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INTRODUCTION


Westmeath is known as the Lakeland County. There are twenty-six lakes within its boundaries, including Loughs Ree, Owel, Ennell, Lene and Derravaragh. The county is located in the very heart of Ireland and is part of the Great Central Plain.


Westmeath is a county which has often seemed shy about promoting itself. From at least the Bronze Age, important lines of communication have crossed Westmeath and sometimes it has appeared that the county has been little more than a place through which people have passed on their way to somewhere else. But, as this book will seek to show, Westmeath has as rich and varied a history and landscape as any place in Ireland. For centuries it was the seat of the Irish High Kings. The sacred centre of ancient Ireland was in Westmeath, coins minted in wealthy Silk Road cities over 1,000 years ago have been found in Westmeath lakes, as has a third-century Roman boat.


From this county of low hills went forth the man who led the first reconnaissance of Mount Everest, and the man who made the first accurate maps of the Alpine region. Astronomers from Westmeath helped to carry out the first measurements of the surface temperature of the sun, predicted the existence of the Kuiper Belt, and discovered water on the dwarf planet, Ceres.


The landscape of Westmeath inspired writers such as James Joyce, Oliver Goldsmith and Jonathan Swift. The voices of Westmeath singers like John McCormack and Joe Dolan have enthralled audiences across the world. In sport, the county has produced champion horses and Olympic medallists. A small rural GAA Club in Westmeath was, for a time, the biggest sports club in the world. And an area of land in Westmeath was leased for ten million years – the longest lease in history.


Hidden away in the Irish midlands, Westmeath is a quiet county of great beauty and historic places. The Little Book of Westmeath is the story of the people and the places, the history, the heritage and the achievements of the Lakeland County in the heart of Ireland.
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HISTORY


In a hotel in Mullingar, the county town of Westmeath, there is a display case containing a remarkable piece of Westmeath’s heritage. The bedrock of Westmeath comprises carboniferous limestone, and in the display case is a limestone fossil from the townland of Kilpatrick, on the eastern shore of Lough Ennell. The fossil is 150 million years old.


The story of the people of Westmeath does not go back quite that far! The county has been inhabited for about 7,000 years. The history of Westmeath has often been a dramatic and turbulent one. Over the centuries, the county played an important part in the political and military story of Ireland. Westmeath has been a site of royal palaces, strategic roadways and towns, significant castles, churches, and army garrisons. From Westmeath, people have emigrated across the globe and they and their descendants often made important contributions to the countries in which they settled. This is the history (and herstory) of the Lakeland County.


MAJOR EVENTS






	

8000 BC




	

The Ice Age ends and the retreating ice creates features of the Westmeath landscape such as the lakes, eskers and drumlins.









	

7000–4500 BC




	

The Mesolithic Age – The earliest known human settlement in Westmeath dates from this period around Lough Derravaragh and the River Inny.









	

4500 BC–2500 BC




	

The Neolithic Age – Farming begins in Ireland and cattle and sheep – still an important part of Westmeath’s large agricultural economy – are introduced to Ireland. A wedge tomb in Lickbla townland and rock art from the Rathconrath and Emper areas offer evidence of Neolithic settlement in Westmeath.









	

2500 BC–900 BC




	

The Bronze Age – The art of metalworking began in Ireland. Ornaments, tools and weapons of bronze are made and many examples survive from Westmeath, including a shield from 800 bc. There are also gold ornaments from Westmeath dating back to around 2000 bc. Other evidence for human settlement in the county during this time include ring barrows, cemeteries, outdoor cooking places known as fulachtaí fia, and a large roadway made of timbers dating to approximately 1200 bc.









	

700 BC–AD 400




	

The Iron Age – New iron weapons and tools are used in Ireland. The Iron Age is often associated with the arrival of the Celts – although Celtic languages may date back to the Bronze Age. By the late Iron Age, Westmeath is divided into a large number of small kingdoms (tuath). These include Fartullagh, Firbile, Corca Ridge and Tethbae. The Hill of Uisneach becomes a particularly important ritual and assembly site.









	

200 BC–AD 200




	

Section of the linear earth works known as ‘The Black Pig’s Dyke’ is built across parts of Westmeath. These earthworks comprised part of the southern frontier of Ulster.









	

AD 140




	

Ptolemy’s Map of Ireland may make reference to Lough Ree as Raeba.









	

AD 100–200




	

A king called Túathal Techtmar is said to have had a palace at the Hill of Uisneach and to have enlarged his territories by taking land from each of the four Irish province kingdoms to create a fifth kingdom, known as Mide.









	

200–300




	

A Roman boat sinks in Lough Lene.









	

400–500




	

Christianity is introduced into Ireland. Tradition holds that St Patrick and St Brigid visited Westmeath.









	

515–516




	

The midlands are conquered by the Southern Uí Neill, a confederation of peoples from the north-west of Ireland. Westmeath comes under the rule of an Uí Neill dynasty known as the Clann Cholmáin.









	

535–555




	

Ireland suffers plague, famine and climate chaos.









	

550–700




	

In Westmeath Monastic foundations include Fore, Kilbeggan, Killucan, Kilbixy and Ballykeeran. This is the main period of monastery and church building in Ireland.









	

615




	

Southern Uí Neill capture the midlands from the Laigin/Leinstermen.









	

732–763




	

Donnall Midi of the Clann Cholmáin becomes King of Tara and overlord of the Uí Neill Dynasties.









	

837




	

Vikings raid into Westmeath from a base on Lough Ree. A Viking chief, Turgesius, will eventually be captured and killed by Clann Cholmáin King, Mael Sechnaill.


A Peace Conference of all the Irish kings and denior clergy is held at Rahugh on the Westmeath/Offaly border.









	

830–842




	

Malachy Mael Sechnaill becomes High King of Ireland. His palace is on the shores of Lough Ennell, at Dún Na Sciath.









	

980–1002




	

Malachy Mael Sechnaill Mór of the Clann Cholmáin is High King of Ireland. In 1002, he surrenders the High Kingship to Brian Boru, but regains it after Boru’s death at the Battle of Clontarf. Malachy dies at Dún Na Sciath in 1022.









	

1000–1100




	

Kingdom of Mide, centred on Westmeath, reaches its greatest extent, stretching from ‘the Shannon to the sea’.









	

1111




	

A Church synod divides Ireland into dioceses and the diocese of Meath is created. Most of Westmeath is still in the Diocese of Meath, although some areas are in Ardagh and Elphin Dioceses.









	

1120–29




	

The first castle and bridge at Athlone are built by Turlough O’Connor, King of Connacht, and the region of Westmeath around Athlone is under Connacht rule.









	

1150




	

Cluniac Priory is established in Athlone.









	

1169–71




	

The Anglo-Norman invasion of Ireland. Henry II of England claims control over Ireland. Westmeath becomes part of the Lordship, or liberty, of Meath, under the rule of Hugh de Lacy.









	

1175–1200




	

Many Norman motte castles, manors, monasteries and towns are established in Westmeath. Towns include Mullingar, Kilbixy, Moate, Delvin and Athlone. Monastic orders include the Dominicans in Mullingar, the Benedictines in Fore and the Augustinians in Mullingar and Kilbixy.









	

1210




	

Province/Kingdom of Mide is finally abolished. Westmeath becomes part of the Province of Leinster. King John of England visits Fore and Rathwire in Westmeath. A new castle is built in Athlone by John De Grey.









	

1264




	

Hugh of Taghmon, from Westmeath, Bishop of Meath and Treasurer of Ireland, is among those present at the first Irish Parliament, in Castledermot.









	

1315




	

Edward the Bruce from Scotland arrives in Ireland to fight the English for the Crown of Ireland. He spends Christmas 1315 in Westmeath at Lough Sewdy (Ballymore). He burns the town and also attacks Finnea.









	

1315–17




	

Great European famine kills up to 25 per cent of the Irish population.









	

1345–49




	

Bubonic Plague – the ‘Black Death’ – ravages Ireland. Many Westmeath towns and villages are abandoned.









	

1390




	

Ann de Mortimer, grandmother of two English kings – Edward IV and Richard III – is born at Faughalstown, Westmeath.









	

1400–1540




	

Gaelic revival as English power in Ireland declines. Many of the Anglo-Norman families in Westmeath become increasingly Gaelicised, including the Tyrells, Daltons and Delemares. Towns such as Mullingar, Fore and Moate are under frequent Irish attack or are taken over by Gaelic families such as the O’Melaghlins.









	

1536




	

Act of Supremacy declares Henry VIII to be Supreme Head of the Church in Ireland. Between 1536 and 1540, most of the monasteries in Westmeath are dissolved.









	

1543




	

The county of Meath is divided in two and the county of Westmeath is created, with Mullingar as the county town.









	

1569




	

Athlone Castle becomes the headquarters for the Presidency of Connacht. For the next century Athlone is the military and administrative capital of Connacht. The first president is Edward Fitton.









	

1593–1602




	

Nine Years War between the English Crown and the Gaelic Chiefs. In 1597, an English army is defeated at Tyrrellspass, Westmeath, by Richard Tyrell. In 1601, Hugh O’Neill’s army passes through Westmeath on the way to Kinsale. Athlone Castle is a stronghold for English military operations. In 1600 English troops sack Multyfarnham Friary.









	

1606




	

Athlone is granted a charter for setting up a corporation.









	

1641–52




	

There is a civil war in Ireland following the Ulster Rebellion of 1641. During the conflict, Westmeath is a battlefield. Athlone is besieged and eventually captured by the Catholic Confederation forces, and is later taken by English Parliamentarians. Mullingar becomes an important military post for the Confederation army. Multyfarnham Franciscan Abbey is a depot for Ulster Irish forces and a Scottish Covenanter army is defeated by the Irish at Finnea.









	

1649–60




	

Cromwellian Commonwealth is in power. The 1654 Act of Settlement deprives most Westmeath Catholic landowners of their estates. New landlords take over – they are mostly of English origin or birth and Protestant. New religious communities such as the Quakers, Presbyterians and Baptists are established in Westmeath.









	

1661




	

The manor of Mullingar is granted by King Charles II, to Scottish Royalist, Arthur Forbes – later the Earl of Granard. The Earls of Granard will remain landlords of Mullingar for 200 years.









	

1672




	

Presidency of Connacht is abolished.









	

1688–91




	

Williamite War between King James II and his Dutch son-in-law, William of Orange, is fought. Mullingar becomes a Williamite garrison. Athlone is held by the Jacobites.









	

1690




	

Battle of the Boyne. First Williamite siege of Athlone.









	

1691




	

Williamite army captures Athlone after a siege and massive artillery bombardment. Athlone military barracks built.









	

1695




	

Penal Law era begins. Laws ban Roman Catholics from land ownership and the professions, parliament, military and government. Most Westmeath Catholic gentry are dispossessed. Many join the Church of Ireland or emigrate to the continent. A new Anglo-Irish landowning class take control.









	

1697




	

A lightning strike leads to the destruction of Athlone, when an ammunition troop blows up. Report on the disaster states that ‘none of note died’.









	

1739–41




	

Major famine causes heavy mortality across Ireland.









	

1761




	

Wilson’s Hospital School opens in Multyfarnham.









	

1770




	

Lough Ree Yacht Club is founded, making it the second oldest in the world.









	

1771




	

Westmeath County Infirmary opens in Mullingar.









	

1779




	

A meteorite lands in Westmeath, near Mullingar.









	

1793




	

Catholic Relief Act removes most restrictions against Roman Catholics.









	

1798




	

United Irishmen Rebellion begins in May and spreads across large areas of Ireland. Thousands join the rebellion in Westmeath and there are battles at Kilbeggan and Multyfarnham. The County Jail in Mullingar is filled with rebels. The Westmeath county militia fight in Cork. Crown forces carry out acts of violence against suspected rebels in Westmeath. Some 7,000 troops under the command of Cornwallis assemble in Athlone before marching to defeat the invading French army at Ballinalack, County Longford.









	

1801




	

Act of Union comes into force. Ireland is now part of the United Kingdom. One of Westmeath’s County MPs votes for the union and one against.









	

1801–15




	

The Napoleonic Wars rage across Europe. Many Westmeath men fight in the British army and navy. The victor of Waterloo, Field Marshall Wellington, is married to Kitty Pakenham from Castlepollard Westmeath.









	

1806




	

The Royal Canal reaches Westmeath.









	

1814




	

A military barracks is built in Mullingar.









	

1822




	

The Irish Constabulary is formed.









	

1823–29




	

Daniel O’Connell begins a mass political campaign to win full Catholic emancipation. A key moment in his campaign is the 1826 general election when Hugh Morgan Tuite from Westmeath is one of the pro-emancipation candidates elected. This paves the way for O’Connell’s own election in 1828.









	

1829




	

Catholic emancipation is granted.









	

1831–39




	

Tithe War. Major agrarian unrest in many parts of Ireland, including Westmeath.









	

1831




	

National school system is introduced.









	

1832




	

Cholera pandemic kills thousands in Ireland, including in Westmeath.









	

1835




	

A branch of the Grand Canal reaches Kilbeggan.









	

1836




	

Mullingar becomes the cathedral town for the Diocese of Meath.









	

1836–37




	

Ordnance Survey of Ireland reaches Westmeath.









	

1839




	

The Night of the Big Wind. A hurricane, with winds of up to 115mph, hits Ireland. Towns and villages across Westmeath are heavily damaged.









	

1840–




	

Father Mathew visits Westmeath – tens of thousands take the temperance pledge.









	

1843




	

Daniel O’Connell is now campaigning for repeal of the Act of Union. In May 1843, he holds one of his repeal ‘Monster Meetings’ in Mullingar. Up to 100,000 attend. He also holds a rally near Athlone.









	

1840–44




	

Shannon works make it possible to navigate boats through Athlone for the first time.









	

1845–49




	

The Great Famine. In Westmeath, up to 16,000 die and over 20,000 emigrate. The Mullingar and Athlone workhouses are full.









	

1846




	

The Westmeath Independent newspaper is founded.









	

1848




	

The railway reaches Westmeath. The Midland Great Western line from Dublin to Mullingar opens. In 1851 the line is extended to Athlone. A new rail bridge across the Shannon at Athlone opens in 1850.









	

1850




	

Irish Tenant League is founded to campaign for rights of tenant farmers.









	

1852




	

William Keogh, Tenant League MP for Athlone, becomes Attorney General for Ireland – leading to a fatal split in the Irish party.









	

1855




	

Mullingar to Longford rail line opens.









	

1856




	

Mullingar Town Commission is formed.
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