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INTRODUCTION

‘Unequalled in Ireland for wild and rude magnificence.’



These are the words of Victorian travellers Mr and Mrs Samuel Carter Hall when they visited Donegal in 1840. 

Many people still regard County Donegal as an unequalled destination to visit in Ireland. It has so much to offer in terms of its aesthetic beauty and the hospitality of its people. Although quite important, this can sometimes overshadow other intrinsic aspects that Donegal is notable for. Indeed, Donegal’s contribution to Irish history, politics and culture (among many other themes) is considerable.

Sports stars such as Packie Bonner from Burtonport, literary legends such as Frank McGuinness from Buncrana and musical maestros such as Enya Brennan from Crolly are just a few of the talented individuals to hail from Donegal in recent decades. 

The diaspora that has emanated from Ireland’s most northerly county is distinguished. The close links forged with other countries such as the United States due to emigration over the course of centuries led to Donegal descendants making their mark globally − people such as Thomas P. O’Neill, whose grandmother hailed from Inishowen, becoming the Speaker of the US House of Representatives. Many other people imbued with Donegal values and qualities have also risen to the top of their profession in other countries.

The legacy of Donegal’s central role in Irish history has been well documented, with episodes such as ‘The Flight of the Earls’ regarded as crucial to Irish and European history. Long before Donegal was ‘shired’ by the English to become a county in 1585, unlike other parts of Ireland, it had a unique identity all of its own, thanks to distinct political units such as Cenél Conaill and Cenél nÉogain.

While this book looks at the major events, people and places of Donegal, it also considers those tales and traditions that are an intrinsic part of the soul and fabric of Donegal life to this day – such as the Holy Well tradition.

There are fascinating, often overlooked aspects of Donegal, such as the railway network that thrived for over a century, as well as those saints associated with the county, such as Colmcille and Eunan; scholars such as Micheál Ó Cléirigh, one of the ‘Four Masters’.

Donegal’s beauty is often taken for granted, but the ‘Wild Atlantic Way’ initiative has provided focus to the amazing beaches that are among the finest in Europe. Towns such as Ballyshannon and Raphoe have a proud architectural heritage, while castles and landmarks such as the Grianán of Aileach symbolise a link to ancient times that has been maintained.

It was the potential threat to the existence of the Irish language and the Gaeltacht that inspired acclaimed Donegal writers such as Brian Friel and Séamus Ó Grianna to explore this theme in their work. Thankfully, the Gaeltacht and all the other areas that incorporate the diversity of Donegal continue to thrive. 

Tír Chonaill Abú!
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DONEGAL’S HISTORY

Donegal is the most northerly county in Ireland. It is situated in the north-west corner of the island and is surrounded by the Atlantic Ocean to the west; Counties Derry, Fermanagh and Tyrone to the east and County Leitrim to the south. Donegal is the largest county in Ulster in terms of its area (1,869 miles2), and the fourth largest in Ireland – after Cork, Galway and Mayo.

DÚN NA NGALL AND TÍR CHONAILL

Donegal has two names in Irish. The most popular used term nowadays is Dún na nGall, meaning ‘the fort of the foreigners’ or ‘the fort of the strangers’. This is the name given to Donegal Town, from which the county gets its name.

It is thought that this name possibly derived from the Vikings, who were active around Donegal Bay in the ninth century AD. With the extension of English influence in Elizabethan times, the county was ‘shired’ (designated a county) in 1585, and given the name Donegal. 

Another Irish name associated with Donegal is Tír Chonaill, meaning Conall’s land or territory. This name historically only referred to the west of the county, excluding Inishowen and other areas. This was derived from Conall, claimed by some historians to be the son of fifth-century monarch Niall Noigiallach, or Niall of the Nine Hostages. 

His other son, Eoghan, gave his name to the Inishowen peninsula. Eoghan took what is now Tyrone (Tír Eoghain, ‘Eoghan’s land’) and the Inishowen peninsula, now in Donegal. Amongst the descendants of Conall – whose full name was Conall Gulban – were forty-one saints and ten High Kings, perhaps the most famous of them being St Colmcille. 

TIMELINE OF DONEGAL HISTORY 

Prehistory


Mesolithic Period c. 7000 BC – c.4000 BC


The last ice age, 10,000 years ago, carved out valleys such as Glencolmcille and the melting ice created lakes such as Lough Finn. There is evidence to suggest that people have inhabited this part of Ireland since Mesolithic times.

Archaeologists have established that Mesolithic peoples entered Donegal by following the river valleys of the Foyle and the Finn in order to settle. Evidence of human activity in Donegal is seen in the small number of Mesolithic hunter-gatherer sites identified in the north-east of Donegal and on the Inishowen Peninsula, where flint implements and shell middens (ancient deposits indicative of human domestic activity). One such midden was discovered just above Trawbreaga Bay at Drung (5 miles south of Malin Head).




Neolithic Period c. 4000 BC – c. 2500 BC


This period in Donegal’s history is characterised by a number of significant cultural changes, particularly the transition to a much more settled agricultural lifestyle with the arrival of the first farmers around 4000 BC.

Monuments from this period are also numerous, particularly burial architecture in the form of megalithic (‘large stone’) tombs – almost 10 per cent of all known megalithic tombs in Ireland are found in Donegal, indicating the importance of the area at this time. Neolithic sites are widespread throughout the coastal and more fertile parts of the county, with fine examples of portal tombs at Kilclooney, near Ardara. This concentration suggests a relatively wealthy and sophisticated society.




Bronze Age c. 2500 BC – c. 700 BC


This is the first period in Irish history to be characterised by the arrival of metalworking. Evidence of Bronze Age habitation can be seen in the form of twenty-two wedge tombs, located primarily in north Donegal. Cist graves (stone-lined burial pits) are also common, and these are prevalent in southern Inishowen. 

Standing stones follow a similar pattern, and Donegal is on the western boundary of one of the two main concentrations of Irish stone circles. A fine example can be viewed at Beltany near Raphoe, one of the largest of its type in Ireland. 

Several Bronze Age artefacts have been found in Donegal, including a gold lunula (crescent moon-shaped jewellery) from Nairn in the south-west, and another from Gartan in the north-west of the county. Another important discovery was made by a farmer at Carrickballydooey near Manorcunningham in 1976, when the bones of a skeleton as well as a flint knife and other objects were traced to the early Bronze Age.




Iron Age c. 700 BC – c. AD 500


As the name suggests, this era was characterised by iron tools and weapons, although bronze continued to be used to make items of jewellery. The archaeological evidence shifts from tombs to buildings for the living such as the Grianán of Aileach hill fort, which was an important seat of power in north-west Ireland. Other Iron Age sites in Donegal include hilltop enclosures such as Croaghan Hill near Lifford, and Cashelnavean at the north-east end of the Barnesmore Gap.


[image: images]


Early Medieval Times

The Story of Cenél Conaill and Cenél nÉogain

By AD 550, there were approximately twelve distinct political units in Donegal. At that stage, the dominant kingdom was that of Cenél Conaill, ‘the kindred of Conall’. It was claimed that Conall was a son of Niall of the Nine Hostages; however, this has been disputed by some historians.

Nevertheless, most of the people of sixth-century Donegal belonged to the Ulaid, from which the name ‘Ulster’ is derived. Cenél Conaill emerged in the early to mid-sixth century in the historic area of Mag nItha in the lower valley of the River Finn. The Iron Age settlement of Croaghan Hill was probably their principal ritual location and the site of royal inauguration. 

In the fifth and sixth centuries, the two main Donegal dynasties were the Cenél nÉogain, chiefly of Inishowen, and the Cenél Conaill, occupying the remaining part of Donegal. The Battle of Clóiteach (Clady) in 789 AD changed the dynamic of rule in Donegal, with the Cenél Conaill being defeated by their main rivals Cenél nÉogain, these dynasties having fought each other for dominance for much of the eighth century. This resulted in them being driven south of the Barnesmore Gap.

By 800 AD, Cenél nÉogain was the most powerful of the Donegal dynasties, but as time progressed, the seat of power of Cenél nÉogain moved to Tulach Óg (Tullaghoge) in Tír Eoghain (Tyrone), with the O’Neills as their descendants. The chief descendants of Cenél Conaill were the O’Donnell clan. 



St Colmcille’s Influence in Donegal

St Patrick is credited with introducing Christianity to Ireland in the fifth century; however, St Colmcille (born in Gartan) was a key figure in establishing numerous monastic settlements in both Ireland and Scotland. 

A variety of cross slabs, high crosses and holy wells represented the new religion. One such example is St Mura’s Cross at the influential monastic site at Fahan. This was established by Colmcille during the late sixth century with his disciple St Mura as the first abbot. There is also a holy well at Fahan and a form of pilgrimage known as a turas (literally, a journey) is made there annually on 21 March. 




c. AD 800 – c. AD 1000: Viking Influences


The Vikings appear to have given their name to Donegal – ‘fort of the foreigners’ – and they plundered Inis Muiredaig in Donegal Bay in 807. There were several other Viking incursions during the ninth and tenth centuries and these may have led to their attempt to establish settlements along the coast at inland loughs, such as Cenn Magair on Mulroy Bay along the shore of Lough Foyle.

Evidence of the Viking presence in the county has strengthened in modern times, with discoveries of coins and jewellery mainly around Inishowen, Lough Foyle, Raphoe and west Donegal.

Medieval and Early Modern Times

While the arrival of the Anglo-Normans to Ireland in 1169 didn’t have an immediate impact in Donegal, by the beginning of the following century they were beginning to make their presence felt, with the construction of a castle at Cael Uisce on the River Erne.

The Northburgh Castle (later known as Greencastle because of the greenish stone from which it was built) was established in 1305 by Richard de Burgo, known as the ‘Red Earl of Ulster’. It was built on the eastern tip of Inishowen to provide a base for the Anglo-Normans in the region and control the strategic entrance to Lough Foyle.



The O’Donnell Dynasty

By the middle of the thirteenth century, the O’Donnells had become the dominant sept in Donegal – after Gofraid Ó Domnaill regained the kingship from Niall Ó Canannáin. The O’Donnells would be the chiefs of Tír Chonaill for the following four centuries; they ruled the north-west area of Donegal, and by the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries also ruled Fermanagh and parts of North Connacht. 

Unlike England and other European countries where the concept of succession was the norm, according to Brehon Law in Ireland, anybody within the deirbhfinne (succeeding three generations) was entitled to succeed as leader. 



Aodh Ruadh Ó Domhnaill

The elder Hugh O’Donnell (known as Aodh Ruadh), chief of the O’Donnell clan until his death in 1505, built Donegal Castle in 1474. During this year, he and his wife Lady Nuala also built a Franciscan monastery further down the river. His son, Hugh Dubh O’Donnell, ruled Tír Chonaill from 1505 to his own death in 1537, but jointly ruled the region with his father from 1497 onwards. Hugh Dubh’s son Manus O’Donnell, was lord of Tír Chonaill from 1537 until his death in 1563.



1559: The Acts of Supremacy and Uniformity

In 1559, the Irish Parliament passed the Act of Supremacy and the Act of Uniformity, the former prescribing to all public officers the Oath of Supremacy, the latter prohibiting the Catholic Mass and commanding the public use of the Book of Common Prayer.



Donegal Becomes a County

By the late sixteenth century, three Irish provinces, namely Connacht (West), Munster (South) and Leinster (East), were largely under English control. Ulster remained the most Gaelic of the provinces, but Donegal became ‘shired’ by the English in 1585 – making it a county. This signalled a major change in relationships.



The Nine Years’ War

While the O’Donnells had found it expedient to be friendly with the English, they also acknowledged that change might adversely affect their interests. For a time, Hugh O’Donnell was kept captive in Dublin Castle by Sir John Perrot, the English Lord Deputy of Ireland, who secured him as a hostage in an attempt to prevent an alliance between the O’Donnell and O’Neill clans. However he successfully escaped and gained the leadership of the O’Donnell clan, becoming known as ‘The O’Donnell’. He formed an alliance with other Ulster chieftains, most notably Hugh O’Neill, Earl of Tyrone.

Declaring open rebellion against the English in 1594, O’Donnell’s forces captured an area of Connacht from Sligo to Leitrim. The following year, Hugh O’Neill abandoned negotiation with the English, and in 1596 the combined forces of O’Donnell and O’Neill defeated an English army under Sir Henry Bagenal at the Battle of Clontibret.

However, even after another success at the Battle of the Yellow Ford on the River Blackwater in August 1598, they recognised that their only chance of winning the war outright was with the aid of a Spanish invasion. The Spanish finally landed at Kinsale − at the opposite end of Ireland from the Ulster rebels − in September 1601.

During the Battle of Kinsale in December 1601, the combined forces of the Spanish General Juan Del Aquila, O’Neill and O’Donnell were defeated by Sir Charles Blount, Lord Mountjoy.



The Treaty of Mellifont

The Treaty of Mellifont in March 1603 ended the Nine Years’ War and ensured that for the first time all of Ireland − including Donegal − was under control of the English Crown. However, it restored the Earls of Ulster (including Hugh) to substantial land holdings. 



1607: The Flight of the Earls

The earls found it difficult to adapt to the changes in Ulster, especially the growing numbers of English settlers. Facing renewed restrictions from the English regime, they sought help from Spain. Fearful of being charged with treason by King James I, and realising their lives were in danger, three Irish princes – including Rory O’Donnell, Earl of Tyrconnell – chose to flee. This was a watershed moment in Donegal history, marking the end of an era for the O’Donnell dynasty.

This episode is referred to as ‘The Flight of the Earls’ and took place on Friday 14 September 1607. The departure point was Rathmullan on the Fanad Peninsula; was regarded as a safe place, given that the chieftain McSweeney was in control of the area. After twenty-one days at sea, the earls landed at Quilleboeuf in France. From there they travelled to Louvain before crossing the Alps and finally arriving in Rome on 29 April 1608.
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1610: The Plantation Scheme in County Donegal Begins

The earls’ land was subsequently declared forfeit to the Crown and was given to English and Scottish planters, who each undertook to bring Scottish or English tenants and artisans to take over the land. 

Many of the tenant farmers who came were Presbyterian, and the majority of these were from the Ayrshire and Galloway regions of southern Scotland. Landlords and officials had to be members of the Church of Ireland. Once in Donegal, they settled mainly in the east of the county, in the fertile Laggan district situated between Lough Swilly and Lough Foyle.

Donegal was divided into seven ‘precincts’ and the lands were divided as follows:







	Precinct

	Recipient





	Boylagh

	assigned to Scottish undertakers





	Doe

	assigned to servitors and native Irish





	Fanad

	assigned to servitors and native Irish





	Inishowen    

	designated an exceptional area. Except for Church land, this precinct was granted to Sir Arthur Chichester, the Lord Deputy, in February 1610





	Lifford

	assigned to English undertakers





	Portlough

	assigned to Scottish undertakers





	Tirhugh

	designated an exceptional area










25 per cent (4,000 acres) of Tirhugh was assigned to Trinity College, Dublin. The remaining 75 per cent was divided between the Church of Ireland, servitors and native Irish, the Royal School in the County (200 acres) and Ballyshannon Fort

Five boroughs were created in County Donegal. Ballyshannon, Donegal Town and Lifford were granted their charters (and the right to representation in the Irish Parliament) in 1613. Killybegs received its charter in 1616, while St Johnston was granted its charter in 1619. 

The plantation settlement in east Donegal was the most settled area within the entire six official counties of the Ulster plantation. By 1710, it contained the densest area of Protestant settlement in Ulster outside of Down and Antrim.




Annals of the Four Masters (Annála Ríoghachta Éireann)


These scholars were Mícheál Ó Cléirigh (Michael O’Clery), Peregrine Ó Duignan, Peregrine Ó Cléirigh and Fearbasa Ó Mulcrony. Their aim was to chronicle the history of Donegal and Ireland, and they commenced on 22 January 1632. Occasionally, these scholars were assisted for several months at a time by others, such as Maurice O’Mulconry and Conary Ó Cléirigh.

The records, completed on 10 August 1636, are in Irish script and cover 4,000 years of Irish history. Several manuscript copies are held at Trinity College Dublin, the Royal Irish Academy, University College Dublin and the National Library of Ireland.



The Battle of Glenmaquin

The Irish rose in rebellion in 1641 under Sir Phelim O’Neill as a long-term result of the ‘Plantation’ policy. Key strongholds were captured, and Protestant settlers were evicted from their lands. 

The following year, Sir Phelim, reinforced by the MacDonnells of Antrim, tried once more to invade the Laggan area. He gathered a huge army and marched towards Raphoe. The two armies met at Glenmaquin in east Donegal on 16 June 1642, with the Laggan army, largely comprising soldiers from the Ulster-Scots community, ending up victorious. 



Francis Makemie

Born in Ramelton in 1658, Francis Makemie was part of the Ulster Scots community. He was ordained as a clergyman and was sent as a missionary to America, arriving in 1683 in Maryland. He was regarded as ‘The Father of Presbyterianism in America’ and a significant historical link between Donegal and North America.

Eighteenth Century

The eighteenth century is regarded as the era of the Anglo-Irish Ascendancy; despite this, the Penal Laws against Catholics and Presbyterians remained on the Statute Books until the latter part of the century. 



The Penal Laws

These were a series of laws that were used against Roman Catholics and Presbyterians. The first of these laws had been introduced by the Irish Parliament in 1695; however, by 1727, many harsher regulations had been imposed, such as denying Catholics the right to vote and exclusion from most public offices.



The Toleration Act

The Toleration Act of 1719 was an Act of the Parliament of Ireland exempting Presbyterians from certain restrictions. Essentially, Presbyterians were granted practical freedom of religion. The Toleration Act exempted the Dissenters from the worst of the Penal Laws, but by this time they were emigrating in large numbers to the New World.



The Impact of Emigration

One of the most notable features during the early part of the century was the increased emigration from County Donegal, especially to North America. It became almost an intrinsic part of the fabric of Donegal life.

This exodus was mainly Presbyterians who went to North America and beyond in search of religious freedom, land and a better life. Many of these people initially emigrated from Scotland to Ireland for the same reasons.



1740s

In order to encourage the growth of the linen industry, the Irish Linen Board awarded free spinning wheels to people growing certain acreages of flax. The Donegal linen industry enjoyed great success during this period, employing large numbers of workers and causing towns such as Ramelton to prosper. It became a principal port and market town for the area.

The latter decades of the century witnessed an upsurge in Irish Nationalism and the formation of the United Irishmen movement in the county.



Donegal’s Link to 1798 – the Battle of Tory Island

The Battle of Tory Island was the last action of the Irish Rebellion of 1798, and represented the final attempt by the French Navy to land substantial numbers of soldiers in Ireland during the war. The final chapter was played out on 12 October, when a French naval squadron of ten assorted ships was intercepted by the British off the Donegal coast following a fierce battle near Tory Island.

Theobald Wolfe Tone, the Irish revolutionary leader, was captured aboard the Hoche and brought captive to Buncrana on 3 November. It is believed that he was imprisoned in O’Doherty’s Keep after his capture in Lough Swilly. Wolfe Tone was charged with treason and sentenced to death, though he committed suicide in Dublin before the sentence could be carried out.

Nineteenth Century

The nineteenth century was a period of great change – and social unrest over tithes, rents and farm leases, while emigration continued to play a major part. Towards the end of the century, evictions took place during what became known as the Land War, with agitation between landlords and their tenants.



1801: The Act of Union

The United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland came into existence on 1 January 1801. The British Government, led by Prime Minister William Pitt the Younger, decided to unify the Dublin and London Parliaments, with Irish political representatives based at Westminster. 

Donegal was a single constituency that returned two Members of Parliament (MPs). The first MPs to represent Donegal were Henry Vaughan Brooke and Viscount Sudley.



1802: Statistical Survey of County Donegal

This was carried out by the Royal Dublin Society to determine the ‘actual state, capabilities, and defects of agriculture, manufactures and rural economy’. The Donegal Survey was conducted by James McParlan, a medical doctor. 



1829

The Roman Catholic Relief Act in Ireland was passed in this year, largely due to the efforts of Daniel O’Connell and the Catholic Association. This emancipation enabled Catholics throughout Ireland, including County Donegal, to enjoy full civil and political rights. 



1830s: The Ordnance Survey Memoirs

In 1824, a committee of the House of Commons recommended a townland survey of Ireland on the 6-inch scale as a uniform and equitable valuation for taxation. This survey, which was compiled in County Donegal between the years 1833 and 1836, contained information on each holding and building. Social life is well recorded, with good descriptions of mills, houses, trades and occupations, and education.

The Ordnance Survey Memoirs of Ireland had two volumes on Donegal: 1833-5 (North-East Donegal) and 1835-6 (Mid, West & South Donegal). These Memoirs were written to accompany the Ordnance Survey maps.



1838: The Poor Relief (Ireland) Act

The introduction of this Act established the Poor Law Union as the basic administrative unit for the provision of poor relief in nineteenth-century Ireland. The boundaries were drawn in such a way that the furthest point from the workhouse in any union was no greater than 20 miles. 

There were eight workhouses in County Donegal, located in Ballyshannon, Carndonagh, Donegal town, Dunfanaghy, Glenties, Letterkenny, Milford and Stranorlar. 




1839: ‘The Night of the Big Wind’ (Oíche Na Gaoithe Móire)


On the night of 6 January 1839, Ireland experienced the worst storm the country had seen in over 300 years, bringing hurricane-force winds with gusts of up to 115mph. 
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