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1


THE HISTORY OF
GALWAY: A TIMELINE


Over the course of 10,000 years of history, from the arrival of the first people in about 8,000 BC, Ireland has had her share of invasions and oppression, wars and battles, famine and strife, progress and prosperity. Throughout this history Galway and her people have played their part.


As past generations tried to explain the origins of our race, they created tales of mythical tribes such as the Fir Bolg and the Tuatha De Dannan. Legend holds that these two had a battle in Connacht, on the shores of Lough Corrib. The defeated Fir Bolg went to the Aran Islands to lick their wounds.


The Celts and their influences arrived around 500 BC. Their lasting legacy to Ireland is the Irish language. The largest Irish-speaking area or ‘Gaeltacht’ in Ireland today is in Co. Galway, taking in most of Connemara and the Aran Islands.


Although there is no reference to St Patrick in Galway, perched on top of Croagh Patrick in neighbouring Co. Mayo he would have seen the distant mountains of Connemara, with its lakes and bogs. Other saints followed him and settled in remote parts of Galway, such as the Aran Islands.


The Vikings concentrated their attacks on the eastern side of Ireland. However, in 807AD they turned their attentions to the western seaboard, attacking the monastery at Roscam; but for reasons best known to themselves they did not establish any settlements in the west. Perhaps they found the tribes of the wild countryside too fierce even for them?


In the thirteenth century, the Anglo-Normans led by Richard de Burgo were the first outsiders to make a settlement in Galway. They chose a spot where the fast-flowing River Gaillimh enters the sea. This settlement would become the city of Galway.


By the fifteenth century, fourteen merchant families, including the Lynches and the Martins, built trade links with England, France and Spain. In 1484 they were granted a city charter, which allowed them to elect a mayor and pass laws. Oliver Cromwell’s soldiers called these merchant families ‘the Tribes of Galway’. His arrival brought turmoil to Ireland and particularly to the west. His decision to banish Catholic landowners to ‘Hell or to Connacht’ suggests that the region was seen as a wild, untamed outpost, not worthy of settlement by the Protestant classes. Among the Catholics to lose lands in the Cromwellian period were the prosperous merchant families of Galway city. Their losses were to be the gain of families such as the Eyres and the Meyricks. The latter part of the seventeenth century brought further turmoil.


In the 1680s the Glorious Revolution saw the throne of England taken over by the Protestant King William of Orange. While no battles were fought in England, the war between William and his deposed father-in-law James II spilled over into Ireland. The bloodiest battle was fought at Aughrim, outside Ballinasloe in 1691. The defeat of the Catholic King James led to the Flight of the Wild Geese, members of the Tribes of Galway among them, and the implementation of the Penal Laws in Ireland. This led to further changes in land ownership, and the merchant tribes finally losing their grip on Galway. Some, however, had converted to Protestantism in order to hold on to their lands.


By the eighteenth century, the Protestant Ascendency was the ruling class. Those families who had supported King William were rewarded with estates. The Martins built Ballynahinch Castle, the Dillons built Clonbrock and the D’Arcys built Clifden Castle and Killtullagh House. Meanwhile the impoverished Catholics rented plots of land on these estates and scratched out a living, feeding themselves on potatoes.


The failure of the potato crops in 1845 and 1846 brought devastation, particularly to the west of Ireland. The tenant farmers depended on that crop for sustenance and with no food and harsh weather, they were rendered destitute. Landowners evicted tenants who had no money to pay rents. In Co. Galway some of the landlords bankrupted themselves in an effort to help their starving tenants. Others did little to help.


By the end of the nineteenth century, some prosperity had returned to Galway city with the opening of mills along the banks of the renamed River Corrib and the opening of a university. Rural Galway faced further turmoil as the Land War saw the conflict of land distribution come to a head.


Galway played its part in the struggle for Irish independence. In the early twentieth century, the Irish Volunteers of County Galway, like their Dublin colleagues rebelled at the Easter of 1916.


Throughout the twentieth century, Galway evolved into a modern, busy city, while retaining some of its medieval features. Connemara’s lack of development in past centuries has meant that the unspoilt beauty of the region is now its biggest asset. Tourism now suppliments farming as the economy of rural Co. Galway.


The following is a timeline of the history that made Galway:


3000 BC: Middens, the rubbish tips of our ancestors, found in locations around the Galway coast, indicate that early settlers in Galway were partial to oysters, which are celebrated in the county to this day.


3300 BC: A ‘bog body’, found in 1929, in a bog at Stoney Island on the Co. Galway shores of Lough Derg are the oldest preserved human remains found in Ireland.


2500 BC: A log boat dating from this period was found at the bottom of Lough Derg as recently as 2014.


1100 BC: Although difficult to date, it is thought that the semi-circular fort of Dun Aengus, perched on a cliff edge on the largest of the Aran Islands, Inishmore, was built at this time.


500 BC: The Iron Age brought the Gaelic Celts to Ireland.


400–200 BC: Gallagh Man, a Celt, was murdered by strangulation. He was covered by his deerskin cape and buried in a bog near what is now Castleblakeney. When the O’Kelly family discovered him in 1821, instead of alerting the authorities, they began to charge people to see their historic find. The Royal Irish Academy took him for preservation in 1829 and he is now at the National Museum of Ireland.


100 BC: The Gaelic language is spoken throughout Ireland, which is divided into Celtic kingdoms. The westernmost kingdom is Connacht.


100 BC–AD 100: At Turoe, near Loughrea, can be found one of the best examples of Celtic artwork in Ireland. The Turoe Stone is a granite stone which stands about 1m (3ft) in height. While the base has no decoration, a series of step-like carvings circle the middle. However, it is the domed top of the sculpture which has the most significant carvings. Decorated with relief carvings of swirls, lozenges and trumpet shapes, possibly inspired by foliage and animals, the Turoe Stone is a fine example of Celtic La Tène artwork. This style of European Iron Age art takes its name from the Swiss village where a hoard of items with similar art work to that on the Turoe Stone was discovered in the nineteenth century. The Turoe Stone was originally located at the Rath of Feerwore, but was moved in the nineteenth century to its current location outside Turoe House for use as a garden ornament. Because of its phallic shape, it has been suggested that the Turoe Stone may originally have been a symbol of fertility, and the focal point of some Celtic ritual at the Rath.


484: St Enda builds a monastery on the Aran Islands.


c. 500: It is possible that there is already a settlement on the west side of the River Gaillimh(later the Corrib) where fishing is the main occupation. This area is later known as the Claddagh.


540: While travelling in search of a site for a church, a wheel on St Jarlath’s charriot breaks, east of Lough Corrib. He decides that he will build his church on that spot. The site is Tuam.
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577: St Brendan the Navigator dies at Annaghdown, site of a monastery that he founded. He is buried at Clonfert, another of his monasteries.


c. 600: St Colman mac Duagh is buried at his monastery at Kilmacdugh.


795: The Vikings come to the west and attack the island of Inishbofin.


807: The Vikings come back and this time they target the monasteries. They attack the monastic settlement at Roscam on Galway Bay.


1111: The diocesan system introduced to administer the Church in Ireland is set up at the Synod of Rath Breasail. This establishes the dioceses of Clonfert and Tuam.


1124: Turlough O’Connor (1088–1156), King of Connacht, realises that the mouth of the River Gaillimh is the most vulnerable point of his territories. He builds a castle, Bun Gaillimhe. This is the beginning of the settlement that will become ‘Galway’.


1152: Another Synod is held which reorganises the Church. At the prompting of Turlough O’Connor, Tuam becomes an archdiocese.


1156: Turlough O’Connor, the High King of Ireland and King of Connacht, dies.


1166: Rory O’Connor (1116–1198), son of Turlough, becomes High King. He will be the last High King of Ireland.


1175: Rory O’Connor recognises the English King Henry II, now Lord of Ireland, as his overlord. In return he is recognised as the high king of territories not held by Anglo-Norman barons. This applies to most of Connacht, as the Anglo-Normans have not yet ventured west of the Shannon.


1226: King Henry III grants the kingdom of Connacht to Richard de Burgo (1194–1242), 1st Lord of Connacht.


1230: Richard de Burgo comes west of the Shannon to claim his territories.


1232: Richard de Burgo builds a castle at the mouth of the River Gaillimh, where O’Connor’s fort had stood a century earlier. The O’Connors and O’Flathertys are not pleased to see him. They burn his castle to the ground and de Burgo has to retreat.


1235: The Anglo-Normans return to Connacht in force and defeat Felim O’Connor. Richard de Burgo is aided by the de Bermighams, the de Lacys and the Fitzgeralds.


1236: The town of Loughrea is founded by Richard de Burgo.


1238: Meiler de Bermingham, 2nd Baron of Athenry, builds Athenry Castle and a Dominican friary.


1247: The O’Connors attack the town of Galway. A report of the attack is the first recorded mention of Galway as a town.


1252: The first Franciscan friary in Connacht is built at Claregalway by the Anglo-Norman John de Cogan, who came west with Richard de Burgo.


1270: Walter de Burgo (c. 1230–1271), 1st Earl of Ulster (created 1265) and Lord of Connacht, begins to build walls around the settlement of Galway. He pays for the defensive structure by taxing goods that are brought into the town.


1271: Walter’s son, Richard de Burgo (1259–1326), becomes 2nd Earl of Ulster and Lord of Connacht. He becomes known as ‘The Red Earl’. Work begins on the Red Earl’s Hall in the town of Galway. It replaces an earlier castle and is the largest stone building in the town.


1296: The Franciscans arrive and build a friary in the town of Galway.


1300: The Carmelite abbey at Loughrea is built on the orders of Richard de Burgo, the Red Earl.


1312: Galway’s town walls are reinforced to protect it from further attacks by the Gaelic clans and particularly the O’Flathertys.


1315: Rory and Felim O’Connor are at war over the kingship of Connacht. Felim wins out and aligns himself with Edward Bruce, who has been sent to Ireland by his brother King Robert I of Scotland to convince the Gaelic chieftains of Ireland to ally themselves with Scotland in an attempt to overthrow the English.


1316: Felim O’Connor, the King of Connacht, goes to war with the Anglo-Normans. He is killed at the Battle of Athenry.


1320: St Nicholas’s Church is built in Galway by the Anglo-Norman Lynch family.


1333: William de Burgo, Lord of Connacht and 3rd Earl of Ulster, known as ‘the Brown Earl’, is murdered. His death leads to a power struggle in the de Burgo family. His only child, Elizabeth, flees to England and marries Lionel, Duke of Clarence. King Edward IV will be a direct descendant. This leaves her two cousins, Edmund and William, to divide the de Burgo territories between them. They renounce their allegiance to the Crown, adopt Irish ways and their name becomes Burke. They are one of the Anglo-Norman families to ‘become more Irish than the Irish themselves’. Edmund becomes Eamonn na Féasoige or Eamonn of the Beard and head of what will become the Lower McWilliams or MacWilliam Burke clan, taking control of the western and northern territories of Connacht. William becomes Ulick an Fhíona or Ulick of the Wine and heads up what becomes the Upper McWilliams or Clanricarde Burke clan, taking control of the town of Galway and the east and south of Connacht.


1375: Through the efforts of a growing number of merchant families, the town of Galway is allowed the right to hold markets for the sale of animal hides and wool. Galway is now recognised as a town just like Cork, Dublin and Waterford. However, the Mac William Burkes are lords of the town and are not royalists. Edward III revokes the charter and Galway does not get official recognition as a town again until 1395.


1380: Galway is the main point of entry for wine imported into Ireland.


1395: King Richard II raises Galway to the status of Royal Borough. This allows the town’s people to elect an official called the Sovereign, who up until now was appointed by the Burke lords. This effectively brings their power to an end. The city is now loyal to the Crown.


1400: By the beginning of the fifteenth century, Galway is a thriving port town with its own church, civic building and a defensive wall. It has trade links with Spain, Portugal and France developed through the efforts of fourteen families, mostly of Anglo-Norman descent. The ‘Tribes of Galway’, as they later become known, are the Athys, Blakes, Bodkins, Brownes, D’Arcys, Deans, Frenchs, Fonts, Joyces, Kirwans, Lynches, Martins, Morrises and Skerritts. Exports of wool and linen, sheepskins and leather, horses and cattle, tallow and fish are traded for minerals such as coal and iron and luxuries such as wines, spices and silks.


1412: The town of Galway is burnt to the ground. It is not clear if this is as a result of an attack from the Mac Williams or whether a thatch-and-wood structure caught fire, but this is the first of many fires that Galway will experience over the next century.


1442: The first stone bridge spanning the river at Galway is built, linking the town with the west.


1460: The first by-laws governing Galway are passed. They exclude the Gaelic Irish from inside the town walls.


1477: Christopher Columbus visits Galway. He probably prays at St Nicholas’s Church, which is dedicated to the patron saint of sailors. He may also have been in search of information about St Brendan the Navigator’s legendary voyage across the Atlantic in the sixth century.


1484: Richard III grants Galway a City Charter. The people can now elect a Mayor and set up a Corporation to govern the city.


1485: St Nicholas’s Church becomes a collegiate church, by Papal Bull from Pope Innocent VIII. This takes the church out of the control of the Archbishop of Tuam and means that it can be administered by a warden and eight vicars appointed by the City Corporation.


1486: Pyerse Lynch becomes the first Mayor of Galway, the first in a long line of Lynches who will hold the post. Galway Corporation has the power to pass statutes.


1492: Mayor James Lynch Fitzstephen hangs his own son for murder.


1500: Another fire destroys the city. This gives the merchant families the opportunity to build themselves new stone ‘castles’. Blakes’s Castle and Lynch’s Castle date from this period.


1504: The Battle of Knockdoe.


1518: Galway Corporation is now passing statutes. A statute is passed which bans the Burkes and the MacWilliams and any family whose name begins with ‘Mac’ or ‘Ó’ from the streets of Galway.


1522: A statute declares that any man wishing to be elected a freeman of the city of Galway must ‘speak the English tongue and shave his upper lip weekly’.


1526: A statute licensing the manufacture and sale of alcohol is passed by Galway Corporation.


1527: The game of hurling is banned from inside the city walls. It is unlikely that this is for health and safety reasons, but rather that the game was seen as a Gaelic pastime and not something that a self-respecting town’s man should play.


1538: The Franciscan monks at Ross Errily Abbey oppose King Henry VIII’s Dissolution of the Monasteries. Two hundred monks are imprisoned. They later return to the abbey.


1543: On 1 July Ulick Burke, head of the Upper McWilliam family, is created 1st Earl of Clanricarde and Baron of Dunkellin under King Henry VIII’s ‘Surrender and Regrant’ policy. He is loyal to the Crown and has ‘gone over’.


1550: King Edward VI sanctions the transfer of St Nicholas Collegiate Church to Protestantism.


1576: Sir Henry Sidney, Queen Elizabeth I’s Lord Deputy of Ireland, creates the modern county of Galway, defining the borders between it and the neighbouring counties of Mayo, Roscommon and Clare.


1584: The Spanish Arch is built as an extension of the city walls.


1588: The King of Spain’s failed attempt to invade England ends with his armada fleeing the English navy via the North Sea, around the north coast of Scotland and down the west coast of Ireland. One ship, the Falon Blanco Mediano, sinks off the coast at Barna. Seventy Spaniards make it to the shore, only to be rounded up and executed.


1597: Red Hugh O’Donnell, during his campaign against English rule in Ireland, burns the town of Athenry. The castle and the abbey survive the onslaught. He then heads to Galway, where the city leaders reprimand him for turning against the Crown. He burns part of the city outside the walls and then goes on his way. He eventually flees Ireland after he is defeated by Elizabethan forces at the Battle of Kinsale, 1601.


1618: Portumna Castle, a fortified manor house, is built by the 4th Earl of Clanricarde.


1630: A square plot outside the East Gate of the city is dedicated for public amusement. This later becomes Eyre Square.


1649: King Charles I is beheaded in London. The king’s son, the future Charles II, writes to Galway Corporation thanking them for their loyalty. It is possible that the axe man came from Galway.


1649: The plague hits Galway.


1652: In April, Galway surrenders to Sir Charles Coote, a general in Oliver Cromwell’s army, after a nine-month siege of the city. The Cromwellian soldiers are the first to use the term ‘the Tribes of Galway’. They are not being complementary.


1652: The Act of Settlement formalises the transplantation of Irish Catholics to Connacht after Cromwell famously tells them they can go ‘to Hell or to Connacht’. Some estate owners convert to Protestantism to avoid having their lands confiscated. Those banished to Connacht are given small estates of poor land. Soldiers who fought for Cromwell are rewarded with land throughout Ireland. John Eyre is given lands in East Galway, where he calls his estate Eyrecourt.


1654: Catholics are prohibited from holding office on Galway Corporation.


1686: James Kirwan becomes Mayor of Galway. He is the first Catholic to hold the post in twenty-five years.


1691: The Battle of Aughrim.


1717: The Penal Laws were enforced after the War of the Two Kings, punishing Catholics who had supported King James II. Despite these oppressive laws, the people of Galway acclaimed Queen Anne when she came to the throne on the death of her brother-in-law, William III. This obedience did not spare them from the harsh laws that were being implemented by 1703. Laws were passed which prevented Catholics from buying property within the city walls. Another put a 4 o’clock curfew on trade for Catholics. Gradually Catholics were forced from public office and the main officials of Galway Corporation were soon Protestant. Some of the rising Protestants felt sympathy for the ousted Catholics and pleaded for a softening of the Penal Laws, while other officials wanted full implementation. In 1717 two aldermen, Thomas Simcoles and Edward Barratt, petitioned Parliament in London, saying that Galway was a haven for ‘Popish’ nuns, priests and friars, and that the laws in Galway were too lenient towards Catholics. The Jacobites had not gone away. The Old Pretender, the son of King James II, had attempted a rising in Scotland in 1715 in an effort to once again place a Catholic king on the throne. A bill, ‘for the better regulating of Galway and for strengthening the Protestant interest therein’, was passed by both the House of Commons and the House of Lords in December 1717. This became known as ‘The Galway Act’.


1730: The Catholic ‘Tribes of Galway’ are no longer involved in trade and in their reduced circumstances some turn to smuggling to make a living.


1793: The Connaught Rangers Regiment of the British Army is established.


1812: John Darcy begins to build Clifden Castle on his Connemara estate.


1824: Richard Martin, MP for Galway and owner of Ballynahinch Castle, founds the Royal Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals.


1831: In the wake of the 1829 Catholic Emancipation Act, which repealed the Penal Laws, the Catholic Diocese of Galway is created. The Catholic parish church of St Nicholas becomes the pro-cathedral for the new diocese.


1839: Twelve coastguards at Roundstone, Connemara are drowned on 6 January, the Night of the Big Wind.


1841: Daniel O’Connell addresses a crowd in Eyre Square on the subject of repealing the 1801 Act of Union.


1841: The combined population of Galway city and county reaches approximately 440,000.


1842: A gallery at St Nicholas’s Catholic Pro-Cathedral collapses during the 6 a.m. Christmas Morning Mass, killing thirty-seven.


1847: Sir William Henry Gregory was MP for Dublin in 1847, the year in which he inherited the family estate of Coole Park, Gort. This year was also known as ‘Black ’47’. The potato crop on which the tenant farmers of Ireland depended for food, had failed two years in a row. The tenant farmers were starving, and facing a harsh winter. A Poor Relief Bill was going through the Houses of Parliament to address the plight of the Irish people. The bill would put the responsibility of providing poor relief on the ratepayers and landowners. Sir Gregory proposed a clause which stated that ‘no tenant holding more than a quarter acre of land should be eligible for public assistance either in the workhouse or outside it.’ The ‘Gregory Clause’ was included in the bill. However, since many tenants who held leases on land over a quarter acre were also in dire need of assistance, they had to surrender all claim to their land before they could get relief. This was a form of eviction in reverse, with the tenant deciding to leave his land, as opposed to being evicted. Landlords abused this loophole, clearing the land of tenants.


1847: The Galway Workhouse was built to accommodate 800 destitute people. In 1847 it was home to 3,000.


1847: Some landlords tried to help their tenants, such as the Martins of Ballynahinch and Lord Gort of Lough Cutra.


1848: Queen’s College Galway opens its doors to sixty-three students.


1848: It is estimated that 3,000 beggars are roaming the streets of Galway.


1849: 20,588 deaths are recorded due to famine in Co. Galway.


1849: A ship, the St John, leaves Galway, bound for Boston, in September carrying passengers from many parts of Galway and Co. Clare. On 7 October she is wrecked on rocks in Massachusetts Bay, with great loss of life.


1851: Lord Gort of the Lough Cutra sells his estate – he has bankrupted himself during the Famine, as he did not force his tenants to pay their rents.


1851: The combined population of Galway city and county has dropped to approximately 322,000, reduced by 120,000 from 1841. The Famine has taken a huge toll on the population of Galway.


1851: Galway and Dublin are finally connected by train. The journey time is four hours.


1867: Kylemore Abbey is built in Connemara by Mitchell Henry of Manchester.


1882: The Maamtrasna Murders.


1886: Charles Stewart Parnell addresses a crowd in Eyre Square on the subject of Home Rule.


1886: The impact of the Land War reaches Galway. An eviction from the Clanricarde Estate leads to a riot near Woodford.


1895: The railway connects Galway with Clifden.


1905: St Brendan’s Catholic Cathedral, for the diocese of Clonfert, is consecrated in Loughrea.


1907: Marconi opens a transatlantic wireless station near Clifden, connecting with Glace Bay in Canada.


1911: Jim Larkin, the founder of the trade union movement in Ireland, addresses a crowd in Eyre Square.


1917: The Galway National Shell Factory begins producing ‘18-Pounder’ shells for the war effort. One thousand shells are produced a week by 115 employees, mostly women, until the end of the First World War.


1919: Alcock and Brown complete the first transatlantic flight. They crash land in a bog near Clifden.


1916: The Easter Rising of 1916 sees almost 1,000 Irish Volunteers rebel in Co. Galway.


1920: Galway does not escape the War of Independence; it sees a number of atrocities, including the kidnap and murder of Fr Michael Griffin.


1930: The last cottage of the Claddagh Village is pulled down.


1941: Coole Park House, the seat of the Celtic Literary Revival, is demolished.


1954: The first Galway Oyster Festival takes place.


1960: The Tynagh Mines near Loughrea are opened and the mining of lead and zinc begins.


1965: Galway’s new Roman Catholic Cathedral is consecrated and dedicated to St Nicholas of Myra and our Lady Assumed into Heaven.


1975: The last railway branch line in Galway, linking Loughrea to Attymon on the main Galway–Dublin line, is closed.


1979: Pope John Paul II visits Galway.


1984: Galway city commemorates 500 years as a city.


2009: The new M6 motorway linking Galway and Dublin is completed.


2012: The Volvo Round the World Yacht Race finishes in Galway.


2020: Galway is the European City of Culture.
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