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Preface
(to the 1996 edition of A Shorter Illustrated History of Ulster)


. . .


‘I ASK YOU TODAY as I bury my son, both of you to bury your pride.’ Speaking to television reporters at St Colman’s Cemetery in Lurgan, County Armagh, on Thursday 11 July 1996, Mick McGoldrick made his appeal to a divided Ulster. The previous Monday his son Michael had been found shot dead in his taxi at Aghagallon, the random victim of sectarian assassination. ‘Please stop this,’ he continued. ‘Bury your pride with my boy.’


For five days Northern Ireland had been convulsed by disorder and destruction on a scale not witnessed in the region for more than a decade. The Portadown District Orange Lodge had insisted on its right to march from Drumcree church to the centre of the town by the route it had followed for 189 years, down the Garvaghy Road where the Catholic residents had declared their intention to oppose what they regarded as a triumphalist incursion. Ronnie Flanagan, the RUC deputy chief constable, observed: ‘Garvaghy Road is a microcosm of the entire problem in Northern Ireland and it is not easily reconcilable.’ So it proved.


When Sir Hugh Annesley, the RUC chief constable, announced his decision on Saturday 6 July that the Orangemen would not be allowed to march down the Garvaghy Road, loyalists all over Northern Ireland vented their anger by burning vehicles, erecting barricades, wrecking shops and confronting the police over the ensuing five days and nights. On 11 July Annesley reversed his decision to ban the procession. Now it was the turn of Catholics to express their outrage and take to the streets. By Monday 15 July the Independent was observing:




It seems scarcely credible that a province which last year had the hope of a bright new future could so swiftly be transformed into a political wasteland, its economic prospects dashed, its image defaced, its communal relations in ruins. Even in Ireland the prospects have rarely seemed bleaker.





When first the Provisional IRA and then the Combined Loyalist Military Command announced their ceasefires in the autumn of 1994 the people of Northern Ireland were too unsure of the future to let themselves go in unrestrained celebration. Optimism grew, however, as Christmas approached. On a Saturday in December I joined a queue for a car park behind St Anne’s Cathedral in Belfast. The city was enjoying an unprecedented boom as people from across the province were joined by scores of visitors: tour coaches from Mayo and Galway lined Fisherwick Place and parked vehicles bore registrations from as far away as Waterford and Kerry. Looking up, I saw a buzzard soaring overhead and for the next ten minutes and more I gazed as this creature, wild as the wind, banked over the great flat roof of Castle Court, glided towards the river and wheeled south to Donegall Square, quartering the city for prey. For the first time in twenty-five years helicopters were not hovering over Belfast and so this great bird was free to make the city its hunting ground.


The republican ceasefire lasted only for seventeen months, however, and the disturbances of the summer of 1996 would seem to encourage the gloomiest prognostications; on the other hand, the rapturous reception given to the American president, Bill Clinton, in November 1995 – when the people of Northern Ireland celebrated the ceasefires without reservation – demonstrated what might have been and still could be. Taken as a whole, the history of Ulster has been no more violent than that of most of the rest of Europe but for almost four centuries the province has been characterised by a deeply divided society. The origins of those divisions can be traced back to the turbulent events of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries and perhaps even further back to the arrival of the first human beings in Ireland nine thousand years ago.




















Preface
(from the 2001 edition of A History of Ulster)


. . .


IT HAS OFTEN BEEN observed that Irish history, even from the earliest times, is current affairs. Whatever the truth of this statement, it cannot be denied that popular historical memory in Ulster is particularly long and that growing conditions for the cultivation of myths are particularly favourable there. Historians are frequently tempted to analyse recent events with a view to predicting future developments, but it is a hazardous undertaking. It can be said with complete confidence, however, that the shock waves of seismic events in Ulster reverberating down four and five centuries will still be distinctly felt for many decades to come.


It is over eight years since the first edition of A History of Ulster was published. That is a tiny proportion of the nine thousand years or so since human beings first crossed over from Britain. Yet, looking back, the year 1992 seems to be half an age distant from the year 2001. Then, each evening as the sun went down fear descended on great tracts of the Northern Ireland countryside and enveloped city streets close to the interface like a hideous miasma. It was generally with a sense of dread that radios were turned on for local news every morning, and with good reason – the vicious cycle of assassinations, tit-for-tat murders and bombings was spiralling alarmingly in the early 1990s and the death toll for October 1993 was to be the highest of any month since 1976. At the same time, however, there were momentous developments behind the scenes which would come to be known as the ‘peace process’ and out of which a new generation of highly articulate political representatives would emerge.


In 1992 events in Northern Ireland vied with those in the disintegrating state of Yugoslavia for the attention of the world media. The character of the ethnic tensions in Bosnia in particular had many parallels with the intercommunal ones in Northern Ireland. In fact the conflict in the Balkans was much more acrid, widespread and bloody: during the first standoff at Drumcree in July 1995 a fearful massacre was taking place in Bosnia and later grim evidence was unearthed that in two towns, Srebrenica and Vukovar, over just a few days, twice as many people met with violent deaths as in Northern Ireland during thirty years of the Troubles. Yet, following the intervention in Kosovo and the revolution of October 2000 in Serbia, a degree of stability had returned to that region which many would not have thought possible a few years earlier. Though the route taken was very different from that on the other side of Europe, the people of Northern Ireland at the beginning of the new millennium were beginning to enjoy peace at a level never before experienced by those of thirty years and younger. The premier signpost on that route was the Good Friday Agreement.




The Good Friday Agreement


George Mitchell, appointed special envoy to Northern Ireland by the United States President Bill Clinton in 1994, had served as chairman of the Northern Ireland peace talks since 1996. After more than two years of deadlock, real progress was being made towards resolving differences and the former senator was worried now in the spring of 1998 that the momentum towards agreement would be lost. Before he flew back to the US for a break he made a dramatic announcement imposing a deadline for the discussions – Thursday 9 April. As he recalled later: ‘Easter weekend leapt out at me. It had a historical significance in Ireland. It was an important weekend in Northern Ireland, a religious society. If there were an agreement by Easter there could be a referendum in late May and an assembly election in late June.’ Dr Mo Mowlam, the Northern Ireland secretary of state, concurred: ‘I don’t think anyone would want to hold a referendum during the marching season.’


As Mitchell’s deadline approached the British prime minister, Tony Blair, worked ceaselessly to secure agreement. He met Bertie Ahern, the taoiseach, three times in three days and on 7 April flew to Belfast to try to save the talks. Mitchell had tabled a paper which the Ulster Unionists rejected as a ‘Sinn Féin wish list’. Just as he was about to meet the Unionist leader, David Trimble, Blair remarked: ‘I feel the hand of history upon our shoulder.’ Having just attended his mother’s funeral, Ahern arrived next day.


On the final official day of the talks, the massed ranks of journalists and television cameramen heard repeated rumours of breakthrough and breakdown. At 11 p.m. some 150 Democratic Unionist Party (DUP) supporters surged through the grounds of Stormont and around midnight the Reverend Ian Paisley held a press conference denouncing any approaching deal, heckled by members of the smaller loyalist parties, one of whom shouted, ‘Your days are over, dinosaur.’ Through the night Sinn Féin secured some concessions on prisoner releases and, in an attempt to strengthen Trimble’s position with his own supporters, Blair gave the Unionist leader a signed pledge on decommissioning.


Then, on Good Friday 10 April, twenty hours after Mitchell’s deadline, the agreement was made. In a plenary session, in the presence of Blair and Ahern, Mitchell asked each party leader in turn, ‘Do you support the agreement document?’ Trimble was the last to be asked and, after he had responded ‘Yes’, he went out to meet the press. At the door he suddenly turned back to his deputy John Taylor and said: ‘By the way, John, many thanks – because if you hadn’t supported me this would have collapsed.’ As snowflakes swirled about his head Trimble said: I have risen from this table with the Union stronger than when I sat down’ and he added about the deal, ‘It’s not perfect, it’s the best we can get at the moment.’


The Good Friday Agreement included: a 108-member Assembly with legislative powers, made up of six members from each of the eighteen constituencies elected by proportional representation; a North–South Ministerial Council to be set up by the Assembly; the revision of articles 2 and 3 of the Irish Constitution, ending the territorial claim on Northern Ireland; a British–Irish Council, with members drawn from the Northern Ireland Assembly, the Dáil, the Scottish Parliament and the Welsh Assembly; the early release of prisoners convicted of terrorist offences; an independent commission to make recommendations for future policing arrangements; the removal of emergency powers; a reduction in the role and numbers of the armed forces in Northern Ireland; the institutionalisation of rights and safeguards; and an acceptance that decommissioning was an ‘indispensable part of this agreement’.


No matter what its fate was to be in the future, there was no doubt that the Good Friday Agreement was one of three or four of the most significant Anglo-Irish political documents of the twentieth century. It brought to an end the Government of Ireland Act of 1920 and was to lead to significant alterations of the Republic’s 1937 constitution. Seamus Mallon of the Social Democratic and Labour Party (SDLP) called it ‘Sunningdale for slow learners’ but – apart from the fact that the learners were nationalists as well as unionists – the accord went much further. It contained elaborate arrangements to take account of all the political relationships between Northern Ireland and the Irish Republic, between Britain and Ireland, and within Northern Ireland. The former Ulster Volunteer Force (UVF) prisoner Gusty Spence said that the parties were now ‘exorcising the ghosts of history’. Peter Robinson of the DUP, however, condemned the agreement as ‘a turbo-charged model of Sunningdale, the Anglo-Irish Agreement with a vengeance, a fully armed version of the Framework Document’.


In retrospect such an accord was unlikely to have been made at an earlier stage in the Troubles because neither nationalists nor unionists had been prepared to make the necessary compromises. The 1985 Anglo-Irish Agreement – John Hume, leader of the SDLP, observed that it provided ‘a framework for a solution, not the solution itself’ – was also a necessary precursor as it conceded the centrality of Dublin to any future settlement. The Good Friday Agreement signalled a profound transformation, ending the stagnation which had long paralysed the politics of Northern Ireland. That is not to say that the conflict was over.








Searching for peace


Six years earlier, republicans had seemed ever more determined to pursue their objectives by violence. For the second time in 1992 Bedford Street in Belfast was severely damaged by bombs on 2 August; on 23 September a 2,000-pound bomb destroyed the Northern Ireland forensic science laboratories at Belvoir in south Belfast, injuring twenty people and damaging seven hundred homes; the main street of Bangor was bombed on 21 October; on 13 November a massive van bomb devastated the commercial heart of Coleraine; and further damage was inflicted on shopping areas of Belfast on 1 December. The prospects for the future looked bleaker as loyalist paramilitaries countered with their own terror and at the end of the year the Ulster Freedom Fighters (UFF) warned that they were ‘fully armed and equipped’ to intensify their campaign in 1993 ‘to a ferocity never imagined’.


The year 1993 was indeed marked by ferocity and atrocities perpetrated by both sides. The Irish Republican Army (IRA) once more carried its campaign to Britain. Two bombs placed in litter bins in Warrington on 20 March killed Jonathan Ball, aged three, and twelve-year-old Timothy Parry, and on 24 April damage estimated at close to £1 billion was inflicted on London’s financial district by an explosion at Bishopsgate. Loyalist paramilitaries killed Sinn Féin activists, launched attacks on the homes of SDLP members and shot dead four Catholic workmen at Castlerock, County Londonderry. That spring journalists revealed that Hume had been having regular discussions with Gerry Adams, president of Sinn Féin. Hume told reporters he did not care ‘two balls of roasted snow’ about criticism coming from within his own party and from MPs and TDs; he was convinced this way of searching for peace was the right one.


The positive response of the Taoiseach Albert Reynolds to the Hume–Adams talks incensed unionists and the UFF almost declared war on all northern Catholics: attacks on the nationalist community would intensify, it declared, ‘while their representatives in the pan-nationalist front negotiate over the heads of the loyalist people’. Reports of gun attacks on Catholics came in almost every day. Then at lunchtime on Saturday 23 October two Provisionals planted a bomb in Frizzell’s fish shop on the Shankill Road. Altogether nine innocent civilians were killed along with Thomas Begley, one of the bombers. Amongst the worst of the retaliatory attacks by loyalists was that on the Rising Sun public house in Greysteel, County Londonderry, on 30 October: after shouting ‘trick or treat’, two men fired forty-five shots and killed seven people. In all, twenty-four people had died violently in just one week.


London and Dublin moved swiftly to remove obstacles lying in the way of an agreement and on 15 December 1993 a joint declaration was presented to the public by both premiers from Downing Street. The two governments stated that Sinn Féin could take part in talks if the IRA ended its campaign. Sinn Féin did not reject the declaration but asked for ‘clarification’. British prime minister, John Major, on a visit to Belfast, brusquely dismissed the request: ‘There is a gauntlet down on the table. It is there for Sinn Féin to pick it up. The onus is on them.’


It was to be May 1994 before the British government provided the elucidation demanded and in the interim the relentless cycle of killings and reprisals continued. June was a particularly violent month. In the tit-for-tat slaughter Irish National Liberation Army (INLA) gunmen killed three men in the Shankill on 16 June and then at 10.30 p.m. on Saturday 18 June members of the UVF burst into a small public house in the County Down village of Loughinisland, killing six people, including Barney Green aged eighty-seven, the oldest victim of the Troubles. Following a depressing summer which marked the twenty-fifth anniversary of troops being put on active service in Northern Ireland, the general public was completely unprepared for a statement received by the media at 11 a.m. on Wednesday 31 August 1994: ‘The IRA have decided that as of midnight, 31 August, there will be a complete cessation of military operations.’


‘We must make sure,’ Major said, ‘that the violence is not ended for one week or a month but that it is permanent.’ The initial response of most people in Northern Ireland was cautious. Under the umbrella of the Combined Loyalist Military Command loyalist paramilitaries carried out a detailed consultation and on Thursday 13 October, the leaders called a press conference in north Belfast. Gusty Spence read out a long statement which included these arresting words:




In all sincerity we offer to the loved ones of all innocent victims over the past twenty-five years abject and true remorse. No words of ours will compensate for the intolerable suffering they have undergone during the conflict.





For the first time in a quarter of a century Ulster was at peace and, as police cast aside their flak jackets and troops pulled back, the easing of tension was palpable. For the vast majority the Christmas of 1994 was the happiest for a very long time.


A protracted stalemate ensued, however, partly because the IRA had not used the word ‘permanent’ about their ceasefire and the British government insisted on ‘the actual decommissioning of some arms as a confidence-building measure’. It was not until November that London and Dublin agreed to set up an international body chaired by the former US senator George Mitchell, to report on paramilitary arms decommissioning. The need to resolve the issue was made more urgent by the imminent visit to Ireland of President Clinton.


Clinton’s visit was perhaps the most universally joyful occasion the people of Northern Ireland have experienced in modern times. The president did not put a foot wrong in all that he said before ecstatic crowds in Belfast and Derry. Nor did he confine himself to bland generalisations. ‘You must be willing,’ he declared, ‘to say to those who renounce violence that they are entitled to be part of the democratic process.’ It is now evident, however, that the IRA had already decided to end its ceasefire.


On 9 February 1996 the IRA ‘with great reluctance’ announced an end to their cessation and at 7 p.m. a massive bomb exploded at Canary Wharf in London killing two people and injuring sixty others, and inflicting damage valued at hundreds of millions of pounds. The loyalist ceasefire held. In practice the IRA ceasefire remained intact in Northern Ireland for the time being but a feeling of gloom spread rapidly throughout the region. The results of the election to the Northern Ireland Forum on 30 May saw Sinn Féin, with seventeen seats, gain substantial ground, primarily at the expense of the SDLP with twenty-one seats. The summer of 1996 was to show how polarised Northern Ireland had become.


In July 1995 the residents of the Catholic Garvaghy Road had made it plain that they would attempt to stop Orangemen marching by this route from Drumcree church to Portadown town centre. After a standoff, a compromise had been brokered by the conciliation service Mediation Network and in July 1996 the police hoped that a similar arrangement could be hammered out. No agreement emerged and on 6 July Sir Hugh Annesley, the chief constable, prohibited the march down the Garvaghy Road. Loyalists were outraged: along a barricade of barbed wire half a mile long police fought a running battle at Drumcree; in Belfast Protestant youths went on the rampage and by Monday 8 July huge palls of smoke were rising from burning vehicles over much of the city; Newtownards, Lurgan, Portadown and Belfast International Airport were sealed off by barricades and demonstrators. Michael McGoldrick, a part-time taxi driver, was found shot dead near Lurgan, a victim of sectarian assassination. As the violence spread it seemed that the intention of the loyalist protest was to make Northern Ireland ungovernable.


On Thursday 11 July Annesley turned on its head his decision to ban the procession return route. Police used their batons freely on Garvaghy Road residents having a sit-down protest and, following a fifteen-hour curfew imposed by the police on the lower Ormeau Road in Belfast, it was the turn of Catholics to take to the streets across Northern Ireland. Sir Ronnie Flanagan, who was to succeed Annesley as chief constable, said: ‘The intensity of the violence which our officers withstood was of a scale I hadn’t seen over twenty-five years. The country stared into the face of great difficulty and crept right to the edge of the abyss.’


Penetrating the heavily guarded defences of the army base in Lisburn in October the IRA detonated a massive car bomb which mortally wounded Warrant Officer James Bradwell, the first soldier to be killed since 1994. Twenty-two people had died violently in the year 1996 and the peace process appeared to be running into the sands. The Westminster general election of May 1997, however, transformed the situation. Reflecting the changing composition of Northern Ireland’s population, there was a significant increase in the nationalist vote, with Gerry Adams and Martin McGuinness winning seats for Sinn Féin. The new Labour prime minister, Tony Blair, visited Belfast and Mo Mowlam, his Northern Ireland secretary of state, established new contacts between the government and Sinn Féin. They announced that if there was a new IRA ceasefire then Sinn Féin would be allowed into political talks after six weeks. On 19 July the IRA announced ‘a complete cessation of military operations from 12 midday, Sunday, 20 July 1997’.


David Trimble had replaced James Molyneaux as leader of the Unionist Party in September 1995. He was regarded as being more hardline than his predecessor and many attributed his election to his triumphalist behaviour at the conclusion of the Orange march down the Garvaghy Road in July 1995. In fact this former member of Vanguard, a loyalist pressure group, proved more flexible and adroit than expected. Accompanied by members of parties representing loyalist paramilitaries, he entered Stormont for talks, while Paisley withdrew in protest at the presence of Sinn Féin. Killings continued, carried out by smaller paramilitary groups including the INLA and the Loyalist Volunteer Force (LVF). Around two-thirds of the killings in 1997 were carried out by the LVF, a breakaway group from the UVF based in Portadown and led by King Rat Billy Wright. Wright was arrested by the police, convicted of the charge of intimidation and held in the Maze prison, but, on 27 December he was shot dead by an INLA prisoner using a smuggled firearm. A wave of murders ensued in the new year following this assassination. Both in London and in Dublin it became obvious that something urgent would have to be done to revivify the stalled talks.


On 12 January 1998 both governments published a one-page document, Propositions on Heads of Agreement, as an agenda. Originating in Downing Street, it was finalised by Blair, Ahern and Trimble on 10 and 11 January. It proposed a Northern Ireland Assembly, a North–South Ministerial Council, a Council of the Isles, the protection of the rights of both communities in Northern Ireland and discussion on policing, prisoner releases and decommissioning. In short it contained the three strands originally outlined by John Hume – strand one, an agreed form of internal government; strand two, the relationship between Northern Ireland and the Irish Republic; and strand three, the relationship between Ireland and the United Kingdom. Suspected involvement of both the UFF and the IRA in the spate of recent killings led to the enforced brief withdrawal of the Ulster Democratic Party and Sinn Féin from the talks for six working days. Trimble protested that this punishment was ridiculously inadequate but however much British and Irish political representatives privately agreed with him, they remained convinced that representatives of the paramilitaries must be a party to any agreement.


Mitchell’s deadline of 9 April inaugurated the most intense period of negotiation witnessed in Ireland since 1921. Blair and Ahern as premiers involved themselves in the details of the discussions to a degree not seen since Lloyd George had presided over the momentous talks in Downing Street leading up to the Anglo-Irish Treaty. The dense mass of journalists and camera crews clustering round the Castle Buildings on the Stormont estate reinforced the widespread view that this would be one of the most historic occasions for both Ireland and Ulster in the twentieth century. Indeed, it could be said that the blaze of international publicity played a key role in impelling the parties towards agreement in the early hours of Good Friday, 10 April 1998.


A copy of the agreement was posted to every home in Northern Ireland for soon, in referenda North and South, the people would decide. The battle for hearts and minds was immediately engaged. Sinn Féin appeared to have been taken by surprise, having expected that Trimble would refuse to sign, and put off giving its approval for several weeks. The unequivocal approval given by IRA prisoners in the Maze did much to convince the Sinn Féin ard fheis in Dublin on 10 May to give overwhelming support to the agreement. As it turned out, winning over unionists was to prove much more problematical. The appearance at the ard fheis of the ‘Balcombe Street gang’, greeted by Adams as ‘our Nelson Mandelas’ and given a ten-minute ovation, confirmed many moderate unionists in their opinion that the agreement was intended to meet the demands of extremists at the expense of law-abiding citizens.


Blair recognised the need to calm unionist fears and returned to Belfast on 14 May. He reminded his listeners that the agreement required decommissioning to be completed within two years of the referendum and that ‘alarming stories’ about the future of the RUC ‘are just that – stories’. The prime minister’s blandishments were not enough, however, to persuade leading younger members of the Unionist Party led by Jeffrey Donaldson, MP for Lagan Valley, and the ‘baby barristers’ Peter Weir, Arlene Foster and John Hunter to give their support to Trimble.


In the highest turn-out in Northern Ireland since 1921 (81 per cent) 676,966 (71.1 per cent of valid votes) voted for the agreement on 22 May. In the Irish Republic only 5.6 per cent of voters failed to approve the agreement and the changes to articles 2 and 3. The anxiety for the future was that exit polls indicated that only slightly more than half of northern Protestants had supported the Good Friday Agreement. The deep divisions within the unionist electorate were revealed in the Assembly election on 25 June. The Unionist Party received its lowest share of the vote since the formation of Northern Ireland, 21.3 per cent. The elections returned 28 Unionists; 24 SDLP; 20 DUP; 18 Sinn Féin; 6 Alliance; 5 UK Unionist Party; 2 Progressive Unionist Party; 2 Women’s Coalition; and 3 anti-agreement unionists. This was a secure majority for the Good Friday Agreement and when the Assembly met, David Trimble was elected First Minister designate and Seamus Mallon Deputy First Minister designate.







The return of devolution


The strong sense that a new era had dawned, that nothing would ever be the same again and that – despite sporadic killings and frequent punishment beatings – the war was really over seemed to spread across the region. This was put to a severe test during the summer of 1998. Loyalists threw much of Northern Ireland into chaos when the Parades Commission refused an application by the Orange Order to march down the Garvaghy Road from Drumcree. Then, in the early hours of 12 July, three small Catholic boys, Jason, Mark and Richard Quinn, were burned to death after a loyalist petrol bomb was thrown into a house in Ballymoney. ‘No road is worth a life,’ the Reverend William Bingham, chaplain of the Orange Order in County Armagh, declared and the protest quickly died down.


Of the 350 delegates attending the Sinn Féin ard fheis in May, 96 per cent had supported the agreement. However, enough republican irreconcilables remained to inflict death and misery on an unprecedented scale. On Saturday 15 August a 500-pound bomb exploded in the crowded centre of Omagh during a civic festival. Twenty-nine people, most of them women and children, were killed or mortally wounded and 360 injured. Unborn twins also died. A bus driver, who drove the injured to hospital, recalled: ‘It was like a scene from hell. I wasn’t able to drive fast because people were screaming in pain. As we went over the ramps at the hospital I could hear the roars of pain.’ It was the largest loss of life in any incident in Northern Ireland. Three days later a dissident republican group, the Real IRA, admitted responsibility. In a second statement that day it announced that it was suspending all ‘military operations’.


On 22 August the INLA declared a ‘complete ceasefire’ and offered ‘a sincere, heartfelt and genuine apology’ for ‘faults and grievous errors in our prosecution of the war’. The Omagh atrocity concentrated minds, and politicians were showing a noticeable determination to reach agreement when President Clinton and Prime Minister Blair visited Omagh on 3 September. During his one-day visit, Clinton appealed to an audience in Belfast’s Waterfront Hall to seize the opportunity for peace: ‘Do not let it slip away. It will not come again in our lifetime.’ A week later Trimble and Adams met for direct talks, the first official meeting between a Unionist and a representative of Sinn Féin for more than three quarters of a century.


Throughout 1999 parts of the Good Friday Agreement were implemented, including the Human Rights Commission and the cross-border bodies. The issue of decommissioning, however, constantly stalled the peace process. After a number of violent incidents, Mo Mowlam, asked for a formal ruling, said that she had ‘come very close to judging that the IRA’s ceasefire [was] no longer for real’. Possibly because Unionists frequently complained that she was too unsympathetic to their point of view, Blair replaced her with Peter Mandelson.


The new secretary of state finally coaxed the parties into forming an executive, ending more than quarter of a century of direct rule. The new multi-party government was created by using a formula known as D’Hondt rules: for many unionists the selection of the former leader of the Provisional IRA in Derry, Martin McGuinness, as education minister was a shock reminder that this new form of devolution was a far cry from that terminated in 1972.


‘A New Dawn Beckons For Ulster’, the Belfast Telegraph proclaimed on its front page the evening before power was formally transferred on 1 December 1999. Certainly the ministers and the MLAs (Members of the Legislative Assembly) of all parties gave every indication of enjoying the exercise of new responsibilities. Members of the DUP refused to attend meetings of the executive but they took their ministerial and committee duties very seriously. After only two and a half months, however, Mandelson suspended the executive to the fury of nationalists of all varieties. Trimble, after years of saying he would not go into government with Sinn Féin without decommissioning, had taken a risk in heading an executive before arms had been demonstrably put beyond reach. Mandelson’s action was essentially a pre-emptive strike to strengthen Trimble’s position within his own party and to jolt the IRA into action on decommissioning.


Mandelson’s strategy seemed to work. Early in May 2000 the IRA gave assurance that its arms would be ‘completely and verifiably put beyond use’ and it allowed some of its arms dumps to be inspected by Cyril Ramaphosa, former Secretary-General of the African National Congress, and Martii Ahtisaari, former president of Finland. Though this action was not enough for unionists opposed to the Good Friday Agreement it enabled Trimble to win a majority at the Ulster Unionist Council a few weeks later and Mandelson to restore the institutions at the end of May.


During the year 2000 and the beginning of 2001 it was becoming ever more evident that support for the Good Friday Agreement amongst Protestants was being steadily eroded. The report in January 2000 of the Patten committee on policing, which included recommendations that the name of the RUC be changed to the Police Service of Northern Ireland, a change in the badge and a reduction in the force, produced angry unionist responses, particularly as both Sinn Féin and the SDLP withheld full support for the new arrangements.


A vicious feud amongst loyalist paramilitaries resulting in murders and the intimidation out of the Shankill district of some two hundred families, was largely a ‘turf war’ between the UFF and the UVF, but in part it reflected disillusionment with the agreement amongst many members of the Ulster Defence Association (UDA) and UFF. Early in 2001 the future of the Good Friday Agreement seemed clouded in uncertainty. Tense discussions behind closed doors revolved around the ability of the Ulster Unionists to remain in government while most of the Patten report was due to be implemented and without further outward and visible signs of decommissioning – negotiations suddenly unbalanced by the resignation of Mandelson on 24 January and the appointment of John Reid as secretary of state who freely admitted that he had much to learn about Northern Ireland’s affairs.


The Good Friday Agreement did have one important asset: its opponents never seemed capable of formulating viable alternatives. As its supporters had said frequently before the referendum of May 1998, it was the only show in town. In addition, Stormont buzzed with constructive activity. Ministers and MLAs – in offices and surroundings which were the envy of their counterparts at Westminster, Edinburgh and Cardiff – clearly relished their new role. Debates were often compelling and entertaining and issues on education and agriculture, for example, were frequently discussed with passion. Who would have thought, for example, that Sammy Wilson, the DUP MLA and Lord Mayor of Belfast whose views were loathed by nationalists and moderate unionists alike, would prove to be one of the wittiest of Assembly debaters?


Parliament Buildings had never before been so lively, busy and accessible as people from all classes and affiliations streamed up to Stormont for receptions, book launches and interviews. In short, if the institutions set up in 1998 were to fall, the public pressure for them to return would not be long in coming. The continued shootings, incendiary attacks, paramilitary beatings, disputes over contentious parades and incidents of intimidation demonstrated that the conflict was still not over and that the burden of Ulster’s history would be felt for decades to come. There seemed a real possibility, however, that the conflict could be managed without a return to the violence and destruction which had disfigured the region for so much of the latter part of the twentieth century.























CHAPTER 1




Early Ulster
c. 7000 BC–AD 800


. . .


IN 1888 IRISH ARCHAEOLOGISTS learned that worked flints dating back to the middle Stone Age had been found in a field behind Mount Sandel, an imposing Gaelic fort later strengthened by the Normans. Here, on a high bluff overlooking the lower Bann just south of Coleraine, over a hundred flint axe heads were collected in the years that followed but as more than two dozen other Mesolithic sites had been located, Mount Sandel was not thought to have any special significance. Then more flint tools were ploughed to the surface in 1972 when land was being prepared for a new housing estate. The following year Peter Woodman and his team of archaeologists began what seemed a routine investigation only to discover – after the carbon-14 dating of charred hazelnut shells – that human beings had dwelt here between 7000 and 6500 BC. The generally accepted date of the arrival of people in Ireland had been put back by more than a thousand years.


Humans had been living in Australia for some forty thousand years before the very first people set foot in Ireland. Arctic conditions made the Irish landscape too inhospitable until around nine thousand years ago: twenty-five million years ago temperatures across the world began to fall; polar caps formed twelve million years later; and from then on glaciers and ice sheets waxed and waned while the northern hemisphere experienced a succession of periods of intense cold. Fifteen thousand years ago, when eastern Ulster lay under ice ninety feet thick, a long melt began.


The last great ice sheet tore and pulverised rock from the mountains of Ulster as it advanced south, and then as it retreated it dumped this rubble as huge mounds of boulder clay in serried ranks in their tens of thousands. The geographer and prehistorian E. Estyn Evans has likened these to ‘a necklace of beads some thirty miles wide suspended between Donegal Bay and Strangford Lough’. These low, rounded hills, known as drumlins, formed a frontier which did much to shape the future history of Ulster. In the lowlands drumlins blocked surface drainage routes and became surrounded by soft-margined loughs and treacherous fens: densely overgrown with wolf-infested thickets and separated by standing water, these later created a division between the northern province and the rest of Ireland. This barrier should not be overemphasised for it was never completely impenetrable; nevertheless, until the seventeenth century, easy access to Ulster from the south was only by the fords of Erne in the west and the Moyry Pass in the east – the gap that is the defile in the hills south of Slieve Gullion.


All the ice had disappeared by 11,000 BC and, as plants and animals once more invaded Ireland, bands of people began to migrate north from the Mediterranean region. Then a final and severe thousand-year cold snap, between 10,000 BC and 9000 BC, denuded the land of all but the hardiest plants such as mountain avens and purple saxifrage, which today hold out on the quartzite peak of Slieve League in County Donegal. Silt from this period from Drumurcher in County Monaghan has remains of beetles and arctic poppies, today strictly circumpolar in distribution. As the climate warmed thereafter, melting ice raised the sea level, but the land, relieved of its burden of ice, was rising even faster for a time. Land bridges connected Britain to the European mainland and Ireland to Britain. Archaeologists have yet to agree whether or not those glacial connections to Ireland had been swept away by the tides before human beings had reached Ireland. Even if the land bridges had been severed by 7000 BC, it was possible to travel by dry land far out west from Cumbria and beyond the Isle of Man before having to take to water and it was almost certainly from there that the first inhabitants of Mount Sandel came.





Ulster in the Stone and Bronze Age


For five seasons the site at Mount Sandel was meticulously excavated and its contents sieved, sifted and chemically analysed by specialists. Their findings cast a unique shaft of light back over nine millenniums on life in a Mesolithic camp in Ulster.


The slope of post holes showed that saplings had been driven into the ground in a rough circle and bent over to form a domed roof by being lashed together. Lighter branches may have been interwoven to add strength and rigidity; then each hut – there were four built at different times – was covered with bark or deer hide, and reinforced against north winds with grass turfs lifted from inside. Around seven yards wide, each hut gave shelter to perhaps a dozen people gathered round a bowl-shaped hearth in the centre. Charred fragments showed that this camp was perfectly sited to provide a living all year round.


As the sea level was around fifteen feet lower than it is today, the falls and rapids by Mount Sandel must then have made a majestic sight; below them, in early summer, salmon waited in thousands for a flood to take them upstream to spawn, and sea bass foraged at high tide in pursuit of crab, flounder and smolt. Scale-shaped flints found in abundance almost certainly had been set into poles to harpoon these fish, together with myriads of eels dropping down from Lough Neagh in autumn. Autumn, too, was the season for gathering hazelnuts and these were supplemented by crab apples, goosegrass, vetches and seeds of water lilies – these last, prized by Elizabethans for cooling the passions, resemble popcorn when dropped into hot fat. In midwinter wild pigs, fattened on the abundant hazel mast, began their rutting, and male yearlings, driven out by mature boars, were vulnerable then to hunting parties armed with flint-tipped spears and arrows. This, too, was the time for trapping birds in the forest and overwintering wild fowl; the archaeologists found bone fragments of eagle, goshawk, capercaillie, red-throated diver, widgeon, teal and some song birds.


Flint had to be carried from as far away as the beaches of Portrush in County Antrim and was made to give service for as long as possible. At a tool-working area to the west of the hollow, flint cores were roughed out and fashioned into axes, picks and adzes, while the smaller blades struck from them were shaped into knives, arrowheads, hide scrapers, awls and harpoon flakes. One axe had traces of red ochre on its surface, which gives a hint that these people painted themselves on ceremonial occasions.


From about 6500 BC the rains became more persistent, the temperature range narrowed, and, at Mount Sandel, oak, alder and elm began to tower over the hazel. Pine woods survived only on the uplands and, thus deprived of its habitat, the capercaillie became extinct in Ireland around 4000 BC. While investigating a site at Ballynagilly, near Cookstown, County Tyrone, in 1969, Arthur ap Simon noticed a fall in pollen from broad-leaved trees beginning around 3500 BC. Pollen is remarkably resistant to decay and is therefore invaluable in helping to explain the distant past. Alan Smith followed with a meticulous study of a bog at Fallahogy in County Londonderry by combining pollen counts with radiocarbon datings; in particular, he traced a sudden drop in elm tree pollen from about 3200 BC and a rise in traces of plantain, dock and nettle. In short, he was uncovering irrefutable evidence of the dramatic impact of pioneering farmers on Ulster’s landscape.


Some time during the first half of the fourth millennium BC intrepid family groups began to venture across the North Channel to Ulster with their domestic stock. A thirty-foot currach can take a couple of cows with their calves or, alternatively, half a dozen pigs or sheep – the perils of crossing the sea in frail craft with frightened and thirsty horned beasts, even when firmly trussed, can be imagined. If anything, the journey would have been longer than today, for investigations at Ringneill Quay at Strangford Lough (where the earliest cattle, sheep and pig bones have been found in Ireland) show that the sea was then four yards higher than at present. On landing, the most urgent task was to find a stand of elm, the most reliable guide to good soil; as the men spread out through the wood girdling the trees with their stone axes, the women and children put up shelters and gathered leaves, twigs and fodder to carry the cattle through the first critical winter.


When the clearings lost their fertility, the farmers simply moved on to create new pastures. Flint was still highly prized but it shattered easily against tree trunks; much preferred for axes was porcellanite, formed sixty million years earlier when hot Antrim lavas poured over clays to bake and compress them into this hard china-like stone. Specialist factories emerged on Rathlin Island and at Tievebulliagh, County Antrim; the final polishing was painstakingly completed with sand and water on the seashore, notably at Whitepark Bay, and from there the axe heads were traded as far away as Dorset and Inverness.


[image: A prehistoric stone dolmen structure standing in a grassy field under a partly cloudy sky.]

Legananny portal tomb, County Down





It was at Ballynagilly that the oldest known Neolithic house in either Ireland or Britain was found. This rectangular dwelling, six and a half yards by seven yards, was made with radially split oak placed upright in trench foundations. Substantial posts evidently marked the position of thatched roof supports. Similar houses from the same period (about 3200 BC) have been found in central Europe, illustrating the steady movement of peoples westward, bringing with them knowledge of innovations such as cereal cultivation. Some corn was grown in Ulster, usually on light soils capable of being worked with a stone-headed mattock. Cattle predominated, however, as they do today. Protecting domestic stock from the predations of bear, wolf, lynx and fox was an unending task; animals brought into a stockade every night supplied manure for spreading on corn cultivation ridges. These Neolithic peoples made their own pottery and a distinctive Ulster pot shape emerged. At Goodland in County Antrim shards of at least 266 pots were found, thought to be offerings to spirits or gods.


Court cairns, the earliest megalithic monuments, were probably temples of a kind, where farming communities paid respect to departed ancestors and invoked magical help to ensure good harvests. It is likely that the dead were buried or burned elsewhere and their bones, together with other offerings, taken to the cairns at a later time. A court cairn at Audleystown in County Down contained the bones of thirty-four people in its two chambers, Portal tombs, or dolmens, were burial places and are the most splendid and striking reminders of Ulster’s first farmers. Built of three or more great upright stones, with a huge capstone, the portal tomb is largely confined to the north.


The drumlin belt seems to have cut the north off from the more sophisticated settlements in the Boyne valley, where immense and complex tumuli still remain as awesome monuments to Neolithic skill and organisation. It was on the edge of the great Newgrange tumulus by the River Boyne that hearths were found showing evidence of intense heat; dated around 2100 BC, the site gives one of the earliest signals that the skill of metalworking had arrived in Ireland.


[image: A map of Northern Ireland showing key geographical features, including mountains, rivers, lakes, and historical sites.]

Physical features map of Ulster which includes Mount Sandel, Navan Fort and linear earthworks defending routeways through the drumlin belt



This map depicts Northern Ireland, highlighting its geographical features and historical landmarks. The map includes mountain ranges such as the Sperrin Mountains in the center, the Bluestack Mountains in the northwest, the Derryveagh Mountains in the west and the Mourne Mountains in the southeast. Major rivers, including the River Bann and River Foyle, are labeled, along with significant lakes such as Lough Neagh, Lough Erne (Upper and Lower) and Lough Sandel. Historical and archaeological sites are marked, including Navan, Lisnadill, Dane’s Cast and Dorsey. The map also features Black Pig’s Dyke, a series of ancient earthworks, which is shown in the southern and western regions. The layout emphasizes the natural and historical landscape of the region, with shaded areas representing mountain ranges and dotted lines indicating historical boundaries or structures.











Around 2000 BC Egypt’s second golden age of the Middle Kingdom flourished, the Sumerians were building the great Ur ziggurat, the Chinese were cultivating tea, the Hittites were invading Anatolia, the Mycenaeans were moving into Greece, and the Minoan sea empire was approaching its zenith. Knossos in Crete had a population of some one hundred thousand, about the same as that for all Ireland. Technological advances, religious cults and artistic styles from these cradles of civilisation spread northwards and westwards. Steady immigration did not necessarily mean overwhelming invasions, however. A bronze axe head found at Culfeightrin, near Ballycastle in County Antrim, fits perfectly in a stone mould discovered at Ballynahinch, County Down, showing how the skills of metalworking could be taken quickly across the country by wandering craftsmen. The heavy weight of Irish axes indicates great abundance of copper, and enough tin – and sometimes arsenic and lead – could be found locally to mix with copper to make it into a stronger and more malleable bronze.


Wedge-shaped graves, round-bottomed pottery beakers, V-perforated buttons, and archers’ wrist guards are all tell-tale characteristics of Bronze Age sites, but most evocative of a bygone culture shining across the centuries are the rich finds of gold. Amongst the earliest, made from thin hammered sheets of gold, are sun discs, such as the one discovered at Tedavnet in County Monaghan, and lanulae, half-moon-shaped neck ornaments with decoration similar to that found on ceremonial bronze axes unearthed at Scrabo in County Down and Rosslea in County Fermanagh. Later objects are so heavy they must have been used as a form of currency. It is likely that many of the beautiful and valuable ornaments found later were cast into the waters as offerings to spirits – religion had a central role in the lives of Ulster’s prehistoric peoples.


[image: An ancient bronze axe head with a flared blade and intricate geometric carvings on its surface.]

Bronze axe head from Rosslea, County Fermanagh





[image: Two circular gold sun discs with intricate geometric patterns, made from thin hammered sheets of gold, originating from Bronze Age Ireland.]

Gold sun discs from Tedavnet, County Monaghan





On the southern slopes of the Sperrins an intriguing group of megalithic monuments was revealed when peat was carefully removed by archaeologists from 1945 onward. This elaborate complex of paired stone circles and alignments at Beaghmore, near Cookstown, seems to have been a ceremonial site where perhaps the aid of the gods was invoked to maintain fertility. Several of the stone circles appear to have been placed as pointers to the horizons which saw the rising and setting of the sun, the moon and major stars. Another place of ritual was the Giant’s Ring near Belfast; we have only the barest hints of the ancient ceremonies performed in such places.


Hill forts scattered across Ulster indicate an intensification of warfare during the late Bronze Age of the last millennium BC. Weapons became more sophisticated in their making, including socketed spear heads and axes cast from twin-valved moulds. At the same time an improvement in climate, which increased prosperity, helped to stimulate a remarkable flowering of artistic achievement in both bronze and gold. These include curling bronze horns, decorated bronze cauldrons and a hoard of gold from Broighter, County Londonderry, with a charming model boat, a cup, necklaces, and a torc with elaborate, swirling patterns – made when iron weapons were supplanting those cast from bronze, this neck ornament is a clear indication that the Celts had arrived in Ulster well before the start of the Christian era.







Celts, Romans and Ulaidh


The Celts were the first people north of the Alps to emerge into recorded history. Their distinctive culture evolved during the second millennium BC between Bohemia and the east bank of the Rhine and then radiated out from there. By 500 BC the Celts dominated northern Europe and setting out from their hill forts, led by nobles on horseback or in chariots, they sacked Rome in 390 BC and looted the temple of the oracle at Delphi in 278 BC, crossing the Hellespont to settle Anatolia thereafter. The imaginative art of the Celts delighted in symbols and intricate patterns: the high form of this style, known as La Tène after a site in Switzerland, made its first appearance in Ireland in the decoration of scabbards found at Lisnacroghera and Toome in County Antrim.


Archaeological enquiry does not show evidence of formidable invasion; rather there was a steady infiltration from Britain and the European mainland over the centuries. The first Celtic speakers may have come as early as 1000 BC and in greater numbers from about 500 BC and, equipped with iron weapons and advancing on horseback, they brought the native people under subjugation. A constant blending of language, belief and tradition followed and the Gaelic civilisation which emerged in early Christian times – to survive independently longest in Ulster – evolved not just from the Celts but also from their predecessors to the earliest times.


By 133 BC the Roman conquest of Spain was complete and in 59 BC Julius Caesar began his conquest of Gaul. In 56 BC the Veneti were overwhelmed in Armorica and the Belgae were in retreat. The Celtic hegemony was collapsing before the might of Rome. In AD 82 Gnaeus Julius Agricola, governor of Britain, summoned his fleet into the Solway Firth to take aboard his waiting cohorts. Ulster was directly across the sea and this land he meant to conquer – a climax to a dazzling career the empire would not forget. Posted to Britain as military tribune twenty-one years before, Agricola had been in the thick of the desperate fighting with the Iceni and Brigantes during Boudicca’s uprising. Placed in command of the xx Legion, he directed the Irish Sea flotilla for a time; perhaps it had been then that the notion that Ireland was worthy of conquest had formed in his mind. Now in the fastnesses of Snowdonia he reduced the Ordovices to abject submission and then, pressing relentlessly northwards into Caledonia, he reached the base of the Highlands, harried the Inner Isles with his fleet and ordered the erection of a network of castella.


The Roman Empire knew little enough about this island of Hibernia on the northwestern edge of its world. It was not until the epic voyage of Pytheas from the Greek colony of Marseilles, who circumnavigated Britain about 300 BC, that Mediterranean traders were given Ireland’s correct position; this explorer’s account does not survive but it seems to have formed the basis of Ptolemy’s map of Ireland prepared in the second century AD. Known only from a fifteenth-century copy, this map includes some identifiable names, such as Logia (the Lagan), Isamnion (Navan Fort) and Volunti (the Ulaidh, the people of Ulster). Even after Julius Caesar invaded Britain in 55 BC, the Greek geographer and historian Strabo was asserting that the Irish ‘think it decent to eat up their dead parents’, but Tacitus was a more acute observer, and his descriptions of the Britons and continental Celts dovetail remarkably well with early Irish law tracts and heroic tales.


[image: Ptolemy’s ancient map of Ireland, labeled “Hibernia Insula,” showing geographic features and settlements as understood in antiquity.]

Ptolemy’s map of Ireland





For information about the Celts of the British Isles, Tacitus relied on his father-in-law, Agricola; and it is from Tacitus that we learn that the invasion of Ireland was planned with a king in exile:




Agricola received in friendly fashion an Irish petty king who had been driven out in a civil war, and kept him for use when opportunity offered. I have often heard him say that Ireland could be conquered and held by one legion and a modest force of auxiliary troops …





Some scholars have made a tentative suggestion that the Irish king was Tuathail Techtmar, forced to seek aid in Britain to recover his throne. However, Agricola’s invasion was not to be: a legion of Germans stationed in Galloway mutinied and there was disturbing news of Pictish rebellion. The Emperor Domitian ordered his governor north, and later, after Agricola’s recall, the Romans retired behind Hadrian’s wall. Ulster would not become part of the Roman Empire after all.


Ulster, too, has its defensive wall, Described on maps as the Dane’s Cast, it begins in the east on the Down–Armagh border; the next section, known as the Dorsey, stands at Drummill Bridge in south Armagh; it continues into Monaghan, where it is known as the Black Pig’s Dyke; and further short stretches extend through Cavan and Fermanagh to Donegal Bay. A tradition survives that it was ploughed up by the tusks of an enchanted black boar; archaeologists, however, have proved this great linear earthwork to have been a series of massive defences, not continuous, but guarding the routeways into Ulster between the bogs, loughs and drumlins. The Dorsey – from doirse meaning doors – is double-banked and double-ditched, being a full nine yards from the top of its largest rampart to the bottom of its parallel ditch. By matching oak tree rings Michael G.L. Baillie from Queen’s University Belfast not only demonstrated that the timber for the palisade had been felled in 95 BC but also that the central post of a great ritual structure on Navan Fort had been cut down in the same year.


No one knows why a circular temple, forty-seven yards in diameter, was put up inside Navan Fort. It seems to have been built quickly and then the whole structure had been set on fire. Had this been a ritual to invoke the aid of the gods while Ulster was under attack? A huge circular hilltop enclosure, it is an Iron Age site of European importance and its ancient name, Emain Macha, has an Indo-European foundation myth parallel to the story of Romulus and Remus. At a fair Crunniuc mac Agnomain boasted that his wife Macha could outrun a chariot. When she protested that she was about to give birth, Conor, King of Ulster, said that she must run. At the end of the race, beside the chariot, she gave birth to twins: Emain Macha means the Twins of Macha. At her delivery she screamed that any man who heard her would suffer the pains of birth for five days and four nights in their times of greatest difficulty.


[image: An artwork depicting Cuchulain in battle during the Cattle Raid of Cooley. Cuchulain, dressed in fne armour, rides in a horse drawn chariot, wielding a spear and shield. ]

Cuchulain in battle at the Cattle Raid of Cooley





This story is told in the Táin Bó Cuailgne, ‘The Cattle Raid of Cooley’: it tells how Queen Maeve of Connacht made war on King Conor of Ulster to win possession of the Brown Bull of Cuailnge and how – when the men of Ulster were struck down by their pangs in the time of great difficulty – the champion Cuchulain single-handedly held back the men of Connacht by the ford. The earliest versions of the Táin were written down in the monasteries of Bangor in County Down and Dromsnat in County Monaghan in the eighth century: this is the oldest vernacular epic in western European literature and it probably had a long oral existence before being committed to vellum. The Táin, and other tales of the Ulster Cycle at their best possess arresting power, vividly graphic yet stylised, in which stark reality and magic intertwine and the principal characters are ordinary mortals able on occasion to act like gods. Such characteristics are displayed in an intense form in the sorrowful tale of Deirdre in ‘The Exile of the Sons of Uisliu’. In this extract translated by Jeffrey Gantz the beautiful Deirdre, fostered by King Conor’s command away from the eyes of other men, finds that as she reaches maturity romantic desire cannot be held back:




One day, in winter, Deirdre’s foster-father was outside, in the snow, flaying a weaned calf for her. Deirdre saw a raven drinking the blood on the snow, and she said to Leborcham, ‘I could love a man with those three colours: hair like a raven, cheeks like blood and body like snow.’





From these epic tales the historian gets a vivid picture of an aristocratic Iron Age society remarkably similar in many respects to Celtic Gaul described by Julius Caesar. It was a civilisation not touched by Roman conquest (though trading posts may have been established), major features of which survived in Ulster into the seventeenth century.


In the Táin the men of Ulster triumph in the end over the men of Connacht but, piecing together evidence from the annals, historians know that the province was on the defensive. The over-kingdom of the Ulaidh once encompassed all of Ireland north of a line extending from the River Drowes in the west to the River Boyne in the east. By the beginning of the eighth century the Ulaidh held sway over little more than the modern counties of Antrim and Down.


In wild country overlooking the marshland that separates the Inishowen peninsula from the rest of Donegal stands the Grianan of Aileach. This imposing circular hill fort, built massively of stone with inset stairways, wall passages and triple earthen bank defences, commands a wide view which includes Lough Foyle and much of mid-Ulster to the south-east and Lough Swilly, Muckish and the Derryveagh Mountains to the west. This for centuries was a principal stronghold of the northern Uí Néill, rulers who traced their descent from Niall of the Nine Hostages, who is usually credited with the conquest of most of Ulster.


[image: A reconstructed roundhouse with a thatched roof and wattle walls, featuring shields and spears leaning against it.]

A reconstructed dwelling at Navan Centre and Fort, County Armagh





The Uí Néill dynasty had emerged from their north Connacht homeland to thrust eastwards into Meath and northwards over the fords of Erne towards Inishowen. Having lost Donegal, the Ulaidh came under further assault: Navan Fort fell and the two sons of Niall of the Nine Hostages set up their own dynasties in the northwest, the Cenél Conaill and the Cenél Eóghain, cenél meaning a wide family group embracing all great noble families of royal blood. Most of Donegal became Tír Conaill, ‘the land of Conaill’, a name it kept until the seventeenth century; the other son gave his name first to Inishowen and then to Tír Eóghain, ‘the land of Eóghan’, an area of central Ulster conquered in later centuries, part of which is still known today as County Tyrone. The Uí Néill in turn exacted tribute from peoples in southern and central Ulster known as the Airgialla, meaning ‘hostage-givers’.


[image: A circular stone fort known as the Grianan of Aileach, located on a grassy hill in County Donegal, Ireland.]

The Grianan of Aileach: the great dún of the Uí Néill dynasty, Inishowen peninsula, County Donegal





Meanwhile, the Roman Empire, which had been so mighty in Agricola’s time, was reeling under the attack of German-speaking peoples from central and northern Europe seeking new corn lands and pastures. Legion after legion was withdrawn from the outposts to defend Rome in the fourth and fifth centuries, leaving Roman Britain a prey to barbarian invaders. From the north came the Picts, from the east, along the Germanic North Sea Coast, came the English, and from the west came the Irish; some sought new kingdoms, some were content with loot – as torn pieces of decorated Roman silver found near Coleraine show – and others brought back slaves. One of these captives was Patrick – he was amongst those who saw to it that, as Roman Britain was falling apart, Roman civilisation most deeply affected Ireland.








‘We beg you, holy boy, to come and walk among us once again’


‘I, Patrick, a sinner, the simplest of country men … was taken away into Ireland in captivity with ever so many thousands of people.’ It is with these words of the Confession, later copied into the Book of Armagh, that written Irish history begins. For six years as a slave Patrick tended sheep ‘near the western sea’; there in his extreme loneliness his faith was renewed so that ‘the spirit seethed in me’. Then he walked two hundred miles to the east coast and, with the company of pirates, returned to his native Britain. There he had a vision in which a man brought him a letter and as he read he seemed to hear the voice of the Irish:




‘We beg you, holy boy, to come and walk among us once again’, and it completely broke my heart and I could read no more.





Resolved to return, he took holy orders and in a mission clearly coordinated by a British Church not yet overwhelmed by the English – he began to preach the gospel to the Irish.


Christianity had already penetrated much of the south of Ireland as a result of regular trading contacts with the empire but Patrick is the only one to have left a written record and the authenticity of his words is still striking after more than one and a half thousand years. Most places traditionally associated with Patrick – Saul, Armagh, Downpatrick, Templepatrick, Lough Derg and Croagh Patrick, for example – are in the northern half of Ireland and it was probably in Ulster that he did most of his work, perhaps around the middle of the fifth century. Patrick’s mission was undoubtedly sustained by a vigorously evangelical British Church and the new religion was particularly successful among the ruling class. There are no records of anyone being martyred by the Irish for acceptance of Christianity, which in turn adapted to the old beliefs and traditions that survived for centuries after Patrick’s time.


The Gaelic year began at Samhain, now Hallowe’en, a time when spirits flew free between the real world and the other world. Imbolg marked the start of the lambing season, and the feast of Bealtaine, at the start of May, was for the purification of cattle driven ceremonially between two fires. Lughnasa celebrated the corn harvest and paid homage to Lugh the Long-Handed, who had slain the evil Balor of the Baleful Eye. The greatest of the gods was Daghda, who had beaten off the monster Formorians when they had invaded Ireland in a magical mist. The Irish believed in the sídhe, the Tuatha Dé Danaann, who when conquered became invisible and lived in faery mounds. Their king, Lir, once had his palace at Finaghy in County Antrim and the story of his children – changed into swans by his third wife Aoife – is one of the most poignant in early western European literature. Some gods became Christianised, such as Brigantia who became Saint Brigid; her saint’s day falls on Imbolg, 1 February. Places once important as ritual sites, such as Armagh, Tory Island and Derry, became significant centres of the Church in Ulster. Particularly favoured as locations for churches and monasteries were sacred oak groves. Derry, in Irish doire, means ‘oak grove’, and it was there that Colmcille founded his great monastery.


[image: A stone sculpture of a Tandragree idol with a rounded head, prominent facial features, and one arm crossed over its chest.]

The Tandragree idol, thought to be a representation of the Celtic God Nuadu; found near Newry and now held in Armagh Church of Ireland cathedral





It was from Dál Riata, a sub-kingdom of the Ulaidh in the Glens of Antrim, that the Gaelic colonisation of Scotland began towards the end of the fifth century. For more than a hundred years territory on both sides of the North Channel formed one kingdom ruled by a dynasty tracing ancestry back from Fergus Mór mac Erc. By the middle of the sixth century Bruide, King of the Picts, threatened to overwhelm the Ulster interlopers and so Dál Riata turned to the northern Uí Néill for help. The pact was sealed at Druim Ceit at Mullagh near Derry in 575; Aedán mac Gabráin, King of Dál Riata, was able to free himself from the overlordship of the Ulaidh, extend his dominions, and raid islands as far apart as Man and the Orkneys. The man who negotiated this alliance was a Cenél Conaill prince and a renowned churchman, Colmcille.


Colmcille studied under Finnian at Movilla in County Down and at Clonard on the Boyne and returned to build his own monastic settlennent at Derry. Just as their pagan ancestors had cast votive offerings into the water to appease the gods, so now Gaelic rulers gave generous grants of land to the Church; the high-born Colmcille could draw on impressive resources. The Dál Riata king granted Colmcille Iona, in Scotland, and for the next two centuries and longer the monastery there was to be the most famous centre of Christian learning in the Celtic world. From here missions were sent to preach to the Angles in Northumbria and to the Picts. At Iona the Annals of Ulster, the most ancient of Irish chronicles, were first compiled, and here some of the most beautiful manuscripts – including, perhaps, the Book of Kells – were executed. The Cathach, or Psalter, of Colmcille is the oldest parchment manuscript to have survived in all of western Europe; it may have been transcribed by Colmcille himself.


Local kings vied with one another to be patrons of monasteries and their founders became saints revered for centuries to come. Hundreds of monastic sites have been identified in Ulster but as most were built of wood, only traces survive. On Mahee Island in Strangford Lough, Nendrum monastery was surrounded by three concentric stone walls with a rectangular church, a graveyard and a sundial. In Donegal, at Fahan and Carndonagh in particular, finely carved stone cross slabs and pillar stones are decorated with elegant interlacing and bold figures similar to those on White Island on Lough Erne. Under the guidance of a ‘senior’, the novice learned to read and studied the Scriptures and the writings of the Fathers of the Church. The Psalms had to be memorised and copied onto slates – thirty slate tablets and several styles were found at Nendrum. A large monastery, such as Bangor or Derry, was the nearest equivalent early Christian Ulster had to a town; in such a community specialised arts, such as metalworking and manuscript illumination, could flourish. The development of a distinctive Irish script can be seen in a liturgical collection known as the Antiphonary of Bangor.


The Antiphonary is to be found not in Ulster but in Milan – evidence that the great Irish mission to the mainland of Europe had begun. Some Irish monks sought voluntary exile in far-off dangerous places and where better to go than the wreckage of the collapsed Roman Empire where Germanic rulers warred with each other? Towards the end of the sixth century monks from Bangor travelled nine hundred miles to the French Vosges Mountains, where their senior, Columbanus, founded three monasteries. Driven out by Theoderic of Burgundy, the Ulstermen struck overland to the Rhine, where they made their way upstream. When they reached Lake Constance they preached to the Germans, who had not heard the gospel before, and founded a monastery at Bregenz, now in the Austrian Vorarlberg. The restless Columbanus wished to press on, but Gall, one of the Bangor monks, stayed to become the local patron saint – a church, a town and a canton in Switzerland are called St Gallen to this day. Columbanus endured the perils of St Gotthard Pass to descend into northern Italy to found a monastery at Bobbio, where his tomb can still be seen.


Many others followed Columbanus and Gall to the European mainland. Later the Emperor Charlemagne delighted in the company of Irish scholars; for example, when there was an eclipse of the sun in 810 the astronomer Dungal of Bangor sent this explanation:




If the moon comes afterwards, the sun blocks the sight of this heavenly body from human sight, by setting itself across it. In the event of an eclipse, nothing happens to the sun itself, it is simply hidden from our eyes.





Yet the society which produced such scholars was, by the standards of thriving urban centres in Charlemagne’s empire, remarkably conservative and underdeveloped.







Early Christian Ulster society


Congal One Eye, over-king of the Ulaidh, forged an alliance with Strathclyde Britons and the men of Dál Riata in a bid to make himself king of all Ireland. It was in vain; in 637 he was routed and slain at Moira by Donal mac Áedo, the Uí Néill king. These events – which lost Dál Riata its control of its Scottish possessions – are a reminder that no one in this period ever won complete mastery over the whole island. Indeed the Uí Néill themselves never conquered all of the province of Ulster.


The title ard rí, ‘high king’, had no political meaning until the eleventh century; till then provincial- or over-kings held sway. The over-kingship of the Ulaidh, for example, was drawn from one of their three strongest kingdoms: Dál Fiatach, Dál nAraide, or Uí Eachach Cobha (which gives its name to Lough Neagh and the Iveagh baronies). Beneath them in turn were numerous petty kingdoms, or tuatha (a word of ancient origin which is related to the English ‘teutonic’ and the German ‘Deutsch’). The Brehon laws stated that when a king died all members of his derbhfine – descendants in the male line of a common great-grandfather – were eligible for election to succeed him. Succession disputes were endemic, which future invaders would successfully exploit. The Gaelic ruling classes were rigidly class conscious and one of the main functions of the filí, the hereditary professional poets, was to recite the king’s genealogy at his inauguration. The nobles distinguished themselves from grád Fhéne, the commoners, by birth and by the number of their dependants, or clients. A client such as the bó-aire, or farmer, paid rent in food, labour service and free entertainment. Of the humblest tillers of the soil we know little but it is certain that slaves were integral to Gaelic society. Purchased as children from destitute parents or captured in war, slaves did much of the heavy farming work.


Ulster’s landscape is thickly scattered with the remains of thousands of ringforts, farmsteads surrounded by a circular bank and ditch. In rocky or mountainous areas, where the fort was known as a caiseal, the wall was made of stone and no ditch was dug. Where the ramparts were made of soil, the ringfort was called a ráth, a common element in Ulster placenames, such as Rathcoole, ‘Cumhal’s fort’. The rath’s enclosure was the lios, again a common prefix in northern placenames, as in Lisnaskea, ‘fort of the whitethorns’. The ramparts may have done little more than prevent untended cattle from eating the thatch off houses. Oats, barley, rye and a little wheat were cultivated in small enclosed fields and reaped close to the ear in later summer. Small crops of onions, celery, leeks, carrots, parsnips and some peas and beans were grown in adjacent gardens, and it seems certain that the scale and variety of tillage was greatly extended by the monasteries. Domestic stock was the mainstay of the economy, however; cattle were driven to their summer pastures, known as buailte, generally to uplands or dried-out fen, but no hay was saved and the animals had to eke out the winter months on reserved pastures where the grass had withered naturally.


As cows gave no milk in winter, male yearlings were killed in autumn and the making of cheese and butter was vital to ensure a food supply during the short days. Artificial caves or souterrains, often connected to the ring-fort, seem to have been used for storing these bánbíd, or white foods, though some with double chambers, such as that running off the Shaneen Park rath on the slopes of the Cave Hill, may have served as a secret refuge in time of attack. Oats were eaten as porridge, and barley, when not eaten as bread, was malted and brewed into ale – wine was imported by the nobility but it was probably ale that inebriated an Airgialla king during a drinking bout in 1158, which led to his murder at the hands of his servant. The bounty of nature made a vital contribution to survival, though the nobility had hunted the wild boar to extinction by the twelfth century. Domesticated pigs fed on oak mast in the woods and good hazelnut crops were regularly recorded in the annals. The sea provided fish, seals, shellfish and duileasc, a seaweed still called dulse in Ulster today; freshwater fishing was jealously regulated; and a stranded whale could provide an unexpected feast – perhaps that is how a very large whale vertebra came to be incorporated in an early Christian pavement in Downpatrick.


A king or a noble, as a member of an elite military caste, usually lived apart from commoners in a ring-fort built for defence known as a dún, a word incorporated in many Ulster placenames, such as Dungiven, ‘fort of the hide’. The crannóg, or lake dwelling, was preferred in some places to the dún: usually this was a strategically placed artificial island built up with logs, piles, woven brushwood and stones. The most striking example still to be seen is Lough-na-Cranagh on Fair Head in north Antrim. Monasteries, however, had become the most advanced places of economic activity by the end of the eighth century. The ruling classes made sure that they kept control of the monasteries; higher clergy married and passed on ecclesiastical offices to their children – Clann Sínaich was almost a dynasty which monopolised Church posts for generations at Armagh.


Armagh claimed the leading position in the Church in Ireland at the beginning of the ninth century – a claim laid out in the Book of Armagh which put forward the case that Patrick had made it the ecclesiastical capital. Under the patronage of the Uí Néill, Armagh flourished and became the largest urban centre in Ireland. As great centres of wealth, monasteries were vulnerable to attack and became embroiled in dynastic wars. In 793 Armagh was attacked by the Uí Chremthainn, an Airgialla people of Fermanagh, and in another raid in 996 the Airgialla drove off two thousand cows. Between those dates, however, Armagh had been the target of many more attacks by a new people to appear in Ulster – the Vikings.


























CHAPTER 2




Viking invasion, Norman conquest and Gaelic recovery
800–1485


. . .


AT FIRST NOTHING FORMIDABLE stood in the way of the Northmen. Charlemagne had broken up the fleets of Frisian pirates in the North Sea, leaving the Vikings masters of the North Atlantic, and particularly in Ireland there could be no united opposition to the invaders while the country was split into so many warring kingdoms. Their longships were well suited to brave the hazards of the ocean; built of well-seasoned overlapping oak planks, and bound to the ribs with tough pine roots, their hulls could flex to the swell and, with their shallow draught, negotiate treacherous mud banks such as the Bann bar mouth. Iona, and Lambay Island, off the County Dublin coast, were attacked in 795 and Bangor and Downpatrick were plundered soon afterwards. The first raids were sporadic and not always successful; for the year 811 the Annals of Ulster have this terse entry: ‘A slaughter of the heathens by the Ulaid.’ Then in the next decade a sustained assault got under way. Bangor was pillaged in 823 and again the following year, as the author of Cogadh Gaedhel re Gallaibh, ‘Wars of the Irish with the Foreigners’, records:




And they plundered Bangor of Ulad, and brake the shrine of Comgall, and killed its bishop, and its doctors and its clergy: they devastated, also, Movilla.





Ulster bore the brunt of this campaign as the Northmen moved from the coastal monasteries inland up the rivers, carrying their longships overland past rapids and falls to set up raiding fleets on Lough Erne and Lough Neagh. Their success is logged in the Annals of Ulster:




832: The first plundering of Armagh by the heathens three times in one month … 837: The churches of all Lough Erne, including Clones and Devenish, were destroyed by the heathens … 839: A raiding party of the foreigners were on Lough Neagh, and from there they plundered the states and churches of the north of Ireland …





Then, the Cogadh relates, ‘there came great sea-cast floods of foreigners into Erinn’ and Vikings overwintering on Lough Neagh were joined in 849 by ‘seven score ships of adherents’. At this point, when all Ulster seemed about to be overwhelmed, the Vikings were checked; Danes made their first appearance only to fall foul of the Norse, who, with the help of the Ulaidh, routed them in a sea battle fought in Carlingford Lough. Then in 866 Áed Finnliath, King of the northern Uí Néill, cleared the Vikings from the province and defeated them on Lough Foyle, taking a prize of ‘twelve score heads’.


The Northmen did not reappear in force in Ulster for many years to come and it was further south that they built their seaport towns. Only Larne in County Antrim seems to have any real permanence as a settlement and was still known as Ulfrek’s fjord when the Normans arrived. There are very few placenames of Norse origin in Ulster – they are: Strangford, ‘strong inlet’; the Skerries, referring to the shoals off Portrush; Carlingford, ‘hag’s fjord’; Olderfleet, a corruption of ‘Ulfrek’s fjord’; and when the Normans later conquered much of Antrim and Down they called the territory ‘Ulster’ from the Viking Uladztír, an adaptation of the Irish tír (land) and Ulaidh.


From about 860 the Annals of Ulster no longer refer to the Northmen as heathens, and Olaf, King of Dublin, was a Christian when he wed Áed Finnliath’s daughter to seal his alliance with the northern Uí Néill. That did not prevent a new onslaught, however. By the beginning of the tenth century all the best land in Iceland had been portioned out and Vikings in Normandy and the English Danelaw had no wish to have their settlements ravaged by fresh attacks from their homeland. Thus Ireland became the victim of a concerted invasion and, according to the Cogadh, the country ‘became filled with immense floods, and countless sea-vomitings of ships, and boats, and fleets’. It continues:




Though numerous were the oft-victorious clans of the many-familied Erinn … yet not one of them was able to give relief, alleviation, or deliverance from that oppression and tyranny, from the numbers and multitudes, and the cruelty and the wrath of the brutal, ferocious, untamed, implacable hordes …





In this dire crisis Niall Glúndubh rallied all of the northern half of Ireland known as Leth Cuinn, ‘Conn’s half’. Son of Áed Finnliath, Niall was accepted as ruler of both the northern and southern Uí Néill, and in 917 he led a great host deep into Munster to do battle with the Vikings. Complete victory eluded him, however, and in 919 he was utterly routed and slain with twelve other kings on the outskirts of Dublin. Ulster itself now fell prey to invasion. In 921 the Northmen raided Tír Conaill, plundered Armagh again, and entered Lough Foyle with thirty-two ships, causing people to flee the adjacent countryside, ‘except for a few who remained behind in it through sloth’.


It was in this period that monks took refuge in tall tapered round towers with conical caps; built of stone and mortar with narrow doors raised at least ten feet from the ground, they were designed to withstand fire and attack, and to serve as belfries in time of peace. Complete towers can still be seen at Devenish and Antrim, with others in various states of decay at Drumbo, Nendrum and Maghera in County Down; Clones and Iniskeen in County Monaghan; Drumlane in County Cavan; Armoy in County Antrim; and one on Tory Island in Donegal, uniquely made of round beach stones.


The Viking tide was turned by Muircertach, Niall Glúndubh’s son and successor. In a vigorous campaigning career he beat the invaders at sea on Strangford Lough in 926, burned Dublin in 939, ravaged Norse settlements in the Scottish Isles with an Ulster fleet in 941 and died in combat in 943.


It was not a northern dynasty but a southern one, the Dál Cais, which came closest to dominating all of Ireland in the years that followed. In 1005 Brian Boru reached Armagh, recognised that city’s claim to ecclesiastical primacy and ordered a scribe to write in the Book of Armagh the words Imperator Scottorum, ‘Emperor of the Irish’. He had come north with a mighty army and, though he drew tribute from every other part of Ireland, the Ulster kings stood firm. It took a circuit of Ulster the following year and several more punitive expeditions before he could establish his claim to rule the whole island.


Brian’s authority did not hold: Leinster and Dublin later refused tribute and called in allies from across the Viking world. On Good Friday, 1014, in perhaps the greatest battle fought in Ireland so far, the Leinster–Viking host was routed and driven into the sea at Clontarf near Dublin. At the close of the battle, with victory within his grasp, Brian himself was slain by King Brodar of Man. In the words of the Icelandic Saga of Burnt Njal:




Brian fell, but kept his kingdom
Ere he lost one drop of blood.





Brian Boru’s body was taken to Armagh and there buried with great ceremony. Who now would be King of Ireland?


[image: A nineteenth-century impression of Brian Boru being slain in his tent by Brodar, King of Man. Brodar, dressed in a tunic, is holding a dagger. A second figure, partially clothed, seems to be trying to restrain him. The third figure, Brian Boru, is kneeling and cloaked, and looks up with a pleading gesture. Weapons lay on the walls and floor.]

A nineteenth-century impression of Brian Boru being slain in his tent by Brodar, King of Man, after the Battle of Clontarf, 1014








Norman invasion


Clontarf brought neither peace nor unity to Ireland. Now that Brian Boru had ended the Uí Néill domination, any ruling family strong enough could make a bid to seize the high-kingship. To avoid protracted succession disputes, dynasties limited choice to descendants of a single grandfather. In this way many Gaelic surnames emerged with the prefixes Ó, meaning ‘grandson of’, and Mac, ‘son of’. The O’Neills, for example, were descendants of Niall Glúndubh. Bloody contests between rivals continued to be frequent, however.


Over one and a half centuries the provincial kings allied and clashed with each other. Some came close to success, but all were high-kings ‘with opposition’, as the annalists put it. That opposition was often in Ulster, which, despite impressive fleets sent out by southern kings, presented a natural frontier and so was difficult to subjugate. Yet Ulster kings never had the strength to impose their will on the rest of Ireland, for they had not the wealth of Viking cities such as Limerick and Dublin to draw on. In addition, a powerful kingdom emerged in the eleventh century on the Ulster–Connacht borderlands: Bréifne, centred on the counties of Cavan and Leitrim and ruled by the O’Rourkes, effectively blocked expansion south from Tír Eóghain.


It was a dispute between Tiernan O’Rourke, the one-eyed King of Bréifne, and Dermot MacMurrough, King of Leinster, which set in motion the events leading to the Norman invasion of Ireland. One night in 1152, hooves thundered away from the Bréifne dún of Dromahaire as Dermot carried off Tiernan’s wife, Dervorgilla, together with a great prey of cattle. This humiliation burned in Tiernan’s memory and filled his heart with vengeful hatred to his dying day. He had to wait fourteen years to have his revenge, for MacMurrough had hitched his fortunes to the rising star of Muirchertach Mac Lochlainn, the sole Cenél Eóghain high-king of the period.


Rory O’Connor of Connacht challenged Muirchertach and the fighting between them was so fierce that, in the opinion of the annalist, ‘Ireland was a trembling sod’. When Muirchertach was killed in 1166, Rory, now the high-king, gave his blessing to a punitive expedition against Dermot long planned by Tiernan. Leinster was devastated, but instead of making a glorious last stand, Dermot sailed to Bristol and there he was advised to seek support from Henry II, then busy suppressing a baronial revolt in his French dominions. The King of Leinster had close ties with the Anglo-Norman world: as a supporter of ecclesiastical reform, he was held in high esteem by English bishops, and he had genuine claims on Henry’s gratitude, for he had championed his claim to the English throne during King Stephen’s reign. Beset by a kaleidoscope of troubles, Henry was not ready to help Dermot in person but otherwise he gave him full support and permission to recruit assistance. A momentous period in the history of Ireland was about to begin.


Henry II, the most powerful monarch in the western world, had brought Norman sway to its zenith. A century before, William, Duke of Normandy, had gripped the imagination of the people by his dramatic and sweeping conquest of England. The genius of the Normans for organisation and strong government, and their skill in warfare, made them feared and respected everywhere. Early in the twelfth century they conquered Sicily, extended their dominions in France, and pushed northwards into Scotland and westwards to Wales. It could only be a matter of time before they would come to Ireland. In 1155, supported by John of Salisbury and other influential Churchmen keen for ecclesiastical conformity in Ireland, Henry was granted Ireland by Pope Adrian IV. John of Salisbury wrote later:
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