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            On The Shortest History of Ireland

            ‘After his masterpieces on Germany and England, James Hawes has done it again. His account of Ireland from pre-history, to Christianised Brehonism, to colonialism, plantation, and contested independence, is a wonder to behold.’

            professor ciaran martin, Oxford University School of Governance and founding CEO of the UK National Cyber Security Centre

            ‘Amazingly lucid... leaping off the page as it cuts through the weeds. In short, it’s accessible in a good way.’

            professor stuart ward, Department of History, Harvard University

            ‘Using evidence from history, archaeology, linguistics and even DNA analysis, Hawes superbly charts the development of Irish society from earliest prehistory right up to modern times.’

            dr kieran o’conor, University of Galway, Department of Archaeology

            ‘Fresh, invigorating and a challenge to many of the orthodoxies of Irish history writing. Hawes’s thoroughly well-researched narrative simultaneously enlightens and provokes. I wholeheartedly recommend it.’

            professor pól ó dochartaigh, Established Professor of European History, University of Galwayii

            
                

            

            On The Shortest History of Germany

            ‘Comprehensive and vivid... I don’t know of a better short history of this great country.’ philip pullman

            ‘Here is Germany as you’ve never known it: a bold thesis; an authoritative sweep and an exhilarating read. Agree or disagree, this is a must for anyone interested in how Germany has come to be the way it is today.’

            professor karen leeder, University of Oxford

            ‘An excellent little book... [Hawes] knows what he’s on about and his conclusions are measured, but he favours clear, concise prose over dense academese. He has a sense of humour, and a sharp eye for similarities between then and now.’ Spectator

            ‘A daring attempt to remedy the ignorance of the centuries in little over 200 pages... not just an entertaining canter past the most prominent landmarks in German history – also a serious, well-researched and radical rethinking of the continuities in German political life.’

            professor nicholas boyle, Schröder Professor of German, Cambridge University

            ‘An excellent, elegantly written overview of German history from the Iron Age to Angela Merkel’s chancellorship... Authoritative and accessible’ New European

            ‘Sweeping and confident... has a frightening urgency’ Observer

            ‘Engaging... I suspect I shall remember it for a lifetime’ The Oldie

            ‘Yes, the Nazis are here, but so too is a history stretching from the Germanic tribes who took on the Roman Empire, right up to Chancellor Angela Merkel… Comprehensive, vivid, and entertaining… if you want to understand a country on which much of the free world is now pinning its hopes, you could do worse than start here.’ Irish Examiner

            ‘Fascinating… as an introduction to the most important country in Europe today, this is a great read, and an ideal primer’ Tribuneiii

            
                

            

            On The Shortest History of England

            ‘Exhilarating… History books fall into two main camps: those that bring out the deep strangeness and difference of the past, and those that emphasize the continuities. The best, like James Hawes’s The Shortest History of England, do both’ Slightly Foxed

            ‘An engaging, informative sprint through the story of our little island’ Independent

            ‘Thorough and absorbing... steps back from the current madness with admirable clarity’ New European

            ‘A fantastic read. I would recommend it to anyone’ pat kenny

            ‘At last a chance to get to grips with the entire history of England, and all in a few hours’ Mail on Sunday

            ‘A vivid, super-charged tour through British history, showing that many of the tensions of today have been present throughout’ john kampfner

            ‘Hawes knows what he’s on about... He has a sharp eye for similarities between then and now’ Spectator

            ‘I’ve read hundreds of books on English history but this is the first one that clearly explains the North/South divide. Everyone who lives here should read it.’ christopher fowler

            ‘Such a thought-provoking read... The maps and charts are so useful’ dan jacksoniv
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            To Karoline from Donegal, who despite knowing me for an arsy young academic, and later a big-head novelist, over two decades, eventually married me – and to our beloved son Charlie, along with my beloved sons Owain and Iwan. The long slow road gets you furthest in the end.
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            The real story of Ireland is even more fascinating than the myth. If some things in this book seem surprising, or even incredible, it’s quite right to ask for the evidence. So at https://bit.ly/3KUs08V or via the QR code you’ll find hundreds of clickable links, by page number/topic, straight through to the original texts, or to the work of leading scholars, the vast majority of them Irish.
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         A Very Brief Note on Irish Pronunciation

         English speakers often say Irish is impossibly hard to read because some letters make unfamiliar sounds, or no sounds at all. This is pretty funny if you have no problem with the Knight had a rough eight hours guarding the ancient tomb through the night (or indeed qu’est-ce que c’est). But yes, if you’re not used to it, it can be a barrier so here is a very simple guide to some of the things that will come up in this book.

         
	
ch (as in Cu Chulainn) is pronounced as in Scottish loch


            	
bh or mh are pronounced as a soft ‘v’ or a ‘w’ as in Maedbh (May-ve)or Niamh (Nee-ve)

            	
dh and gh often become soft and silent a bit like English ‘y’, as in Eilidh (Ai-ley) or Daithi (Dah-hee, the Irish David)

         


            
               

	royal name
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	pronunciation



	Ruaidrí
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	
roo-ree



	Máel Sechnaill
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	
male shak-nal



	Brian
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	
bree-an



	Niall
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	nyale



	Muirchertach
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	
mwir-ker-takh



	Conchobhar
            
                        
                        	 
            
                        
                        	
kon-ko-varxii
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            ‘Ireland, being difficult of access, and seldom and only slightly assailed by any nation in war, was never attacked and subdued, never subject to foreign control, until the year one thousand one hundred and seventy-one from the delivery of the Virgin.’

            William of Newburgh (1136–98)xiv

         

      

   


   
      
         
1
            Prologue

            The Four-Dimensional Island

         

         Ireland, 1985. No divorce, no abortion, no contraception without prescription. Holy statues are said to move. In the cloisters of St Patrick’s College, Maynooth, fortress of the Hierarchy (as it calls itself), seminarians by the hundred bask in the afterglow of Pope John Paul II’s visit – ‘Ireland, semper fidelis!’ Outside, unemployment is 15% and the young people of Ireland board the ferries to England – while dreaming of a Green Card to a better place. Across the Border roam gunmen with nicknames like Mad Dog or Border Fox.

         One morning back then, a boy of eight stands atop a big, overgrown mound on his father’s small farm in rural Ireland, watching in silence as two strangers go about mysterious work. One squints into a little machine on a tripod, the other, across the mound, holds up a black-and-white rod. Then the first one shouts to ‘clear the line of sight’; the other starts at the whitethorn with a slash-hook – giving the boy a chance to get into things with a manly half-nod, half-shake of the head: ‘That’s a fine knock-a-tree, lads!’ But his father comes loping up through the heifers, shouting to stop: cutting the whitethorn might bring bad luck. The student archaeologists kick themselves. This is a common belief, often found in the folklore survey of 1937–8:

         
            [image: ]

         

         They hastily down tools. The farmer clambers up, frowning, but accepts a cigarette (everyone in Ireland smokes in 1985) as 2apologies are made, and rules agreed. With the air cleared, there’s a low-voiced conversation about nothing much until, suddenly, hand on his son’s shoulder, the farmer points down the valley: ‘See that big house? That land was ours. And it will be again.’

         The young men exchange a glance. Because that big house in the valley is from 1770 or thereabouts. A tale of colonial robbery passed down the generations has just vaulted two centuries without breaking sweat. Three more leaps back like that, just three, and it’s 1166 again, and here’s Ruaidrí mac Tairrdelbach Ua Conchobair, Rory O’Conor, heading east with his Connachtmen to Baile Átha Cliath, also called Dyflin, there to be inaugurated High King, paramount of all the kings in Ireland …

         … and now here we are in 2026. The cloisters of Maynooth lie silenced by scandal and indifference. Peace reigns in the first place anyone ever called themselves ‘Brittish’, despite the wild flailings of the undead Empire across the sea, because Ireland’s gallant allies and exiled children have its back again. There are jobs a-plenty, the population’s young, the economy flying. All changed utterly.

         And yet. Trees and wells are still quietly decked with rags and trinkets. Farmers still let the whitethorn be, atop the silent mounds. Drivers stopping to pay the M4 toll at Kilcock in County Kildare, often seen as the point you leave Greater Dublin for a very different Ireland, pull up smack where once stood a hard border built by the Crown to keep the Irish out.1 William Faulkner was right: ‘The past is never dead. It’s not even past.’ History whispers in the shape of every acre, the names at every crossroads, the undertows of every little chat.

         So to understand what’s past, or passing, and maybe to come, we had better begin at the beginning.

         
            1 See p. 254

         

      

   


   
      
         
3
            Part One

            Europe’s Outlier

            (12500 BC–AD 795)

         

         
The Last Ice Age and the First Irish
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         Ireland is an outlier in the archaeology of western Europe. During the last great Ice Age, vast glacial sheets, advancing and retreating for 100,000 years, scraped it virtually clean. The only human trace from those icy millennia is a butchered reindeer bone from a cave in County Cork, from around 30,000 bc, when hunters wearing snowshoes of birch twigs could track the herds all the way from Russia to Ireland.

         The glaciers finally melted around 12,500 bc, leaving Ireland once again an island (hence no snakes: by the time it was warm enough for them, they couldn’t get across). Over the planed-down mountains and gravel-filled valleys, forests took hold. Palaeolithic folk came in boats, perhaps first as seasonal hunter-tourists. We now get a butchered bear bone from County Clare, from around 10,500 bc. Eventually the visitors became resident Mesolithic hunter-gatherers, who had little contact with the rest of the continent.4

         
            Irish hunter-gatherers exhibit the largest degree of short runs of homozygosity described for any ancient – or indeed modern – genome, a signature of ancestral constriction that supports a prolonged period of island isolation.

            Dr Lara M. Cassidy, Trinity College Dublin

         

         While the lonely Mesolithic Irish hunted and gathered, people elsewhere were starting to clear land, mark it, sow it or stock it, then sit tight to defend the fruits of their labours from wild beasts and other humans. This whole new way of life – the Neolithic Revolution – spread westwards across Europe until it finally got to Ireland around 4000 bc. The migrant farmers who brought it had (it seems) darkish skins and blue eyes – plus a survival advantage, the 13920*T allele, which let them drink milk as adults, providing vitamin D in gloomy climes. So they also brought a non-native species that turned out to be perfect for Ireland: cattle.

         
            
[image: ]Tomb with a view: Carrowkeel

            

         

         In the Neolithic, most of today’s pasture was vast, broadleaf forest, home to wolves, boars and bears. Even if you slashed and burned this woodland for farming, the soil was too heavy for ploughs made of wood or bone. So early farmers tended to stay on higher ground, where the trees were fewer and the soil thinner. Their upland tombs stand sentinel to this day, as at Carrowkeel in County Sligo.

         When they needed to cross the forests – say, for hunting, trading, warring or marrying – they stuck to the eskers, winding ridges of sand and gravel where the glaciers had once paused.5

         Over millennia of use, these raised paths became maintained trackways, even laid with wooden planks for wheeled vehicles – the Irish slí (path/way/road) ultimately comes from the word for felling trees. The most important, later called Eiscir Riada (the ridge for driving herds) or simply An tSlí Mhór (the Great Road), ran more or less from modern Dublin to Galway. It seems to have been a cultural divide from very early on, no doubt because the great lowland forests it wound through were very hard to cross for much of the year: sea-borne influences came from different shores to different parts of Ireland, but archaeologists see a clear, overarching north–south division.
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            All save five of the 329 Irish court-tombs at present known are situated in the northern half of the country … passage-tombs … are largely confined to the northern half of the country … The distribution of the portal-tombs, like that of the court-tombs, is concentrated largely in the northern half of the country.

            From Survey of the Megalithic Tombs of Ireland by Professor Ruaidhrí de Valera (son of ‘Dev’) and Dr Seán Ó Nualláin
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         The most famous Neolithic passage-tomb is Newgrange, designed to lead the sun’s rays straight down the central tunnel on the shortest day of the year. The people who built it were keen on family lineage, to a literally unhealthy degree:

         
            We identify the adult son of a first-degree incestuous union from remains that were discovered within the most elaborate recess of the Newgrange passage tomb… It seems what we have here is a powerful extended kin-group, who had access to elite burial sites in many regions of the island.

            Dr Lara M Cassidy, Trinity College Dublin

         

         Around 2400 bc, this Neolithic Ireland was disrupted by new migrants. DNA shows that these newcomers were the biological ancestors of most modern Irish people.

         We know they brought the first gold and copper metalwork. 7We assume it was also they who brought a branch of the common Indo-European language, with a whole new cultural package of gods and sagas.
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         But however different their DNA, language and culture, they adopted what already existed in Ireland: many sites, including Tara and Newgrange, continued in use. Soon, precious tin from Cornwall was added to the copper and, with Ireland’s first international trade set-up, the Bronze Age was under way.

         
            The vast majority of the Irish are descended from the waves of migration that fanned out across Europe out of an area north of the Black and Caspian seas from around 5,500 years ago… The R1B haplotype is dominant across western Europe but the numbers are stratospheric when it comes to Ireland… Around 84% of the male population on the island have the marker.

            Irish News, 18 June 2023

         

         New technology changed the Irish landscape. With bronze ploughshares, farmers could work the heavier soils left when lowland forests were cleared, so the trees started to come down. Burning off woodland was fine until the climate, which had 8been warmer even than today, got cooler and wetter. Land cleared by fire is especially liable to form drainage-resistant iron-pan layers: groundwater levels rose, and much new farmland was abandoned. This explains the dreamlike way entire Neolithic settlements are found under today’s iconic blanket-bogs, which are often neither ancient nor natural but the relics of Bronze Age farming techniques which became unsustainable in a changing climate.
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         With arable farming now marginal in large areas, Ireland turned decisively to cattle. Cattle are a much more concentrated and vulnerable form of wealth than crops. A few men with trained dogs can drive off a hugely valuable herd in minutes if they find it unguarded (it still happens in rural Ireland). So from the Bronze Age, the Irish built cattle-refuges in astonishing numbers. Around 50,000 of these shelters are still walkable, easily spotted as low, circular enclosures surrounded by earthen banks and ditches, some later ones having drystone walls.

         The flip-side of obsessive defence was constant attack, 9because one bold cattle raid could enrich the whole tribe for a generation. So the status of elite warriors rose in a new ‘heroic’ culture. The best got private tomb-mounds for themselves and their beloved bronze swords. To judge from later Irish sagas, the most honourable – because the most dangerous – place for a hero was at the rear of the army, defending the stolen cattle from vengeful pursuers.
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         Being at the northwest extremity of Europe, Ireland was the last part to get the next great technological shift: a full Later European Iron Age (La Tène) culture seems only to have been established around 300 bc, unaccompanied by any traceable DNA shift. La Tène metalwork and typical beehive querns for grinding cereals have almost all been discovered north of the Eiscir Riada, suggesting it remained a cultural divide. The dominance of cattle farming in Ireland was unchanged because it worked so well, whether your tools were bronze or iron.

         So there was Ireland around the birth of Christ: unusually devoted to cattle, but otherwise just part of the European Iron Age, its Q-Celtic language closely linked to other western 10European tongues (for example, Old Irish cia/cid = Latin qui/ quid = English who/what). This cultural unit was politically divided in a way modern readers will recognise:

         
            Archaeological analysis … would have led, independent of the documentary sources, to the same conclusion, namely that there may have been five regional sub-divisions in Iron Age Ireland.

            Conor Newman, Senior Lecturer in Archaeology, University of Galway

         

         And then something happened – the thing screenwriters call ‘the inciting incident’: the single event that changes everything in a story. It occurred in Ireland in ad 81. Or rather, it didn’t.

         The Empire that Never Came

         In ad 81 the Roman general Agricola, believing he had subdued Caledonia, looked across to Hibernia, which the Romans already knew quite well ‘through trade and commerce’, according to their great historian, Tacitus. He records that Agricola considered Ireland ‘not much different from Britain’ and reckoned one decent legion with its auxiliaries could conquer it. But for reasons never explained, Agricola turned away back south.

         This is the decisive non-event in Irish history. It meant that Ireland never experienced a single Roman attack, let alone conquest and colonisation. This made it forever very different from Britain, and from the whole gigantic monoculture on the European continent.

         By ad 400, every other land in western Europe had been culturally deep-ploughed by the Roman Empire, with Christianity its official religion since ad 380. But in Ireland, uniquely undisrupted, people still worshipped life-sized idols and conducted 11human sacrifices (Ireland’s famous ‘bog bodies’). Such rituals, says the National Museum of Ireland, stretch ‘back at least as far as the Early Bronze Age … a continuous kingship tradition of extraordinary conservatism and remarkable antiquity’.
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         Back around 50 bc, Julius Caesar had described the Gauls and their druidic culture as almost-civilised, ripe for profitable colonisation. But that colonisation never happened in Ireland. Instead, Ireland was permitted centuries more of undisturbed native development. Things grew highly sophisticated: the annals1 say that in ad 254, the ceremonial site of Tara was declared a national training centre for the hereditary castes of experts collectively known as the aes dána: druids (faithi), historians (senchaidai), poets (filid) and lawyers (brithemain). They even developed their very own form of writing. Examples are 12preserved today only on Ogham stones, but there are several ancient references to Ogham messages being carved on wooden planks, suggesting its use was more widespread. The way later scribes described the script – a fid (tree) with flesca (sticks) on it – suggests that Ogham was linked in their minds with wooden materials. It may simply be that none survive.
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         These sophisticated and literate pagan Irish, who the Romans (confusingly, for us) called the Scotti, weren’t just unconquered by the Empire. They were a serious pest to it, mounting incessant raids on Britannia, mainly for slaves. Things got so bad the Romans built anti-Irish defences so massive they can still be seen today at Cardiff Castle and at Holyhead.

         Sometime around ad 400 a senior druid called Milchu, finding himself in need of a male slave to tend his sheep in Mayo, went to the local market. Judging by what happened at Ireland’s agricultural hiring fairs within living memory, we can imagine him checking the teeth, muscles, hands and eyes of the slaves on offer. Perhaps, being of Ireland’s elite, Milchu noted signs of a gentlemanly upbringing in one youth and questioned him: their languages, Milchu’s Archaic Irish and the boy’s Brittonic, would have been mutually intelligible, with effort. At any rate, he bought this educated, Christian, Romano-British teenager called Patrick – who is today rivalled only by Attila the Hun as the most famous person of his era.13

         The Ireland St Patrick Knew

         
            
[image: ]‘Ego Patricius… I am Patrick, a sinner, a simple country person, the least of all believers, looked down upon by many…’ This earliest known version of St Patrick’s Confession is from the Book of Armagh, c. 807, but most scholars accept the scribe was copying in genuine descent from an original written by Patrick himself.

            

         

         Patrick had struck very lucky, for a slave, and clearly became a favourite, initiated by Milchu into the mysteries of the aes dána and becoming (says the Catholic Encyclopaedia) ‘familiar with all the details of druidism’. This gave him unique insight into a society entirely unlike Romanised Europe. We can reconstruct it from the earliest real, written historical evidence, from around two centuries later.

         Ireland was divided into about 150 political units called tuatha, so the average one was maybe a fifth of a modern Irish county. Each was a tiny, complex proto-state: highly conservative, obsessively law-based, run on a rigid caste system.

         Each caste had its own béarla (literally a ‘mouthing’, or dialect) and its own log-enech (face price), meaning the compensation to be paid if you killed, injured, robbed or otherwise damaged somebody – this included insulting them by, for example, not giving a visitor the cut of meat due his caste. At every rank a woman’s compensation was half a man’s, usually payable in cattle, there being no money.

         Ordinary tribespeople only leased their cattle from nobles, much as modern tenant-farmers lease land, the rent being a cut of the milk and calves. Still, having a lease made you part of the legal framework, so you could speak when the tuath assembled – unlike the cattle-less bothach, who were dismissed as fo-dhaoine (‘little people’), or daosgar-shluagh (an obscure term of contempt, usually translated as ‘rabble’ or ‘commoners’). 14Having no genealogies, the bothach barely counted as part of the tribe at all. Below even them were slaves like Patrick, so many that a widely used unit of value was the cumall (one female slave = three milch-cows). You could kill your slave at any time because Irish law was about compensation, not punishment, so why would you pay for destroying your own property?

         
            
[image: ]Approximation of Irish society according to the Crith Gablach, c. 700. Scholars debate the details because the language of such early Irish law tracts is obscure – much like modern legal or academic texts, they were designed to be understood properly only by paid-up insiders. (Based on A Guide to Early Irish Law by Professor Fergus Kelly, Trinity College Dublin.)

            

         

         The tuath was held together by a strange (to us) mix of total social conformism and built-in political change. The king controlled it while he reigned – but he never owned it. A modern property lawyer might say that ‘beneficial ownership’ 15was vested in a family trust, comprising the entire derbfine – the ‘true family’ of all males descended father-to-son from the royal great-grandfather. When the king died, any of them was rígdomna (literally ‘king material’) usually translated as ‘an eligible prince’. Whoever could kill, maim, or extract public submission from his relatives, would then be crowned by the aes dána using the traditional ritual at the traditional site. The new king would nail down his reign by raiding the neighbours’ cattle and redistributing them – along with the grazing rights controlled by the derbfine – to favour his particular family, relations and supporters.

         It may seem chaotic, but the bloodletting was strictly family business and didn’t harm anyone else. Since you never knew which ‘eligible prince’ would come out on top next time, it was vital always to keep in with the derbfine in general. The Irish system thus created permanent competition within the extended royal family – but abiding loyalty to the extended royal family. This social model baffled later colonists, as it still baffles Western diplomats in, say, Afghanistan, Sudan, or indeed Saudi Arabia.

         
            A living society, lasting well into our own era yet still governed by the conventions and customs of the primitive Indo-European way of life. What we know of what the first missionaries found in Ireland seems to confirm with startling clarity the concepts and insights into the life of Mycenean Greece and Minoan Crete.

            Máire Cruise O’Brien, poet and diplomat (1922–2021)

         

         While getting to know this society, Patrick would also have heard its ancient tales.16

         
            The Hound of Culann

            
               
[image: ]Cú Chulainn as reimagined by the Edwardians.

               

            

            Ireland’s tales of gods and heroes are most famously preserved in the Ulster Cycle. Some things in them are very, very old. Take the famous story in which the boy-warrior Setanta is given his new name Cú Chulainn (Hound of Culann) having killed and taken the place of the guard dog of the blacksmith Culann. That name is obviously close to the Germanic blacksmith god Weyland (you just have to switch the ‘W’ to a Celtic/Latin ‘C’). Clearly the tale is from a time when Europe shared a common treasury of myths and legends. What would Patrick, a Christian, have made of Cú Chulainn? A hero with a divine father, brought up by mortal parents, dying for his people, pierced by a magical spear yet still upright, the object he was bound to becoming a sacred symbol after his death…

         

         Patrick was evidently fascinated by such stories and the land of his captivity in general. Having escaped home to Britannia after six years, he had a vision of the pagan Irish calling, ‘We beg you, holy boy, to come and walk again among us!’ As he rose in the Church, he never forgot Ireland – and in ad 431, he got the call to go back there from Rome.17

         Patrick’s Deal with the Uí Néill

         Pope Celestine had sent a Gaulish bishop, Palladius, to minister to ‘the Scotti believing in Christ’. These converts may only have existed in papal fantasy. Landing at Arklow, Palladius found a land entirely without urban Latin-speakers. ‘Neither did those fierce and cruel men receive his doctrine readily, nor did he himself wish to spend time in a strange land.’ Pelladius beat a hasty retreat, so Celestine called up Patrick instead.

         The right man for the job came at the right time, because a new Irish dynasty was in the market for radical change. The northernmost cóiced (fifth) of Ireland was called Ulster, meaning land of the Ulaid – its traditional rulers, as portrayed in the saga of Cú Chulainn. Recently, however, the warlord Niall Noìgìallach – Niall of the Nine Hostages – had advanced eastwards out of modern Donegal in a bid to control all Ulster, and maybe more. But his new Uí Néill dynasty had a problem: in caste-bound, deeply conservative Ireland, it was extremely hard for any newcomers, however successful, to break into the hereditary royal rank. At the time Patrick returned, the Uí Néill were led by Lóegaire mac Néill (whose name is preserved in the pricey Dublin suburb Dún Laoghaire).

         
            By the dawn of Irish history the most powerful dynasty in the North – perhaps, in Ireland – the Uí Néill were unable to claim kingship of a cóiced … [They were] a parvenu state. Professor R. Mark Scowcroft, Catholic University of

            America, Washington

         

         The Uí Néill needed a story about why they deserved royal status. And this strange new guru – an elite Roman priest, yet fluent in Irish and versed in druidism – offered one: if the Uí Néill gave Patrick some of their earthly power and possessions, 18he would proclaim that the dynasty were sanctified by the God of Rome. He also offered something which, as it’s easy to imagine, was particularly appealing to elite Irish women. If you married by his rules, the Roman Church would back the descent of power to your sons, setting them above all their half-brothers, nephews and so on. Agnes, wife of Lóegaire, apparently led something like a stampede: Patrick claimed it as a particular miracle that so many ‘daughters of the rulers’ (filiae regulorum) of Ireland had converted. Lóegaire himself stuck to the old religion, but he did 19gift Patrick land at Armagh, very close to Emain Macha (Navan Fort), the pagan feasting-centre of the rival Ulaid. The Uí Néill were using Patrick’s new religion to buttress their new status and their claim to even more territory.
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         But then, just when all seemed to be going well for Patrick’s mission, the unthinkable happened: the Roman Empire collapsed. All western Europe descended into chaos – except Ireland.

         
            [image: ]

         

         Having uniquely been spared conquest by Rome in the first century ad, Ireland was uniquely spared the trauma of its collapse in the fifth. Unlike everywhere else in western Europe, it had no Latin-speaking elite to disappear, no money to become worthless, no cities to become deserted, and no Germanic invaders. In fact, the Irish were among the invading hordes. Ogham stones from this time have been found across Britain, while at Wroxeter on the modern Welsh–English border lies the tombstone of an Irishman, Cunorix (‘Hound-king’), who presumably claimed to rule the area.20

         By ad 450, post-Roman Britain was being swamped – and if there’s any doubt about who the invaders and indeed migrants were, the most reliable source for this era, the British monk Gildas, wrote that they came ‘by currachs’ (de curucis, in his Latin). This Irish half-conquest of Britannia had an unforeseen consequence: England.

         Ireland Creates England
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         If it wasn’t for the Irish, the English would still be Germans. The Romano-Britons sent a famous last message to Rome: ‘The Barbarians [the Irish] drive us to the sea, the sea drives us to the Barbarians; between these two means of death, we are either killed or drowned.’ But Rome was in no shape to help. There was one last throw. The Southeast of Britannia had for several generations been guarded by Roman auxiliaries from Germania called Saxons. The desperate Romano-British offered a chunk of their country if these Saxons would call their relatives over to fight the Irish. And the deal worked, at first: the Anglo-Saxon 21Chronicle of ad 577 records the clearly Brythonic King Caewlin reconquering Bath, Gloucester and Cirencester from three evidently Gaelic kings (Coinmail, Condidan and Farinmail) at the head of a Saxon army.

         After this, it seems, the Irish retreated except in western Caledonia, where they established a Gaelic continuum that lives to this day. In Munster, the Eoganachta dynasty long boasted that they had once ruled in Britannia – most of which was now, thanks to them, in the hands of pagan Saxons.

         A Very Irish Church

         The Christians of Ireland were now largely cut off from whatever was left of Rome, so they had to play by Irish rules. There was no Christians vs Pagans showdown as there was everywhere else. Irish druids simply transitioned into Irish priests, keeping most of their beloved traditions. After all, hadn’t Patrick himself studied pagan Irish ways? According to the Annals, ‘the Seanchus [tradition] and Féinechus [law] of Ireland were purified and written, the writings and old books of Ireland having been collected and brought to one place, at the request of Saint Patrick.’ The earliest surviving Irish law-code, the Seanchus Mór, from around 700, said Christianity had not abolished the old laws but simply ‘augmented’ them:

         
            Senchas fer nÉrenn, cid conid-roíter?

            The tradition of the men of Ireland, what has preserved it? Joint recollection of two elders, transmission from one ear to another, chanting of poets, augmentation from the law of Scripture [tórmach ó recht litre], reliance on the law of nature.

            Seanchas Már, c. 70022

            
                

            

            This juxtaposition of vernacular and Latin learning is a constant theme throughout early Irish scholarship.

            Professor Dáibhí Ó Cróinín, University of Galway.

         

         And so Ireland’s long cultural continuum was transferred, alive and well, into the Christian era. The converted druids founded their own monasteries on the back of personal charisma or family prestige, installing themselves as abbots, backed by local rulers who were usually relatives. Their rights were heritable, because Irish priests could marry, using the various forms of marriage in traditional Brehon law (the highest degree, lánamnas comthinchuir, was better for women in terms of rights and property than marriage in the rest of Europe). Unlike everywhere else, too, abbots were much more powerful than bishops and took full part in Ireland’s politics.

         Those politics were dominated by the rise of the Uí Néill. This is the background to the memorable tale of Ireland’s second great saint, Columcille, aka Columba (527–571). Born into Uí Néill royalty, his base was at Moville in Donegal, fastness of the Cenél Conaill branch of the Northern Uí Néill (their name was long preserved in Tyrconnell, now Donegal). He borrowed the first ever Vulgate Bible in Ireland from St Finnian of Clonard in the territory of the Southern Uí Néill, copied it, then kept the copy for himself. Finnian argued that all copies belonged to him, so King Diarmait mac Cerbaill of the southern Uí Néill promulgated the first known copyright law: ‘To every cow belongs her calf, to every book its copy.’

         Remarkably, the book survives, known as the Cathach (Battler) because the furious Columcille sparked the Battle of the Book between the branches of the Uí Néill, which supposedly killed 3,000 men at Cúl Dremne, near Ben Bulben in Sligo. Bitterly repenting the deaths, he went into exile to the 23Irish colony of Dál Riada across the water, founded the great monastery of Iona, conducted diplomatic relations between Ireland and Scotland, and won a miraculous victory over the Loch Ness monster. So goes the tale. Modern scholars think the Battle of the Book was a cover story for a political fight about which branch of the Uí Néill was on top. This was serious, because the Uí Néill in general were expanding fast – and spreading their very own cult of St Patrick as they went.

         
            
[image: ]‘Written in Latin, the Cathach is the oldest extant Irish manuscript of the Psalter and the earliest example of Irish writing… It is possible to date the manuscript to the late 6th or early 7th century.’ Royal Irish Academy

            

         

         
            Patrick only reappears after his lost century c. 632 … forever associated with Armagh and patronised by the dominant secular power of the Uí Néill.

            Dr Lorcan Harney, University College Dublin

         

         Being so tied in to politics, Irish monasteries also offered education to elite laymen, becoming in effect Europe’s first secular universities. The Venerable Bede writes that the Saxon prince Oswiu was ‘instructed and baptized by the Irish, and [had] a 24complete grasp of their language’. In 697, the assembled rulers and churchmen agreed Ireland’s medieval Geneva Convention: Cáin Adomnáin, or the Law of the Innocents, that banned the killing of women or pre-fighting-age males. Civilisation was coming in fast, underpinned by Ireland’s natural wealth.

         The Lucky Isle Again

         
            
[image: ]Detail from a conjectural reconstruction of the watermill at Little Island, Cork

            

         

         For Ireland escaped yet another great disruption. Across the world of the sixth to the eighth centuries things got colder and drier, probably due to a vast eruption on Krakatoa. Yet with Ireland’s damp but mild Atlantic climate and cattle-based economy, less rain and colder winters were hardly big issues. While everybody else got hungry, the lucky Irish developed cutting-edge technology.

         
            More watermills have been discovered in Munster for this early period than in the rest of Europe … most remarkable of all are the tidal mills discovered at the monastery of Nendrum in County Antrim. The earliest excavated tidal mill in the world was here.

            Dr Niall Brady, FSA, Director, Archaeological Diving Company

         

         In 731 the Venerable Bede penned the first description of Ireland by an Englishman, making it sound pretty much like the Garden of Eden:25

         
            Ireland is broader than Britain and has a much healthier and milder climate; for the snow scarcely ever lies there above three days: no man makes hay in the summer for winter’s provision, or builds stables for his beasts … The island abounds in milk and honey, nor is there any lack of vines, fish, or fowl; and it is noted for the hunting of stags and roe-deer.

         

         Elsewhere, Christianity was under existential threat. Three of the five Patriarchates (Antioch, Alexandria and Jerusalem) fell to Muslim armies, and in 711 most of Spain was conquered. Booming Ireland, safe from all threats, was a vital redoubt and supply centre.

         
            [image: ]

         

         You could tell Irish Christians – and British Celts, who took their lead – at first sight because their Celtic tonsure was different from the Roman one. It was something to do with shaving your head from ear to ear, but no images of it survive, because Rome loathed it as a clear signal that you weren’t totally obedient, so 26the papacy later stamped out every trace. Ireland’s churchmen also had their own way of writing.

         
            [image: ]

         

         
            A distinct Irish script develops that goes on to shape Irish cultural identity right up to the modern period.

            Trinity College Dublin on its priceless Book of Kells, c. 80027

         

         But though Ireland was a powerful cultural unit, it was still politically divided, along a line so old and so well-known that the earliest annals say it was formed by magic.

         
            The night of Conn’s birth were discovered five principal roads leading to Teamhair [Tara], which were never observed till then. These are their names: Slighe Asail, Slighe Midhluachra, Slighe Cualann, Slighe Mór, Slighe Dála. Slighe Mór is that called Eiscir Riada, i.e. the division line of Ireland into two parts, between Conn and Eoghan Mór.

            Annals of the Four Masters

         

         
            The most primordial of tribal identities was based on a mythological north–south division of the island… Conn had possessed the northern half of the island, or Leth Cuinn, and Mug ruled the southern half, Leth Mogha.

            Professor Elizabeth Fitzpatrick, University of Galway

         

         
            [image: ]

         

         For the next 800 years, Irish scribes simply assumed everybody knew about this basic divide between Leth Cuinn and Leth Mogha. In the eighth century, each ‘half’ was ruled by a single extended dynasty: the Síl Cuinn (both sections of the Uí Néill + the Connachta) in Leth Cuinn; the Eoganachta in Leth Mogha. The Uí Néill, holding the trump card of Saint Patrick’s Armagh and now controlling sacred Tara itself, were 28bidding for island-wide authority through a new idea: the High Kingship. If Ireland, as western Europe’s oldest, strongest and most distinctive cultural unit, had been left to its own affairs, this medieval federalism would surely have developed further.

         But then, for the first time in 3,000 years, foreign warriors attacked all Ireland.

         
            1 All quotations from the annals, unless otherwise noted, are from the Annals of the Four Masters, which can be found, in both Irish and English, at University College Cork’s wonderful site: https://celt.ucc.ie
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