

[image: cover-image]




New Gill History of Ireland


Seventeenth-


Century Ireland


Making Ireland Modern


Raymond Gillespie


Gill & Macmillan




Contents


Cover


Title page


Preface and Acknowledgments


Chapter 1: Introduction: Seventeenth-century Ireland and its questions


Contradictions of kingship


Contradictions of belief


Contradictions of culture


A world of ambiguities


Problems and possibilities


Part I: An Old World Made New


Chapter 2: Distributing power, 1603–20


Governing Ireland


The position of the Ulster earls


The Ulster experiment


The limits to social change


The parliament of 1613–15


The Irish kingdom


Chapter 3: Money, land and status, 1620–32


The problems of the early 1620s


The graces


The dynamics of crisis


Thinking about the graces


An honourable society


Chapter 4: The challenge to the old world, 1632–9


Anatomising Ireland


Land and its owners


Institutional efficiency


Reactions


Remaking religion


The image of Ireland


Legacy


Part II: The Breaking of the Old Order


Chapter 5: Destabilising Ireland, 1639–42


The parliament of 1640


The fall of Wentworth


Undoing the Wentworthian experiment


Politics without parliament


The problem of war


Chapter 6: The quest for a settlement, 1642–51


Creating order


The cessation of 1643


The aftermath of 1646


The second peace and its consequences


Remembering the 1640s


Chapter 7: Cromwellian reconstruction, 1651–9


Legacy


Creating stability


Making friends and contacts


Reforming minds and manners


Other lives


Part III: A New World Restored


Chapter 8: Winning the peace, 1659–69


The promise of 1659


Restoring the king


Restoring the church


Restoring social hierarchy


The fall of Ormond and the shape of the political nation


Restoration governance


Chapter 9: Good King Charles’s golden days, 1669–85


Economic restructuring


Social implications of growth


Political implications of growth


The crisis of the three kingdoms


Winners and losers


Chapter 10: The king enjoys his own again, 1685–91


Clarendon’s government


Reimagining Ireland


Reshaping Ireland


Reactions


The king enjoys his own again


The war of the two kings


Peace tactics


Epilogue: Post-war reconstruction, 1691–5


Abbreviations


References


Bibliographical Guide


Maps


Copyright


About the Author


About Gill & Macmillan




Preface and Acknowledgments


This is a book which, in its own way, attempts to tell a story the outlines of which are well known. Indeed some episodes of the evolution of a relatively primitive society, still dominated in the 1590s by the structures and systems of late medieval lordship, to a recognisably modern world, characterised by the triumph of central government and county society, have been documented in great detail. However, it is not the task of this book, like that of a biblical commentary, to expand on all the aspects of that transformation. There are, for instance, large areas of the seventeenth-century experience, particularly in the social and cultural spheres, of which so little has been recovered that attempts to write about it at a general level would be premature. Rather, I have chosen to view the processes of change through the lens of what might be called the social history of governance in seventeenth-century Ireland. What this means is not a dissection of the minutiae of politics, political thought or administration, or even the broad sweep of economic shifts, although all these subjects will appear, sometimes fleetingly, in the pages that follow. Rather, this book tries to chart the processes by which the diverse ethnic and religious groups which made up the social networks of Ireland constructed and reconstructed the ideas of social order and government that held their world together during the first forty and most of the last thirty years of the century. Equally it is an attempt to explain how those brittle arrangements broke down under the particular stresses and specific problems of the 1640s and 1680s. The result is a rather schematised view of the seventeenth century. Early modern societies did not develop in straight lines; rather, they evolved, often in an inherently unpredictable way, and their elements are never exactly in the same relationship over time. In a narrative history such as this something of the messiness of that evolution, often seen only in the detail of local life, is tidied up and rendered more comprehensible.


Inevitably there are areas in such a work which lie outside my own area of expertise, and so I have relied on the advice and research of others. Three groups of people have influenced this book. I have been fortunate to belong to a generation of early modern historians who have transformed their field of research. That the approach of this volume is rather different to what might have been written twenty years ago is due to their efforts. I have had to be selective in what I can discuss, especially in the 1640s, but I hope that I have not misrepresented the present state of our understanding. Secondly, I have tried to teach this period of history in N.U.I. Maynooth for over ten years. On many occasions I have learned more from students than I have taught them, and they have proved the value of an encounter with those who can challenge assumptions, often those dearly held. Thirdly, I have been shaped by those who taught me, both formally and informally. I hope that Lewis Warren would find something of his approach to medieval political history in this volume. Aidan Clarke and Toby Barnard have contributed more than they suspect; and Bill Crawford may have wished to see more about regional economies and societies than is presented here, but without his enthusiasm there would be nothing at all.


Finally there are specific debts. Jimmy Kelly persuaded a Doubting Thomas that writing such a book as this was worthwhile and has also read and commented on the entire text. In this thankless task he was joined by Toby Barnard and Marian Lyons. All three have saved me from at least some of my own follies, and if there are errors remaining, they are the result of my own obstinacy despite their best efforts. As always, Bernadette Cunningham has had a powerful influence in moulding the final product in many scholarly and other ways.


I have opted for a chronological rather than a thematic approach in this book. Chapter 1 is, however, intended to set out some of the broader problems that will be dealt with. This presumes some knowledge of the period, and some readers may wish to begin with Chapter 2 and return to the first chapter later when some of its implications may be clearer. I have reckoned the year as beginning on 1 January, rather than 25 March as contemporaries did, although I have left other dates in ‘old style’. Irish currency has been identified as such but in most cases sterling is used, without being explicitly specified as such. Space constraints mean that footnotes have been used only to identify the sources of quotations. A guide to background reading and more general references will be found in the bibliographical essay.






1


Introduction: Seventeenth-Century Ireland and its Questions





Seventeenth-century Ireland was an enigma to many contemporaries. Some attempted to sort out the apparently labyrinthine political, religious and economic problems characteristic of the country by committing to paper ideas on how they thought that system worked and, more often, how it should be reformed. These anatomisers of Ireland, from Edmund Spenser’s View of the present state of Ireland written in the 1590s to William Petty’s Political anatomy of Ireland (published in the 1690s, though it had been written in the 1670s), were, in the main, theorists with particular political or ideological agendas and their impact on the shaping of Irish society was limited. They dealt in ideas rather than realities. Others abandoned the intellectual and political challenges that Ireland presented. As one M.P. in the English ‘Addled Parliament’ of 1614 declared, ‘Ireland is not a thorn in our foot but a lance in our side. If [there is] a revolt there what shame and disgrace would it be either to leave [it] or misery to recover it.’1 Such ambivalent attitudes towards seventeenth-century Ireland are not the sole prerogative of contemporaries. As one modern historian has characterised the situation, ‘Whether we attempt to view the British problem [in the early modern period] as an example of the development of “composite monarchies” or as an aspect of the colonial expansion of the Atlantic seaboard powers, Ireland is a special case. It just will not fit into any of the established patterns.’2


This perplexity as to how to describe seventeenth-century Ireland is, to some extent, of our own making. We attempt to use models which, ultimately, fail to take cognisance of all the evidence. Some have attempted to characterise the period as ‘an age of disruption’ or the age of ‘wars of religion’. However, such attempts conceal as much as they reveal. They emphasise division in society, which certainly existed, at the expense of shared assumptions of God, hierarchy, deference and honour that made social arrangements work. Large numbers of the Old English gentry, for example, shared a common educational formation with settlers through their training at the Inns of Court in London which provided both groups with a shared common-law context for their understanding of the world. Again, those educated in colleges on continental Europe and Trinity College Dublin shared assumptions about the importance of hierarchy and order. Though ethnic and economic fault-lines ran through Irish society, the elite shared many common social assumptions, and from their position of strength they dictated taste, manners and morals, convinced of the importance of their leadership both culturally and politically. Much of the conflict in Ireland was, paradoxically, between people who shared similar values and assumptions about how society worked.


One example of this problem of trying to describe seventeenth-century Irish society in slogans is the understanding of that society as the product of a revolution. Evidence for this sense of a revolutionary age is not wanting. In some respects it shared in processes that can be traced in outline across contemporary Europe. The centralisation of authority in Dublin after the end of the Nine Years’ War in 1603 and the undermining of powerful local magnates such as Hugh O’Neill, Earl of Tyrone, for example, reflect trends at work elsewhere in Europe. The state increasingly monopolised violence and the machinery of war at the expense of local nobilities. Similarly, the economic transformation of Ireland, with the rise of a market economy and the greater commercialisation of economic life, echoed a broader European process. In religious terms too, the progress of the Reformation and Counter-Reformation in Ireland needs to be seen in a European context, if only to emphasise some of the aberrant features of the Irish experience.


In other areas the development of Irish society in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries was unique. The composition of the Irish social and political elite underwent a dramatic shift in the years between 1580 and 1700 in a way that did not happen in most other countries. Only in parts of the Holy Roman Empire, for instance Bohemia after 1620, was there a similar change in the social elite as Catholics replaced Protestants as part of a process of changing political configurations. The Irish peerage summoned to the parliament of 1585 was drawn from five Gaelic or gaelicised families and twenty Old English landed families who thought of themselves as the descendants of the medieval Anglo-Norman settlers. By the end of the seventeenth century, of the fifty-nine elite families who were summoned to the House of Lords, thirty-nine (or about two-thirds) were drawn from New English settler families, most of whom had arrived in the country in the half-century before 1641. A further five were from settler families of post-1641 origin. Old English families had thirteen representatives, while just two were of native Irish extraction. Confessionally, in 1613 the Irish House of Commons was fairly evenly divided between Protestants and Catholics, yet after 1690 it was entirely composed of members of the Church of Ireland. The changing composition of parliament reflects a major transfer of power from one social group to another. Underpinning this transfer of political influence was a dramatic shift in the pattern of Irish landownership as land passed from Catholic to Protestant landowners through both formal plantation and informal colonisation, reflecting shifts not simply in economic power but in social relationships also. However, the traditional estimates of the fall in the proportion of Irish land held by Catholics from 61 per cent in 1641 to 22 per cent in 1688 and by 1703, after the Williamite land settlement, to 15 per cent, may be too sweeping. The simple equations of Protestant with settler and Catholic with native are far from perfect. At least some new settlers, such as the Hamilton family, Earls of Abercorn in Ulster, or the Browne family, Lords Altamont in Mayo, were Catholic. Some former Catholic families, such as the Butlers, Earls of Ormond, converted to Protestantism. Yet the shift in landholding patterns is striking enough to delineate, at least in outline, the decline of one elite and its replacement by another.


Such patterns of change are the stuff of history, but they are rarely as simple as they appear at first glance. Only occasionally is it possible to see anything which might even resemble a single, coherent revolution. Irish Catholics may have lost land, but in many cases they retained considerable social prestige. As Archbishop Oliver Plunkett of Armagh noted in Ulster during the 1670s, many of the ‘ancient vassals’ who were now reduced to the rank of tenants living on land owned by new settlers ‘are more or less so well disposed to their former overlords that they always give them some contribution’.3 It may have been easy to effect a change in landownership, but social attitudes proved more difficult to alter. In the sphere of religion, too, it is possible to map out the institutional revolution that took place in early modern Ireland. However, the effects of these developments on religious belief are much more problematic because the laity shaped their own ideas about God for day-to-day use in the world. Changes in the various spheres of human existence happened at differential rates. Some areas of experience, such as belief or social attitudes, shifted only slowly, while other aspects, such as economic status or institutional change, responded more quickly to external stimuli. To this already complex situation it is necessary to add a consideration of regional variation in the distribution of power and wealth. Such variations in power and wealth help to explain why the province of Ulster, where the social and political vacuum which followed the flight to Europe of the northern earls in 1607 allowed a major social engineering project to be carried out, was so different from County Longford, in north Leinster, where local native families devised survival strategies to minimise the impact of plantation. All of this suggests that early modern Ireland did not undergo a single revolution but rather a series of interlinked revolutions moving at varying speeds. Their differential progress in various parts of the country may go some way to explaining not only the highly localised nature of early modern Irish society but also why large-scale movements, such as the Reformation, comprising a series of linked revolutions in institutions and beliefs had the character that they did.


If the idea of revolution proves a more complex interpretative tool than seems at first glance, equally problematical are the two politico-geographical contexts in which Ireland is usually viewed: on the one hand a colony like the world of North America, which was settled by colonists in the same manner as Munster in the 1580s and Ulster at the beginning of the seventeenth century, or, on the other, a European-style kingdom, with the associated political structures. Clear as these paradigms may appear, in reality they present enormous interpretative difficulties. The new worlds of North America slowly came to influence English and Scottish sensibilities during the seventeenth century as information about them became available. Ireland, and especially the east coast, was well known by people in England and Scotland through trading contacts and Irish migration to London, Glasgow and Wales in the sixteenth century. In 1604 10.8 per cent of those arrested for vagrancy in England were of Irish origin, with much higher proportions on the west coast, while the occurrence of Irish names among the apprentice population in London suggests a more settled community there. Moreover, those arriving in Ireland during the seventeenth century discovered that the country had a well-established social structure and a system of governance not unlike that found in most of Western Europe, both features which were lacking in North America.


However, economic and demographic experiences, at least initially, showed some similarities between the world of the North American colonies and Ireland. In the early part of the seventeenth century, at least, the driving force in population growth in both regions was immigration, encouraged by the availability of land as a result of confiscations. In consequence, Ireland’s population growth was more rapid than that of Europe, but it was somewhat slower than that of North America. By 1700, however, while migration continued to be significant in some regions of Ireland, the dynamic of population growth was moving away from immigration to natural increase. The limits on Irish resources meant that Ireland’s capacity to absorb large numbers of immigrants was much reduced, whereas in the colonial world large-scale settlement was still possible. In economic terms also, Irish and colonial trade showed similar characteristics in the seventeenth century. Both were concerned with the export of raw materials. This situation arose from similar economic problems: shortage of capital and skilled labour. However, in the later seventeenth century economic trends diverged as the Irish economy developed, producing more processed goods for export to a European market. Thus, in demographic and economic terms, Ireland lay somewhere between the colonial model of North America and the experiences of the kingdoms of mainland Europe.


The paradox of Ireland’s position is clear: an Old World kingdom underpinned by social arrangements which seem entirely colonial in their nature. The position of a Protestant governing elite, who claimed their place on the basis of social and moral authority to rule, was in effect guaranteed by a series of apparently colonial land settlements and economic structures. The full vigour of colonial exploitation was, in effect, constrained by the political ideas of hierarchy, deference and honour associated with a kingdom. Such contradictions were commonplace in seventeenth-century Ireland, and understanding what some of these were will help to elucidate the difficulties with which those who lived in seventeenth-century Ireland had to grapple.


CONTRADICTIONS OF KINGSHIP


The most basic statement on the organisation of the government of seventeenth-century Ireland was an unambiguous one. Henry VIII’s 1541 act which framed Ireland’s constitutional position declared that ‘the king’s highness, his heirs and successors, kings of England, be always kings of this land of Ireland’ and that they were ‘to have, hold and enjoy the said style, title, majesty and honours of king of Ireland . . . as united and knit to the imperial crown of the realm of England’. When King James I succeeded to the crown in 1603, he was greeted with expressions of loyalty not only from his settler subjects but also from their Old English and Gaelic Irish counterparts. The poets Eoghan Ruadh Mac an Bhaird and Eochaidh Ó hEodhasa hailed the new king with verse that celebrated a monarch who would bring peace, banish strife and under whom Ireland would prosper. Mac an Bhaird provided the king with a suitable Irish genealogy, through his Scottish ancestors to Fergus mac Eirc, the first Irish King of Scotland, and in doing so provided the basis for the powerful royalism which the Irish repeatedly demonstrated throughout the seventeenth century. Few disagreed with this proposition. In the 1620s an unrealistic proposal was floated among some of the Irish in Spain that the country might be declared a republic in order to prevent bickering between the O’Neill and O’Donnell factions over who should be king in a reconquered Ireland. Again in the early 1640s a small group in Limerick, possibly influenced by Dutch settlers there, called for a ‘free state of themselves as they had in Holland’.4 Such views were firmly in a minority. Throughout the seventeenth century the dominant political idea in Ireland was that of monarchy. Support of monarchy underpinned both seventeenth-century Irish Catholicism and the Church of Ireland. As the Franciscan author Bonaventure Ó hEodhasa put it starkly in his commentary on the fourth commandment (on honouring parents), ‘Not only are we bound to honour our fathers and mothers but we are likewise bound to give the same honour to every superior either of church of state.’5 Protestants too felt uneasy without the stability a king could offer, and in 1656, during the Protectorate, seventeen of Ireland’s thirty M.P.s at Westminster voted to offer the crown to Oliver Cromwell. Equally, Irish Protestants were prominent in bringing Charles II back to the throne in 1660.


The problem with monarchy in seventeenth-century Ireland was not the idea itself but rather its implications. First, kingship created a particular set of governmental structures which were similar to those found in kingdoms across contemporary Europe. The principal division in society was between the ruler and the ruled, the ruler having no superior but God. All power rested in the hands of the king and from thence it proceeded, creating a long chain of dependence which bound king and people together. Authority and liberty flowed not from political organisations but through the structure of personal relationships. As a result, the ruled were regarded as an organic, coherent body, a hierarchical order rather than a society with internal divisions. This made discord within the order of the ruled particularly difficult to deal with. Social hierarchy could be accommodated within the traditional language of deference and subversion, well set out and satirised in the Irish tract Pairlement Chloinne Tomáis of the 1630s. However, the religious fractures which criss-crossed those governed by the King of Ireland were more difficult to contain. Divisions such as this opened gaps in the ideal world of hierarchy. In such interstices of power, difficulties in practical government emerged. Whereas in most other European countries the principle of Augsburg (1555) that the religion of the ruler was also the religion of the ruled applied, in Ireland that was not the case. This presented a dilemma for personal relations within the world of the ruled and often required resort to the language of rebellion and disloyalty or allegations of unworthiness regarding one’s place in the social order so as to stigmatise an opposition. It also created a powerful incentive to emphasise loyalty, hierarchy, authority and social deference over division, a trend some of the Old English used to good effect when playing politics in the early seventeenth century.


Such relationships with the king and one’s peers not only defined an individual’s place in society, but also determined what functions a person could play in that society. The status of the gentry was determined by a combination of economic power and cultural capital. Both of these were under the control of the king, who made grants of land and conferred honour through titles and offices. There was a bewildering range of such offices linked in a long chain from the king through to local sheriffs, justices of the peace, churchwardens and parish constables. In the 1670s it was estimated there were some 40 sheriffs, 400 sub-sheriffs and 900 justices of the peace in Ireland. Assuming that parishes appointed churchwardens, this would have swelled the administrative ranks by over 4,500 part-time officials. This figure does not include the clergy, who were also government agents, or the salaried office-holders in the customs or revenue service. Some of these offices were for life, but others, such as parochial office, were annual appointments involving the middling sort of people, whose behaviour and suitability for office were therefore under continual scrutiny. Thus government business was carried out not by impersonal bureaucracies but by people who were known to each other. Government authority was intimate, none of its activities too insignificant to be dealt with by a prominent local official. Local administrative and judicial offices were held by neighbourhood gentry whose lack of knowledge of the law was more than offset by the respect they commanded in the local community. The power of local sheriffs and magistrates, the main link between central and local government, lay in their local superiority. Law could often be what they said it was, and as a result legal proceedings were as much about social judgments as they were about findings upon the facts of a case. This was a society that thrived on the public exploitation of private power. The greater one’s private position, the greater one’s public office. As a result, government service, such as office-holding or advising the king in parliament, was part of a duty which was held to be commensurate with social rank. Important offices were, in theory, to be held by those whose talents, wealth and, above all, social authority allowed it. Government effectiveness depended on local interest, while local gentry depended on government office to validate their social position. Thus attacks on local magistrates were not simple episodes of mugging, but were viewed as ‘tending to overthrow and supplant the root, and to dry up the fountain and spring-head of justice without which no commonwealth can exist’.6


There were varying reactions to these types of social constructs across Ireland. Those who were most familiar with them, those who thought of themselves as the descendants of the Anglo-Norman settlers of the country and who by the early seventeenth century referred to themselves as Old English, saw the King of Ireland as a central focus of loyalty and patronage. As David Rothe, later Catholic Bishop of Ossory, arguing for toleration of religious diversity, expressed it in 1614,


That as a body natural, compounded of many dissimilar parts—flesh, bone gristles, muscles and sinews—yet, in one and the selfsame integrity of a total form, is moved, fashioned, ruled and quickened by one natural form of the animating soul, which overswayeth and governeth all those parts and members—even so the politic body of this republic, plotted and compacted of divers nations not agreeing in one idea and form of religion (though but one true) may stand upon one frame of civil allegiance and be swayed under one sceptre, under one Imperial diadem.7


The leader of the convinced Catholic recusants in the 1613–15 Dublin parliament reflected a similar view when declaring that James I was the King of Ireland, ‘whereof we no more doubted than the day is day and the night is night’.8 From a Gaelic Irish perspective, many agreed. Throughout the seventeenth century the vast majority of the Old English and native Irish were deeply and profoundly royalist. In practical terms, the King of Ireland, like his predecessors, could not reside in the country (except briefly in 1689–90) since he was also King of England and Scotland, and hence appointed a provincial administrator to act as his agent, the Lord Deputy or later in the century the Lord Lieutenant. These office-holders were exactly that: provincial administrators. For the Old English, the locus of power really resided at the royal court in London. Consequently, throughout the century they were not afraid to appeal directly to the monarch to overturn decisions they thought unfavourable. They had used this technique with devastating effect in the late sixteenth century, undermining successive Lords Deputy by appealing directly to the King of Ireland in London.


This view, while entirely legitimate in its own terms, was underpinned by a system of values, traditional concepts and principles that had failed to keep pace with political reality as the New English settlers saw it. For this group (a few of whom had arrived in Ireland in the late sixteenth century, though most had come in the early seventeenth century), contemporary political realities were set out in the apparently colonial nature of Irish society, reflected most clearly in the various land settlements. Ireland was not a distinct kingdom but a conquered country, and the institutions of government could not work in the same way as the English model which they emulated without endangering the basis of the social order. This was a dangerous argument, for it implied that Ireland, as a conquered country, could be treated in any way the king wished, including ignoring the rights of settlers as Englishmen abroad. The administration of Thomas Wentworth (subsequently Earl of Strafford) in the 1630s proved the point. To resolve this dilemma in 1612, the Irish Attorney General, Sir John Davies, argued that after 1603


there had been a perfect union between the nations and consequently a perfect conquest of Ireland. For the conquest is never perfect till the war be at an end, and the war is not at an end until there be peace and unity and there can never be unity and concord in any one kingdom but where there is but one king, one allegiance and one law.9


Seen in this way the social changes that characterised seventeenth-century Ireland were proof of its colonial status, although Ireland maintained its common-law rights despite colonisation, a position that the Old English rejected. In the 1660s the Old English priest John Lynch, in his work Cambrensis eversus, tried to refute the conquest argument, citing the survival of Irish language and customs as evidence of the fact that a full conquest, which should have eliminated all traces of a former society, did not take place. Such a view of conquest was not a simple one. Postulating colonial relationships inevitably raised problems for that actual constitutional reality—the crown of Ireland. The 1541 act may have established such an entity, but it had failed to say anything about the relationships between the crowns of England and Ireland (and after 1603 Scotland). Even more complex was the relationship of those crowns to the parliament in Westminster. In the course of the seventeenth century the Westminster parliament was to interest itself increasingly in Irish affairs. The first significant incursion could be seen as a matter of convenience, the impeachment of an Irish official, the Earl of Strafford, in 1640. The second, the trial of Conor Maguire, second Baron of Enniskillen, for his part in the 1641 rising before a jury in Middlesex in February 1645, was much more dubious. Again, the passage of the Adventurers’ Act in 1642, which raised funds for the suppression of the Irish rising to be repaid from Irish land after the war, might seem to be a wartime measure, but the Cattle Acts of 1663 and 1667, which prohibited the import of Irish cattle into England, or the Woollen Act of 1699, which did the same for woollen goods, could not be so regarded. The Navigation Acts of 1663 and 1671, restricting Irish trading networks, were also viewed by contemporaries as clear examples of interference in Irish matters by the Westminster parliament.


These complexities resulted not in one set of ideas about kingship but in a number of constructions of what kingship meant in different circumstances. Consequently, what seemed to be a uniting factor actually became a divisive one, as the wars of the 1640s proved. As the secretary of the Confederated Catholics, Richard Bellings, ruefully observed, the war was ‘of many parts, carried on under the notion of so many interests, perplexed with such diversity of rents and divisions among those who seem to be of a side’.10 Monarchy, supposedly the unifying focus for all the combatants, was in reality a profoundly divisive factor.


The second implication of kingship and its structures of government was that it called for the creation of a commonwealth. One New English commentator on the role of plantations in the early seventeenth century declared: ‘By this means [the land settlement] shall that people [the Irish] now grow into a body commoned and into a commonwealth; before they wholly consisted of poor, proud gentry.’11 That process of creating a commonwealth was complicated. It involved a reciprocal process of negotiation and renegotiation between ruler and subjects in an attempt to balance public and private interests. The implication of this was, first, that a large number of people should be involved in the political process, and, secondly, that they should have the moral authority to do so. In this world the king did not rule, in the sense of handing down laws; rather he was a guarantor of the system of government. As such, the king had an obligation to consult with those in society who had the moral and social authority to give him advice, and through this process his power and authority would be enhanced. As Richard Bellings wrote in the 1620s, ‘Thus he whom God ordained a king to be / Obeys his subjects and is never free.’12 In the eyes of the Old English community, it was they who were the group with the appropriate authority to rule. Bellings explained this in the context of the Grand Council of 1640, dominated by Old English peers and usually meeting before parliament, in which the right to give counsel was ‘a privilege which they [the members of the Grand Council] may claim as their birth right by the fundamental laws of the government’.13 The failure to accord this elite their due was a frequent complaint made by commentators on seventeenth-century Irish society. The Old English priest and historian Geoffrey Keating, for example, stressed the ‘virtues or good qualities of nobles among the sean ghallaibh [Old English]’ and complained bitterly that their patronage, piety and hospitality were ignored by New English historians who ‘take notice of the ways of inferiors and wretched little hags, ignoring the worthy actions of the gentry’.14


In the minds of the New English settlers, however, it was to them that the providence of God and military circumstances had delivered the reins of power. In reality, the New English settlers had much less claim to the moral authority to govern Ireland. It is true that they had almost exclusive claim on what might be described as transactional power, since they controlled the army and particularly the system of provost-marshals that formed a quasi-military local government structure in the early part of the seventeenth century. However, this was a contested view. The Old English argued that in the early part of the seventeenth century the New English simply did not understand Ireland. They did not have the social contacts necessary to make society work, and, as new arrivals were often from poor social backgrounds as younger sons or impoverished gentlemen trying to make their fortune, they did not have the moral authority to hold a social hierarchy together. The Old English lawyer Richard Hadsor, argued in 1604 that so long as the Old English ‘were employed as principal officers and counsellors of estate in time of war and peace in the realm, being such men who were thoroughly informed of all matters therein, and acquainted with the disposition of the people, the realm was well governed and daily increased in civility’. The New English, on the other hand, whether in the army or ‘employed as inferior magistrates’, were held responsible for ‘the enormities of that commonwealth [which] hath brought forth many rebellions, and especially the last general and dangerous combination of the mere Irish throughout the whole realm’.15


In the early part of the seventeenth century New English settlers made attempts to lay claim on some justification for rule. For instance, the accumulation of titles of honour was seen as a strong basis for the moral authority to govern, and settlers accumulated such honours with enthusiasm. The Irish peerage expanded over the seventeenth century and perhaps most dramatically in the period from 1615 to 1628 when honours were freely available for sale. Seventy-five individuals availed of their opportunity to purchase an Irish title, compared with forty-six in the wealthier, and much larger, world of England. Moreover, those in Ireland who possessed titles also strove to acquire an English title, usually junior to their Irish one, and to intermarry with the English peerage as a way of further underpinning their position. Below the level of the peerage between 1603 and 1629 there were 258 new Irish knighthoods of which just over two-thirds went to settlers. Acquiring a title was an attempt to repair the social problems created by rapid upward mobility. One may have had an Irish landed estate, but that counted for little; such estates were easily come by. Titles of honour were not the only ones in use. Long after they had ceased to mean anything on the field of command, settlers continued to use military ranks as a means of indicating status. In the course of time the New English settlers began to accumulate the sort of prestige which, in their own eyes, allowed them to describe themselves as the governors of Ireland. Since New English society was, in the main, the result of a migration process, individuals lacked the sort of familial and factional contacts that smoothed the operation of government in England or Scotland. Social bonds, fractured in the migration process, had to be slowly rebuilt to create a new structure. There were advantages to this. The absence of a dense network of genealogical bonds meant that feuding, which characterised parts of Scotland, did not resurrect itself in Ulster. On the negative side, it made the acquisition of social authority, as demonstrated by familial connections and accumulated cultural capital, difficult. This may partly explain the conspicuous consumption associated with these families in matters such as hospitality and funerary monuments which can be traced back into the sixteenth century. New English settler society had to be created in the seventeenth century. Settlers built social capital through the formation of networks of association, obligation and support. This was a gradual process but an inevitable one. Some individuals followed the practice of Richard Boyle, Earl of Cork, who arranged a series of prestigious marriages for his children with the offspring of influential men, including the Earl of Kildare, that linked him into the older network of the Old English authority. However, origins were not easily forgotten. When one peer, the Earl of Drogheda, complained in 1662 that the members of the Irish House of Commons all wanted to be peers, he elicited the retort that ‘Another rebellion may make us so, as a former made your ancestors.’16 Settlers also built cultural capital by acquiring an understanding of Ireland and the rules by which the social world might work. Thus at the onset of the wars of the 1640s some abandoned their estates in England and began to see Ireland as their home. By the 1660s many were second-generation settlers who thought of themselves as Anglo-Irish rather than as settlers and began to build a ‘Protestant interest’. They interested themselves in new fashions and adopted new ways of thinking about their world, evidenced by the founding of the Dublin Philosophical Society and Royal College of Physicians in the late seventeenth century. By the end of the century the language of conquest was flatly rejected by their political theorist William Molyneux in his Case of Ireland’s being bound by acts of parliament in England . . . stated (1698). In short, the settlers had adopted the political language of the Old English of the early seventeenth century.


Such changing ideas highlight the dangers of associating one political philosophy with a particular ethnic or social group. Ideas about how Ireland was to be governed were continually in flux. They were determined by many different circumstances. Immediate difficulties might well set in train a set of political meditations by an individual which resulted in convictions rather different to those of friends or neighbours. Thus in 1625 an Old Englishman of impeccable credentials, John Cusack, can be found in London arguing that Ireland was a colony to be governed by royal will. That may be related to the fact that he wished the English courts to overrule their Irish counterparts in a land suit in which he was involved. Again, unpredictable political alliances were often formed against the later historian’s expectations. Thus in 1646 the Protestant parliamentarian Earl of Essex can be found moving to protect the estates and position of the Catholic royalist Earl of Clanricard. Similarly, in the scramble for land at the Restoration in the 1660s the Protestant William Montgomery secured land for a Catholic family known to him, while objecting to the restoration of others. All this is a reminder that political positions were almost always taken up in social contexts. In most cases that was the context of kinship, friendship and community, and hence the social reproduction of political ideas and positions tended to perpetuate particular types of view within particular communities, though with considerable complexity at the edges of those communities.


CONTRADICTIONS OF BELIEF


Belief, as opposed to religion, is a difficult area for the historian to deal with, yet it lies at the heart of reconstructing how contemporaries perceived their world. Indeed, religion in the early modern world can only be effective as an explanatory force for change when underpinned by an understanding of it as a set of beliefs. Few, if any, in seventeenth-century Ireland saw their world as the outcome of impersonal social, economic and political forces. They tended to explain the changes in their lives as being the result of interpersonal relationships or the effect of divine will. Thus Fear Flatha Ó Gnímh in early seventeenth-century Ulster interpreted the political crisis which followed the ‘flight of the earls’ in 1607 as God’s judgment on the Irish, and Dáibhí Ó Bruadair used the same explanation to account for the Williamite victory in 1690. Protestants also accounted for disasters, such as the rising of 1641 or personal misfortunes, in terms of God’s judgment for sin. God was therefore a present reality in the lives of people in seventeenth-century Ireland.


Measuring the impact of the intangible spiritual lives of contemporaries on their actions is fraught with difficulty, which is why historians have preferred to deal with belief in the organised, corporate form of religion. However, this is to ignore the untidy reality which belief represents. People were part of a religious grouping for many overlapping reasons. For some it was custom; many reformers in the early seventeenth century argued that Catholics could be easily converted if taken away from the influence of great lords. For others it was primarily a badge of belonging. As one Corkman told insurgents in the 1640s, ‘I am of the religion that both the king and the Lord Lieutenant General of Ireland profess which is the true Protestant religion.’17 For others, religion was the result of emotionally charged experiences that convinced them of their need for supernatural assistance in their lives.


Historians have tended to view religion in a rather simplistic way, treating it as a marker of identity or badge of belonging, with newcomers being equated with Protestantism and natives with Catholicism. However, the problem of belief muddies the waters here. Not all newcomers were Protestant. English Catholics had migrated to Munster in the sixteenth century, creating a Catholic settler group there. In Ulster too there were Catholic settlers. The Hamilton family in the barony of Strabane were to prove particularly obstreperous. As the Earl of Cork recorded in 1629, ‘The Master of Abercorn, Sir George Hamilton, Sir Claud Hamilton and Sir William Hamilton [four of the main undertakers in the barony of Strabane] drew priests and Jesuits to Strabane and had a meeting there of them with some papists whom the laws had ejected from Scotland.’ Consequently, Cork complained that ‘Far from encouraging Protestantism they have countenanced and drawn thither Scottish papists.’ Indeed, the Bishop of Derry alleged that they ‘countenanced papists so much that there will be a revolt in Strabane if any more of the Scotch papists come there’. Worse was to come when Sir William Hamilton ‘perverted’ his wife, a daughter of Hugh Montgomery, Viscount Ards, and a Jesuit also converted one of her maids.18 Cases such as this warn us that religion in early modern Ireland is a complicated matter and that religious rifts are often less clear-cut than they seem.


Any attempt to chart confessional relations forged in seventeenth-century Ireland needs to be done in two contexts. The first is that of geography. For many Catholics who lived in seventeenth-century Ireland, relations with the Protestant Established Church were not a difficulty, since there were no Protestants to have relations with. On the very crude assumption that most of those described as ‘English’ in the poll money return of 1660 were Protestant and that most of those described as ‘Irish’ were Catholic, it may be possible to hazard some guesses as to the religious geography of Ireland. On this basis, it is clear that there were large parts of Ireland, especially in the west and south-west of the country, where Protestants formed less than 5 per cent of the population. There were equally large areas in the province of Munster where Protestants comprised less than 10 per cent. This reality was reflected in the dilapidated state of Church of Ireland churches in these areas, with less than a third of all churches in the ecclesiastical province of Cashel in a fit state to be used in 1615. In many of these regions a Protestant was a rarity. It was in Ulster and the eastern seaboard of the country, as well as in the hinterland of the major towns such as Cork and Dublin, that the Protestant population clustered. In those areas the issue of their relationship with their Catholic neighbours could, under certain circumstances, become significant. Conversions, following Jesuit or Franciscan missions or Church of Ireland preaching or mixed marriages, might raise local tensions in such areas where the confessional balance may have been a sensitive issue. In the 1640s as military success in rebellion shifted power into the hands of local Catholics in some localities they also attempted to impose local confessional unity. In Longford, for example, they declared that ‘none should live in Ireland but such as would go to Mass’, and in one Monaghan instance it was claimed that some Protestants ‘could not be Christians unless they were so christened anew’. Threats were made to force Protestants to conform to Catholicism, and more practically in a state of warfare it was claimed in Longford that soldiers ‘could give quarter to them that were Catholics but not to the heretics’. Others converted to save their goods or lives.19 In this way shifts in local power resulted in confessional change, but this was rarely more than local in its effect. As a result, attitudes to confessional division displayed considerable regional variation, even over short distances, which reflected local priorities and perceptions. Thus a late seventeenth-century landlord such as Arthur Brownlow at Lurgan was happy to have as his tenants Catholics, Quakers, Presbyterians and even members of the Church of Ireland, while only a few miles away on the Conway estates the agent, George Rawdon, was utterly opposed to any group as tenants except those who attended the Church of Ireland parish church.


The second important context is the realisation that negotiating social and religious relations was not simply about Protestants and Catholics, either within a confessional model or within one driven by belief, because within those two traditions there were sub-traditions contending among themselves. Most obviously, those Protestants who regarded themselves as ‘godly’ saw around them a host of the ‘ungodly’ or reprobate. From the perspective of the godly preachers, these nominal Protestants were a dangerous threat to social order. Their polarised view of the godly and the ungodly led to condemnation of the profanity, hypocrisy and individualism of the ungodly. This was tempered by calls for repentance. The language used by some godly preachers against the ungodly was every bit as violent as that directed against Catholics. In the eyes of Steven Jerome, chaplain to the Earl of Cork, they appeared as ‘hypocrite, idolater, blasphemer, drunkard, atheist, profane person, murderer [and] the devil incarnate’.20 Within Catholicism too there were divergent devotional traditions which created tensions. For many who had been exposed to the ideas of the Council of Trent, some elements of traditional Irish Catholic practices seemed no better than heathenism. The synodal legislation of the early seventeenth century attempted to dismantle as superstition traditional communal rites of inclusion such as pilgrimages to holy wells. Religious change in early modern Ireland was not one simple binary opposition, but a set of social relationships traversed by a lattice of potential fracture lines.


Given this potential for social division over religious issues in early seventeenth-century Ireland, it is interesting to consider what did not happen. Before the late 1630s it is hard to detect anything within Irish Protestantism that could be described as widespread tendencies to form separate confessions despite the potential for such separatism. Church of Ireland preachers continually emphasised the principle of adiaphora, that certain rites and ceremonies which might have split Protestantism were matters of indifference. Again, the Eucharist was an important manifestation of community cohesiveness providing a way of defusing tensions within Protestant communities. The Church of Ireland canons of 1634, for instance, laid great stress on the importance of reconciliation both with God and their neighbours before communion. That at least some Protestants took this seriously is suggested by the low numbers who came to communion despite large attendances at services. In 1638 one minister in County Cavan refused to administer communion because he was not in charity with some of his congregation. Developments of the late 1630s, particularly the introduction of the ‘black oath’ against Presbyterianism, caused splits to emerge. Reactions to the war of the 1640s resulted in the separation from the Church of Ireland fold of those who thought of themselves as the godly, and this trend was dramatically accentuated in the 1650s with the arrival of Cromwellian soldiers who had backgrounds in radical religion. Similarly within Catholicism, the two key strands, one traditional and one following the reforms enjoined by the Council of Trent, generated at least some tension. There were disputes between secular or diocesan clergy and regular clergy who were members of religious orders over rights of pastoral care and the income that this generated. Commonalities such as the mass held differing Catholic groups together, and while in theory clergy were seen as having a limited social role, in practice they acted as creators and regulators of social peace and order. Again, in the case of relations between Catholics and Protestants, it is often difficult to detect the sort of confessional rifts that might be expected. It is clear, for example, that Protestants, both locally and in Dublin Castle, knew the whereabouts of Catholic churches. They compiled lists of them, but apparently made little effort to close them down. Moreover, Catholics did not hide their churches. One Dublin priest, Edmund Doyle, in 1637 described his church, vestments and ornaments in some detail in his will which was duly proved in the testamentary court of the Protestant Archbishop of Dublin. For some this was a confusing situation. As one commentator wrote to the Earl of Arran, later Lord Deputy, in 1681, Catholics in Dublin went to mass ‘without any shyness or indeed prudence’. Moreover, it seemed strange that ‘the Lord Primate [Church of Ireland Archbishop of Dublin] should see these meetings [going] publicly to mass every Sunday morning on his way to Church and not endeavour to remove them’.21 When circumstances dictated that government should close Catholic churches, as in Dublin in 1629, it is clear that they knew exactly where the churches were located. At least one Jesuit house, closed in that raid, was located within a few hundred yards of Christ Church Cathedral and had been visited by an interested Protestant tourist.


This absence of overt religious conflict on the scale that might be expected, together perhaps with the lack of witchcraft trials (which were prevalent across Europe) in early seventeenth-century Ireland, all point to some measure of social cohesion, or drive for peace and order, which existed in tension with the desire to enforce confessional division and helped to mitigate its disruptive tendencies. Thus the literature of formal religious controversy failed to penetrate seventeenth-century Ireland until the late 1680s. Social and economic factors were important here. While administrators in Dublin Castle, Church of Ireland bishops and Catholic missionary clergy used the rhetoric of confessional division and reformation—urging recusancy rather than the accommodation with the Established Church (or church-papistry) on Catholics—as part of large-scale and ultimately unsuccessful policy objectives, the language and institutions of everyday life were rather different. The structures of everyday life were focused on the manor or civil parish and, frequently, on the law as expressed at community level. Such sites provided ways of diffusing the more destabilising influences from outside local communities.


Despite these qualifications, religious divisions were a reality of Irish life in the seventeenth century. Such divisions were clearly visible in times of social and economic tension from the Mandates controversy of 1605–6, through the proclamations expelling Catholic clergy from Ireland in 1624 and 1629, to the riot which accompanied the closing of the Dublin religious houses in the latter year. At a more popular level, the outbreak of religious violence during the rising of 1641–2 provides ample evidence that government did not have a monopoly on the production of religious tension. Yet the trauma of the 1640s should not obscure the fact that there were long periods when tensions were subdued, and even during the 1640s many Protestants lived unmolested in Catholic-controlled areas. Ideas of religious division might well be encapsulated in government proclamation or statute, yet how these ideas were activated, or remained quiescent, depended a great deal on contemporary social contexts.


CONTRADICTIONS OF CULTURE


If culture is to be understood not simply as the arts and learning but in a broader sense as a way of organising meaning in everyday life, then it is appropriate to focus on a number of important cultural ideas that contemporaries used to master and interpret their worlds. Some of these, such as kingship and God, have been discussed above, but two others are of importance here since they were frequently resorted to in order to explain changes in the world: history and language. For most people living in seventeenth-century Ireland, it was axiomatic that the good was to be equated with the old. In particular, custom provided an important legal validator for and arbitrator of actions, since, in the view of the Attorney General, Sir John Davies, customary law was ‘better than all the written laws in the world to make men honest and happy in this life’ and from this all other law flowed.22 Or as the traditionalist Duke of Ormond characterised the 1640s, ‘the breach of ancient custom brought disorder’.23 Despite this belief, people lived in a world that was rapidly changing. The result was a range of historical works generated both within and outside Ireland which attempted to explain to contemporaries the significance of the past for the present and to justify the present in the light of past events.


Sir John Davies’s Discovery of the true causes why Ireland was never entirely subdued (1612), using the archives in Dublin Castle, provided an explanation of how the people of Ireland had become the subjects of the king and how the errors of the past had been corrected under King James. This was a significant new development for those who hitherto had relied on the frequently reprinted twelfth-century works of Giraldus Cambrensis or the censored sixteenth-century history of Ireland written by Richard Stanihurst. It explained how and why the present situation had developed and used the past to prove the inevitability of the present.


Davies’s Discovery became an important text, read by many including Lord Deputy Wentworth in the 1630s, but it was not the only one of its kind to appear. In the 1630s the work of Sir James Ware, a Dublin government official, also contributed to understanding the contemporary situation by resorting to the past. Rather than writing a new history, in 1633 Ware published editions of what he regarded as key texts from Ireland’s past. In subtle ways these were made relevant to the present. Ware removed the names of Anglo-Irish magnates, such as the Earls of Ormond, who had been involved in dubious activities in the past but who were now significant figures in the new order, from his edition of Spenser’s View of the present state of Ireland. Such works thus helped to integrate an older tradition into the world of the New English, then only in the process of formation.


The native Irish too used history to contextualise and explain the society which they saw forming around them. However, these questions were being addressed not so much by those who remained within Ireland but rather among the Irish living and working in continental Europe. Hence the position of Ireland in a wider world became an important element of that study. The Franciscans of the Irish College at Louvain reshaped the history of Ireland to meet new circumstances by using the lives of its saints, the succession of its kings and the political struggles of its lords as their interpretative framework. The most comprehensive presentation of Irish history emerging from this context was the work of the Four Masters. Their Annals of the Kingdom of Ireland, compiled in County Donegal between 1632 and 1636, was the culmination of a decade of research into the sources for Irish history, both ecclesiastical and secular, by a team of scholars led by the Franciscan lay brother, Mícheál Ó Cléirigh. Drawing on authoritative primary sources, and using a traditional annalistic format, the history of Ireland compiled by the Four Masters emphasised the antiquity of the Irish kingdom and the achievements of its local leaders, both ecclesiastical and secular. Some of the same scholars also compiled a martyrology, or calendar of saints’ feast-days, the Martyrology of Donegal, and a document detailing the genealogies of saints and kings which used chronology to link hagiography and history. While the research and compilation was done in Ireland, the inspiration came principally from Mícheál Ó Cléirigh’s superiors in the Franciscan convent of St Anthony at Louvain, not least Hugh Ward and Patrick Fleming. After the premature deaths of Fleming in 1631 and Ward in 1635 the Louvain project was continued by another Irish Franciscan, John Colgan, who made extensive use of Ó Cléirigh’s annals and transcripts of the saints’ lives in his own publications.


In so far as this Louvain project had an underlying theory of history, it was articulated by John Colgan in the preface to his Acta Sanctorum Hiberniae (1645). Colgan argued that Ireland, the land of saints and scholars, had developed through a series of golden ages and times of crisis which were resolved from outside. The coming of Patrick, the British holy man, had produced the first golden age of the Irish church, revealed clearly in the lives of the saints which had been collected by Ó Cléirigh. This era had been shattered by the coming of the Vikings. That church was again revitalised by the twelfth-century reform under the guidance of the holy man St Malachy (who had close links with the European reformer St Bernard), which again produced a golden age of the medieval Irish church. This was in turn brought to an end by Henry VIII and the coming of the Reformation in the early sixteenth century. While Colgan did not explicitly say so, he probably believed the church would again require renewal by holy men from abroad in the seventeenth century, and there is little doubt that it was himself and his colleagues, the Louvain Franciscans, who had been cast in this role. The cultural source of this model of external influences on Ireland is not difficult to find. The twelfth-century Leabhar Gabhála had postulated the pre-Christian settlement of Ireland through waves of settlers, and this key interpretative framework influenced the way in which Colgan and others conceptualised later Irish history. Others abroad, such as the Catholic Archbishop of Armagh, Peter Lombard, shaped similar interpretations of the Irish past in the light of contemporary circumstances.


Colgan’s success in explaining Europe to the Irish and Ireland to the Europeans dominated the shaping of Irish perceptions of Europe. By contrast, Colgan’s contemporary, the secular priest Geoffrey Keating, saw history moving in a straight line rather than in a series of cycles. For him, the continuities of ecclesiastical structures, dioceses and parishes, rather than waves of disruption and renewal, were the organising principles of Irish history. Such telling differences in these works reflect contrasting views of how Catholic religious reform was to be implemented in Ireland. Colgan’s model emphasised the role of religious orders, while Keating’s saw the secular priest within his parish, responsible to a bishop, as the central element of Catholic organisation. Again, for Keating the papacy’s issuing of the bull Laudabiliter, in which Adrian IV was supposed to have allowed Henry II to reform the Irish church, was crucial in the historical interpretation of the evolution of the Irish church (as it was for Protestant commentators), but it did not feature in Colgan’s analysis.


Colgan’s view of the history of Ireland explained to the Irish what their links with Europe were. First, Colgan was intent on explaining to Europeans the significance of the Irish. Colgan’s works were issued in Latin from the press in Louvain. They were large folio volumes which were not easily portable. They were intended for scholarly rather than devotional reading. The most important context for such scholarly works is the establishment by the pope in 1588 of the Sacred Congregation of Rites and Ceremonies, the responsibilities of which included canonisation and the recognition of saints. Procedures for the recognition of saints became increasingly rigorous with new regulations in 1629 and 1634. Neither Patrick, Brigit, Columcille nor almost any other Irish saint had ever had papal approval, being saints ‘by acclamation’ according to an older medieval custom. Colgan’s work was therefore, in part, designed to explain to European scholars and Vatican reformers the world of Irish sanctity and the validity of its national saints at a time of reform. Secondly, as Colgan pointed out to Irish readers, spiritual regeneration of Ireland had come from outside the country, whether through St Patrick or St Bernard’s disciple Malachy, and hence Ireland belonged to a wider tradition of Christianity. That was not an alien tradition. The early Irish church had provided missionaries who had evangelised Britain and Europe in the early Middle Ages in a way that the Roman church had not. One of Colgan’s heroes, St Columcille, was the quintessential missionary monk, and the stories of his life, together with those of Patrick and Brigit, were collected by Colgan in a large Latin volume entitled Trias thaumaturga in 1647. In this way Irish and European ideas were firmly intertwined. The rewriting of early Irish history in its European context thus had the effect of imbuing at least some Irish Catholics with a European underpinning for their sense of Irishness, a process enhanced by the education of many Old English clergy in the European Irish colleges in the seventeenth century.


The tensions between what happened in the past and its relevance to the present reveal a good deal about the concerns of those who lived in seventeenth-century Ireland, but there are yet further examples of these tensions in the history of language in that period. The 1534 act for the ‘English order, habit and language’ had laid down clearly that in creating a commonwealth ‘[there is] nothing which doth more contain and keep many of the [king’s] subjects of this his said land in a savage and wild kind and manner of living than the diversity that is betwixt them in tongue, language, order and habit’. Despite this, the Irish language was not destroyed in the seventeenth century. In naming the features of the landscape, there was little systematic attempt to change Irish-language placenames, apart from an abortive requirement in the 1665 Act of Explanation that ‘new and proper names more suitable to the English tongue than the barbarous and uncouth names’ be used for townlands. Rather, English, as a language, made considerable progress in seventeenth-century Ireland. In the 1620s Conell Mageoghegan in Westmeath and in the 1660s Dáibhí Ó Bruadair in Limerick lamented the decline of the Irish language. By 1700 Ireland was, in large measure, a bilingual society. While many were not fluent, or perhaps literate, in English, they could at least recognise the basic significance of different types of document and understood what their effect was. This expansion of the English language alongside Irish was not random. In the Irish satire entitled Pairlement Chloinne Tomáis, composed in the early 1630s, the context in which English is used by one of the native Irish peasants is to buy tobacco from an English merchant. If commercial activity was one point of contact for language change, another was the law, a fact appreciated by Sir John Davies as early as 1612. With the spread of the common law, writing became a more widespread activity because it was used to conduct commercial transactions and determine land title. Thus reading became more common, and the language in which this skill was acquired was English. People learned both something of English and Irish legal terminology. Irish-language texts of the seventeenth century contain a large number of legal terms all borrowed directly from English. By the 1620s the legal vocabulary included such phrases as síothcháin an ríogh (the king’s peace) and proiseas (a legal process). By the 1630s suigheacháin seems to have been the quarter-sessions while sioson mór is probably the assizes. More commonly the borrowing of words into Irish took place by incorporating the terms heard at legal proceedings. Thus, by the 1650s, terms such as writ, assize, commission, replevin, nisi prius and capias were all familiar enough to appear in Irish-language poetry. All this is testimony to how deeply the legal system penetrated the lives of those who lived in seventeenth-century Ireland. English was a language that did not merely exist; it became important to be able to speak it, at least in certain social contexts. Thus when in the early seventeenth century the east Ulster poet Fear Flatha Ó Gnímh praised his patron Henry O’Neill, the virtues he highlighted were nobility and knowledge of English law and learning in preference to the older warlike motifs of the sixteenth century. Thus law provided a common language through which social order could be negotiated and, in some cases, a venue such as the assize or quarter-sessions, where such social bargains could be struck. Consequently, more and more people with native Irish backgrounds can be traced using the common-law processes in the seventeenth century. At the lowest level, the manorial courts attracted Irish suitors, and at Finavarra in County Clare in the 1670s some of the most important figures at the manor courts were the local Gaelic legal family, the O’Davorens, who seem to have adapted easily from brehon to common law. The paucity of evidence means that it is not possible to say whether this trend was widespread.


In addition to these borrowings from English, the Irish language also devised new terms to express new realities. Outside Ireland those with a different perspective on developments in the country borrowed new words, such as perseacuision (persecution), to express what they felt were changing situations. Within Ireland the traditional term for lord, tigherna, changed its meaning from lordship over men to ownership of land, or landlord. In the sixteenth century lords had not owned land in Gaelic Ireland; rather, property was vested in families who owed lordship to greater lords but owed it only in so far as it could be enforced. In return for renders of goods, such as cattle or butter, greater lords provided services such as military protection and the administration of justice, distributing the surplus goods they received through guesting and feasting. Society was thus held together by the ties of obligation of lordship rather than formal contracts such as land grants or leases, and there were few formal market structures or towns. Those who analysed that world thought that this left too many freeholders at the mercy of great lords, and in the course of the sixteenth century the crown had attempted to transform lords into landlords through policies such as composition, and surrender and regrant. In short, there was an attempt to transform land into a means of wealth rather than a source of personal power. Many native lords saw the benefit of a steady rental income as a landlord and co-operated by trying to reduce the status of freeholders to that of tenants. By the end of the sixteenth century even the most powerful Ulster lord, the O’Neill, was moving in this direction. The spread of the common law and the market economy made the landlord a universal feature in seventeenth-century Ireland, and a cash rent was an increasingly common way of determining social bonds.


A WORLD OF AMBIGUITIES


The contradictions inherent in a wide range of aspects of early modern Irish life undoubtedly presented challenges. For those Protestants who lived in a world dominated by Catholicism there was a tension between an abhorrence of Catholic practices and a fascination with them. A case in point is Samuel Waring, the son of William Waring, who acquired a modest but significant estate in County Down, with a rental of about £600 on his death in 1703. Towards the end of his life William betrayed his religious position by writing a memorandum for his son ‘of God’s providences which hath attended me’. The Warings were of the solidly Protestant county gentry which then controlled provincial Ireland. Samuel was educated in Trinity College Dublin, and in 1687 he was dispatched on his European tour to round off his education. The tour was intended to introduce him to the cultured world of Europe. He prepared himself in the manner of any good tourist by reading guidebooks on Holland, Venice, Geneva, Naples and Rome. Perhaps not surprisingly, given his background, Samuel Waring had a sensitivity to the religious geography of the areas through which he travelled. Passing through Germany, he noted that villages of forty or fifty houses were either Lutheran or Catholic and ‘one may soon know which by the many crosses we see about ye popish towns’. Yet he was fascinated by Catholic religious ceremonial. In Rome he visited convents and recorded their practices and went to hear a Jesuit preach, ‘addressing and caressing the cross and crucifix after an old manner’. He went to the exposition of relics in another convent. He witnessed the Easter ceremonies in Rome, with the washing of the feet on Holy Thursday, and noted the procession of penitents with thousands of wax candles ‘making a most glorious show’. He also visited five churches on Good Friday, witnessed the display of relics, and recorded the traditions associated with the Roman churches and the crucifixion. In a Dominican cemetery on the Hill of Julian he saw two coats of arms, one representing the guardians of England trampled by Cromwell, and the other Britannia throwing her sceptre at the pope’s feet and the Church of Rome’s feet. A Jesuit college in Rome also had pictures representing England, Scotland and Ireland ‘with a harp and this motto “Gaudet Hiberniae”’. Despite the obvious political meaning of this iconography, Waring did not comment further in his travel journals. Displaying yet more curiosity about Catholicism, Waring, the paragon of the Protestant establishment, was assisted in gaining access to Catholic sites by a number of Catholic clergy. At one point he noted his contacts on the tour who had helped him. These included a Dominican priest in Naples, a ‘Fr Maguire, a priest in Venice’, Fr Sheldon, a Jesuit, ‘very civil to us at Loretto giving us papers of the place in English’. In Rome Cardinal Howard, an English cardinal, received him and showed him around Rome on Good Friday, and he was helped by ‘Fr Plunkett, ye agent for the popish clergy of Ireland’. He also happily visited the Irish Franciscan friars at St Isidore’s, where he listened to their theological disputations.24 It is difficult to detect any immediate intellectual consequences of Waring’s European tour, but in other instances such contacts between Protestant and Catholic certainly led to leakages across the confessional divides. Irish Protestants certainly visited Catholic holy wells, and, as one author observed in a treatise on cattle in 1673, some Protestants did not look for help in managing sick cattle until many were dead, ‘and then to save those that are kept alive they make use of those that have charms, enchanted water, enchanted rings and bells’, all of which would have been rejected by formal Protestant doctrine.25


Such tensions between how people were supposed to behave in areas of everyday life, apart from the religious, and what they actually did gave rise to agonising among some. Robert Boyle, the younger son of the first Earl of Cork, displayed considerable moral scruples throughout his life about the way in which the land and ecclesiastical livings which provided his income had been acquired. Behind this lay the quest for something more intangible, namely virtue which ‘is the cement of humane society, without which they would confound themselves into a chaos’. To remove it would be to ‘take away the foundations and cornerstones of the commonwealth’.26 His brother Roger showed a similar interest in one branch of virtue—heroics—in his plays. While others had similar interests, the fabric of the commonwealth had an importance for those trying to construct it. It was, for instance, no coincidence that the idea of virtue had been most closely associated with sixteenth-century republics in which social authority had been continually in motion. More practically, tensions between image and reality gave rise to a search for solutions to immediate political, social and economic problems. Archbishop Ussher’s writings on the early history of the British and Irish churches, for instance, were a response to the wider problem of explaining whether or not there had been a breach with the early Christian church at the Reformation. The creativity that such problems inspired can be identified in many aspects of Irish life. In science the challenge of learning about and devising ways of settling Ireland produced work of significance. In England in 1650 Samuel Hartlib inquired about the natural history of Ireland, noting: ‘I suppose this may be one means whereby Ireland may be peopled again, and get good tenants; especially if the other parts which are wanting to that [natural] history, were more particularly discovered and described.’27
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