights of native traders and craftspeople vis-à-vis outsiders. Guilds had specific rules for retailing and wholesaling within and outside the franchises of towns, and upheld the monopoly privileges of the native merchants against all-comers. In particular forestalling, the undercutting of the market, and regrating or hoarding were outlawed. Central government weighed in with customs and staple regulations which were designed in principle to give an impetus to town commerce, and any burdensome elements were evaded by citizen traders. Very precise rules governed markets and fairs, fixed by date in foundation charters, with special courts to enforce their business. State grants and parliamentary measures were deployed to cope with trading problems as they arose, such as corn shortages and failures in manufactures of raw materials. Co-operation between towns in garnering the produce of extended hinterlands was not uncommon, though competition between some towns in the same region was very evident in the early sixteenth century, as in the case of Galway and Limerick, and Waterford and Ross. Thus there was an impressive battery of instruments for chaining the producers in the hinterlands to the urban trading system.23


Town markets and guild monopolies were vitiated by logistical and jurisdictional hindrances. Townspeople had had to come to terms with difficulties in transport during the late Middle Ages. There is evidence for a fairly extensive network of roads in the hinterlands of some towns, such as Dublin and the Ormond boroughs, and some landlords were assiduous in maintaining and building bridges and clearing highways. As has been seen, water-borne travel was regarded as safer than land-based, and thus the navigable rivers were arteries of commerce. The river system of the south-east was particularly important for centres such as Kilkenny, Ross and Waterford in times of disorder in the vicinities. But road transport of goods by horse and pack and riverine or coasting transport by barge and boat were subject to severe disruption, as is seen by the evidence of townspeople from Clonmel, Carrick, Fethard, Wexford, Kilkenny and Waterford. Highway robbery was common, and kidnappings and unofficial levies were perpetrated by restless rural-dwellers, some of them of aristocratic or gentry status. Piracy at sea and weirs for blocking river trade were hazards for water-borne trade. Perhaps a more insuperable barrier to the effective exchange of goods was the fragility of money-based trading. Currency was in short supply among the inhabitants of all but the more urbanised areas, and barter was therefore a feature of commercial dealings in many parts. The lack of a banking system was not a handicap, as loans in the form of stock or seeds or even capital equipment were made by merchants to foster agriculture and crafts, and a mortgage system did develop in English as well as Irish areas during the sixteenth century.24


Also obstructive of the commercial market were forestalling activities linked directly to the exercise of seignorial and state power. In gaelicised hinterlands of some boroughs the system of coign and livery cut across the market, as did the purveyance system (of compulsory purchase at fixed rates for the supply of the governor’s household and troops) even in the core English areas in the later sixteenth century. Just as fee-farms and burgage rents were payable by citizens to their town lords for their privileged trading conditions, ‘black rents’ were necessary for municipal survival, as in Cork and Limerick, for example. These were annual payments made to an overpowering neighbouring lord to ensure protection from his raiding and plundering. The absence of authority of the central administration at local level was thereby glaringly obvious. Trading conditions for merchants were unsafe outside the walls of even some of the largest towns and cities, and the arbitrary exactions and levies of ambitious lords hindered the fair exchange of goods. Some magnates connived with illegal traders to undercut the town markets by selling at below-market rates, away from approved stalls. If the lords of the manors themselves were circumventing the markets and fairs of the boroughs, the frustration of merchants was understandable. Once manorial social and economic organisation was dispensed with, the unofficial intercourse of manorial and non-manorial dwellers was facilitated. It was at this interface between the official producers and traders and the unofficial (possibly not money-based) that the means of keeping up supplies of agricultural produce for internal and external distribution were ensured.25


The abuse of the market system is also attested by the phenomenon of the ‘grey merchants’ (so called perhaps because of the dustiness of their clothes from travelling country roads), who were the agents of town merchants for trading with rural producers, both English and Gaelic Irish. As their activities were outside the scope of guild regulation, they were the subject of much punitive legislation, not only civic but parliamentary as well, as, for example, in the 1541‒3, 1560 and 1585‒6 assemblies. These measures fit into a wider pattern of exclusions from apprenticeship, citizenship and residence, already in being since the Statutes of Kilkenny, most but not all directed against Gaelic people. One purpose was to prevent the dilution of civic culture, but the key factor was the commercial well-being of the boroughs. In the fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries there were scores of examples of protectionist by-laws, backing up the parliamentary statutes of 1431 and 1450, for instance. Ordinances of the Dublin civic assembly of 1454 and 1455 banned Irish traders, particularly ‘holtaghys’ or Ulstermen, evidently commonly engaged in commerce with citizens. Limerick, Kilkenny and Waterford were among other cities to pass anti-Gaelic laws referring specifically to trade, and many of the concessionary charters granted to these boroughs were in recompense for the privations suffered as a result of Irish assaults on city traders. A series of laws passed by Waterford corporation from 1461 to 1492 was especially penal, culminating in a code of English dress for citizens. At a later stage similar guidelines were laid down for Galwegians in 1536‒7. The repetition of these time-worn measures indicates that their force was blunted in practice. Evidence from many centres shows that people of Irish race were playing a bigger role in urban affairs, not necessarily in the political life of the franchises, but rather as workers in humbler capacities and as rural-dwellers in the vicinages, sometimes called ‘Irishtowns’.26


The reality of the trading nexus of the towns was very different from what was being reflected in the laws and by-laws. In a myriad of ways accommodations were being made between merchants and non-urban magnates, Anglo-Norman and Gaelic. The much-maligned ‘grey merchants’ were obviously flouting the rules of retailing and wholesaling established by the guilds, but they were agents of individual town merchants. In this respect they were part of an organised system of forestalling which was the price that urban-dwellers had to pay to ensure a satisfactory supply of marketable goods. Institutions such as the staple were also endangered by the employment of illegal agents. The system of head ports did not become established until legislation of 1570, and small creeks and havens were used by non-urban magnates to run their own trade with foreign merchants. The activities of the O’Driscoll lords of west Cork were contentious right through to the mid-sixteenth century. In order to control the production and supply of agricultural produce to the towns, magnates were involved in intimidating merchants, as in Fethard, Clonmel and some of the other south-eastern towns. Some products, such as timber, had to come from Gaelic zones, given the afforested nature of the habitats, and thus the Dublin merchants were heavily engaged in trade with Wicklow clansmen. In the late fifteenth century the pattern of legalised exemptions to trade with the banned Irish was becoming stronger. Barely a year after passing the most stringent laws Waterford Corporation, along with Cork, Limerick and Youghal, was in 1463 empowered to trade with the Irish. In the same decade Dublin Corporation was forced to admit to the reality of Gaelic trade, and gradually Galway and Ross were to exempt trade with Gaelic natives of the hinterlands from guild bans. Much of this trade would have involved barter at some point in the transactions, as the Gaelic economy was still non-monetary for the most part, but the evidence suggests that complaisant lords, mostly Anglo-Norman, were the facilitators, in return for handsome rewards. In the fluid circumstances of the marchlands within which many towns were absorbed, the whole system of protections, cuttings and spendings would have merged with trading arrangements for the profit of the lords and their urban counterparts, at the expense of rural producers and dwellers in the lesser boroughs. The decay of the market towns of the western Pale is testimony to this trend.27
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