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Preface





THE historian who sets out to cover more than three centuries in the life of a country must, of necessity, lean heavily upon his predecessors and colleagues, and the bibliography indicates the extent of my indebtedness to the published work of other scholars. Some more direct and personal obligations must be acknowledged here. Professor Michael Roberts read the book in typescript and Mr J. L. Lord, M.A., read it in proof; it owes more than I can easily calculate to their comment and criticism. I am indebted also to Dr R. E. Glasscock, and to the Geography Department of Queen’s University, for preparing the maps; to Mr David Kennedy, M. Sc, for the extract from the unpublished diary of John Black, quoted in Chapter VII; to Mrs Anthea Orr, of the Queen’s University History Department, who cheerfully undertook the laborious task of typing and re-typing the whole work.


Finally, I must confess that I entered upon the writing of this book almost by accident. I continued it, despite a growing conviction of my own incompetence, because I felt that the work should be done. My feelings on its completion can most appropriately be expressed in the words of that gentle and modest author, Izaak Walton: ‘if I have prevented any abler person, I beg pardon of him, and my reader.’


J. C. BECKETT


Queen’s University


Belfast


August 1965 

















I


Pacata Hibernia





(1)


An English civil servant of the sixteenth century, writing gloomily about the state of Ireland, found support for his pessimism in a proverb: ‘It is a proverb of old date, that the pride of France, the treason of England, and the war of Ireland, shall never have end. Which proverb, touching the war of Ireland, is like alway to continue, without God set it in men’s breasts to find some new remedy that never was found before’. One reason why the year 1603 is so significant in Irish history is that then ‘the war of Ireland’ was, for a time, ended, and the country entered on a period of unwonted peace, united for the first time under a central administration. It is true that the peace lasted hardly more than a generation, but it was long enough to give a new character to the political and economic life of the kingdom. The Ireland of the ‘protestant ascendancy’, out of which the Ireland of to-day has arisen, took form during the first four decades of the seventeenth century.


Though the peace and unity of 1603 were the outcome of Tudor policy, that policy was essentially defensive rather than aggressive: its great end was the safety of England, not the subjugation of Ireland. The Tudor sovereigns sought this end by many means: ‘sober ways, politic drifts and amiable persuasions’; flattery and fraud; repression and conciliation. It was only slowly and with reluctance that Elizabeth finally embarked on a war of conquest. But the shifting policies and varied expedients of the previous hundred years had left an inescapable legacy: the conquered Ireland—the ‘Pacata Hibernia’—of 1603 was the creation of the Tudors; and their influence went far to determine the character of the new Ireland that was to emerge under the rule of the Stuarts.


(2)


When Henry Tudor seized the crown in 1485 Ireland was still remote from the main currents of European life. Without either political strength or material resources to counter the influence of physical isolation, she lay, as it were, on the outer edge of the world, culturally no less than geographically—la divisa dal mondo ultima Irlanda. At one time a different development had seemed possible. In the twelfth century Henry II’s assumption of the ‘lordship of Ireland’ had opened the prospect of an Anglo-Norman conquest, transforming the loose congeries of tribal kingdoms that constituted the Gaelic political system into a strong feudal state. But the conquerors were not numerous enough to colonize effectively the territories they had overrun; the English kings, absorbed in Scottish, French and Welsh wars, paid scant attention to their new province; the native Irish, at first overawed by the superior equipment and organization of their enemies, were able gradually to check and then to turn back the tide of conquest. The Bruce invasion in the early fourteenth century, though eventually defeated, hastened the decline of English influence and encouraged native resistance.


From this point, Irish politics assumed a pattern that was to survive until the reign of Elizabeth. The authority of the royal government, with its capital at Dublin, extended nominally over the whole country, but was effective only within a relatively small area, significantly referred to as ‘the land of peace’, ‘the obedient shires’, and, later, ‘the English Pale’. During the later middle ages it was this area alone that was regularly represented in parliament and contributed to parliamentary subsidies. In territories beyond the Pale, and especially in the towns, royal authority could sometimes be enforced and royal revenues sometimes collected; but the greater part of the country was divided into some fifty or sixty regions, each of which was virtually an independent state, ruled over by a native chief or rí(king) or by an Anglo-Norman noble. By the fourteenth century many of the latter had adopted native names and customs and were hardly distinguishable from their Irish neighbours. Both native and Norman were ready, when interest or necessity impelled them, to make formal submission to the crown; but for the most part they lived as independent rulers, each one of whom, to quote a sixteenth century writer, ‘maketh war and peace for himself … and obeyeth to no other person, English or Irish, except only to such persons as may subdue him by the sword’.


With little support from England, and with scanty resources of its own, the Dublin government had a hard struggle to maintain itself. Despite the effort made in the Statutes of Kilkenny (1366) to set a permanent barrier between the colonists and the native Irish, the Gaelic influence increased, and the ‘Old English’ (to use the term by which the colonists were later distinguished)1 tended more and more to fall into the native way of life. The boundaries of ‘the land of peace’ were gradually pushed back; by the end of the fifteenth century the Pale comprised only a narrow coastal strip, stretching from Dundalk to a few miles south of Dublin, and even this small area could with difficulty be defended against the depredations of the Irish.


Political instability and endemic warfare hampered the development of Ireland’s economy. There was no manufacture of importance, and agriculture was backward by contemporary English standards. Overseas trade brought prosperity to a few seaport towns, but was not extensive enough to produce a substantial middle class. The social and intellectual developments that in other parts of western Europe were linked with industrial and mercantile expansion had little effect on medieval Ireland. Nothing, perhaps, is more expressive of the poverty, backwardness and isolation of the country than the failure of all efforts to establish a university. The merchant and the university scholar were two of the agents by which the life of Europe was welded into a unity, and neither played much part in Irish society. It is true that the tradition of Gaelic learning was kept alive in the bardic schools and in some monastic houses; but the bardic schools had little or no contact with literary movements outside Ireland, and by the later middle ages the Gaelic tradition where it survived among the religious orders had become almost entirely self-contained.


In the ecclesiastical sphere, the isolation of Ireland was less strongly marked. Henry IIs assumption of the lordship had been preceded and accompanied by measures of reform designed to remodel the Irish church on the common pattern of western Christendom, and papal support for his venture arose from the desire to see this effectively accomplished. But the incompleteness of the Anglo-Norman conquest left the church, as well as the country, divided into spheres of influence. In the conquered and colonized territories (inter Anglos) the clergy, both secular and regular, were English or Anglo-Norman by birth or descent; in the areas under Irish control (inter Hibernicos) they were for the most part native Irish; and there was little co-operation between the two groups. Among the native Irish clergy the administrative reforms of the twelfth century were only partially effective, and they were much less closely influenced than the English clergy by the ecclesiastical life of the continent.





(3)


Though the English king, as lord of Ireland, exercised a nominal authority over the whole country, and a more effective control within the Pale, Irish politics in the later fifteenth century were in large measure self-contained. While England was distracted by civil conflict a great Anglo-Norman family, the FitzGeralds of Kildare, had established an unrivalled supremacy. Their vast estates gave them a dominant position in eastern and south-eastern Ireland; they had built up a widespread network of alliances among Anglo-Norman and Gaelic magnates; and they had acquired, in the 1470s, almost a monopoly of the office of lord deputy, or king’s representative in Ireland, which carried with it control of the Dublin administration and of the military forces of the Pale. This Kildare supremacy reached its height in the career of Gerald, the eighth earl—Garret Mór, or ‘Gerald the Great’, to the Irish. In 1477 he succeeded his father in the deputyship almost as naturally as in the earldom of Kildare; he held it, with brief intermissions, for the rest of his life; and on his death in 1513 it passed to his son.


To the historian it might seem that a family power of this sort represented the very antithesis of all that the Tudor monarchy stood for; but the Tudors were, in fact, guided by expediency, not by principle, and their policy towards Ireland rested on practical considerations of economy and security: Ireland must not become a drain on English resources, nor be left as a base for the foreign enemies of England. It was these considerations that governed Henry VII’s treatment of Kildare. He knew that Kildare was a Yorkist; but he could rule Ireland cheaply, whereas any other deputy would require men and money from England. Henry therefore left Kildare in office, save for one brief period between 1494 and 1496 when Ireland was a centre of Yorkist conspiracy backed by foreign aid. Then, indeed, Henry acted firmly. He removed Kildare from the deputyship, appointed in his place an English official, Sir Edward Poynings, and sent over a well-equipped English army to support the new deputy’s authority. But once the danger had shifted from Ireland to the Scottish border, Poynings was recalled, Kildare restored, and things left to go on as before.


Though Henry VIII was somewhat less cautious than his father, his policy was based on the same considerations. It was, perhaps, Woisey who taught him to look jealously on the great Kildare power, and a few years after Garret Mór’s death he removed his son, the ninth earl, temporarily from office. But he found the only viable alternative, government by an English deputy backed by English arms, so costly that he soon abandoned it, and tried instead to counter the influence of Kildare by encouraging the power of a rival family, the Butlers of Ormond. In the end, like Henry VII, he was not prepared to act decisively in Ireland until threatened by a foreign danger.


The danger, when it came, was largely of his own making. His aggressive foreign policy and his quarrel with the pope raised up enemies who were ready to take advantage of every weakness in his position; and by the early 1530s Spanish agents had drawn the discontented magnates of Munster, headed by the earl of Desmond, into alliance with Charles V. Though this alliance came to nothing, the threat of insurrection backed by foreign help was enough to outweigh considerations of economy; the king resolved on active intervention in Ireland; and by the summer of 1534 the necessary forces had been collected. But at this point, events in Ireland took an unexpected turn. Kildare, who had been restored to office two years earlier, had been called over to London in February 1534; and though he remained deputy in name, it was known that he would soon be removed: the new policy demanded an English deputy, and in any case Kildare’s loyalty was under suspicion. His son, Lord Offaly (‘Silken Thomas’), young, proud, impetuous, and chafing under this threat to the family power, was roused to fury by reports that the earl had been put to death. In June, he broke into sudden insurrection, and within a few weeks had overrun the greater part of the Pale. Henry thus found himself forced into a major campaign, and launched, without any deliberate design, on a course of policy from which retreat would be impossible.


The war lasted, with some intervals, until 1540. Though it was preached up by the friars as a crusade against a schismatical king, and though the rebels were in constant expectation of aid from the pope’s allies on the continent, religion played, in fact, very little part either in provoking the war or in maintaining it; and neither the pope nor his allies took part. But the hope of enlisting foreign aid in a crusade against the English had been born, and was to remain a potent force in Irish politics until the end of the seventeenth century.


By 1540 the Kildare power had been broken. The earl himself had died in prison; five of his brothers, and his elder son, Thomas, had been executed at Tyburn. A great ‘Geraldine League’, formed to support the claims of his younger son, Gerald, and including many of the most powerful Irish chiefs and Old English nobles throughout the country, had collapsed, and its members had submitted to the crown. This military success had been paralleled in the political field. A parliament held in 1536–7, during an interval of comparative peace, had obediently enacted for Ireland the ecclesiastical legislation of the English Reformation Parliament; the dissolution of the religious houses had begun, and the distribution of the spoil helped to bind the magnates, for a time at least, more closely to the crown. The country was now quiet, there was no centre of opposition, and the prestige of the crown stood high. Henry was determined to use this opportunity to extend royal authority over all Ireland.


To this end, every important ruler, whether of native Irish or of Old English descent, was induced to make a formal agreement with the crown, by which he promised to observe English law, to maintain no forces without the consent of the deputy, to surrender his lands to the king and receive them back to be held by knight-service. This ‘surrender and re-grant’ of lands was the essence of Henry’s policy, for it established a defined feudal relationship between the crown and the magnates, in place of the existing vague suzerainty. So far as the Old English were concerned this was no more than a re-assertion of their original position; but for the native Irish it meant a fundamental change. Under Gaelic law, a chief’s right in the lands that he ruled was a limited life-interest, and there was no succession by primogeniture; his surrender of lands was therefore, from the Irish standpoint, invalid, and to turn him into a tenant-in-chief of the crown was to ignore the rights of his clansmen. But though the clash between the two legal systems was later to produce trouble, all went well at first; the chiefs themselves were anxious to extend their personal authority and to establish direct succession in their own families by primogeniture, and the most important of them were flattered by being granted titles of nobility. The approval with which the ruling class in general regarded Henry’s policy appeared in June 1541, when a well-attended parliament ‘most willingly and joyously consented and agreed to’ a bill conferring on him the title ‘king of Ireland’, in place of the title ‘lord’ granted by the papacy to Henry II. It was significant that the bill had to be read and explained in Irish as well as in English.


Henry’s Irish policy won the admiration of contemporaries in England; but it was based on a misjudgement of the position, and its success was short-lived. Within a few years of his death Ireland was plunged into war, the authority of the crown was being widely defied, and the defence of the Pale was once more a serious problem. Many causes contributed to the failure, but the basic factor was this, that the fall of Kildare power and the break-up of the Geraldine League had made much less difference in reality than on the surface; outside the Pale there had been very little change, the magnates had not been permanently weakened, their submission to the crown was hardly more than a formality, and would last no longer than they chose to remain loyal. Henry had tried to impose peace on a country long divided among petty rulers accustomed to make war at will, and he had attempted to do it by means of paper agreements and acts of parliament; the next half-century was to show that these were of no avail unless backed by dominant military force. Yet the reign marked a step towards the military conquest that Henry himself thought to avoid. It was too late now to go back to the policy of ruling Ireland through an Irish-born nobleman; there was no one to take Kildare’s place, no one else whose territorial power, personal prestige and family alliances would enable him to govern cheaply, protect the Pale, and maintain contact with the Old English and native Irish magnates. Henceforth, the deputy was to be an Englishman, supported by an English army; and the Pale became in fact, what it had always been potentially, a bridgehead from which the royal forces would, sooner or later, advance to the subjugation of the whole kingdom.


(4)


The religious divisions that took their rise in the reign of Henry VIII have played a great and probably dominant part in Irish politics since the early Stuart period; but the issue had not become clear-cut even at the end of the sixteenth century. Bishops and laymen alike had accepted Henry’s act of supremacy with few qualms. The doctrinal changes under Edward VI were very unpopular; but no serious attempt was made to enforce them, even within the Pale, and they contributed little to the growing political unrest that marked the reign. Under Mary, though the restoration of papal authority was generally welcomed, the political situation rapidly deteriorated, and the hollowness of Henry’s pacification became evident. In Elizabeth’s reign, opposition to English power became allied to support for the pope; but even in Elizabeth’s reign the bulk of the Old English, and especially those of the Pale, remained loyal to the crown, while refusing to accept its ecclesiastical settlement.


This uneasy situation forced Elizabeth to be cautious. Her Irish church settlement followed the English model, and was based on acts of supremacy and uniformity passed by the Irish parliament in 1560. But these acts were not rigidly enforced, even in Dublin itself. The recusants (i.e. those who refused the oath of supremacy) were rarely disturbed while their political loyalty could be counted on; and, despite the law, recusancy was not a barrier to municipal office, or even to a seat on the judicial bench. Elizabeth had no missionary zeal for the spread of protestantism, and her concern for Ireland sprang solely from her interest in the safety of England. Her policy was that of her grandfather, Henry VII, modified by circumstances: Ireland could no longer be governed without the expenditure of English money to maintain the garrison of the Pale; but Elizabeth strove to keep that expenditure as low as possible, and nothing but the risk of leaving an opening for Spanish intrigue would induce her to face the cost of campaigns in the more remote parts of the country. When such a campaign had achieved its immediate object she was prompt to reduce her forces, and tried to keep what had been gained, if it could be kept at all, by less expensive means.


Cautious and parsimonious as this policy was, it involved a fairly steady expansion of royal authority. The motive behind this expansion was essentially defensive, for it was inspired by fear of Spain; but it was none the less a threat to the age-old independence of chiefs and nobles, an independence that had been only superficially affected by Henry VIII’s policy of ‘surrender and re-grant’. This encroachment on local independence naturally provoked discontent, which could easily be fanned into insurrection, and this in turn led to a tightening of royal control. The process can be seen in Munster, which was, by its geographical position, particularly open to Spanish influence. For this reason the government watched the province carefully, and during the 1560s endeavoured to extend the influence of the crown, though rather by negotiation and intrigue than by direct military force. Even this cautious advance provoked an insurrection in 1569; and the government, now compelled to act more vigorously, applied a new system of administration, placing the whole province under a president, who was virtually a military governor. But once the insurrection had been crushed Elizabeth, after her manner, cut down the army, released the captured rebel leaders on promise of good behaviour, and left the president to do what he could with the meagre forces at his disposal. The inevitable result followed. The president was not strong enough to keep the province in peace, but his attempts to do so provoked another insurrection in 1579. This time the rebels received arms, men and money from Spain, and their religious ardour was sustained by the presence of a papal nuncio; but they had no effective leadership, their alliance fell to pieces, and by 1583 the last of them had submitted.


Anxious, as ever, to attain her end by the cheapest possible means, Elizabeth resolved to secure royal authority in Munster by establishing a ‘plantation’, or colony. Such projects were popular at the time, and twice already, during the previous thirty years, had been attempted in Ireland, though without much success. In Mary’s reign the Irish territories of Leix and Offaly, on the borders of the Pale, had been re-organized as Queen’s County and King’s County and granted out to loyal Old English to be settled in the English fashion. In the 1570s attempts to establish a plantation in north-east Ulster by bringing in new settlers from England had failed completely. But the prospects in Munster seemed more promising, for here there had been an effective conquest, whereas in Leix and Offaly the plantation had been imposed on a territory only half pacified, and in Ulster the settlers had had to fight for the lands they hoped to occupy. A comprehensive scheme for the Munster plantation was drawn up by Burghley and Walsingham. It was based partly on Raleigh’s proposals for Virginia, and both Raleigh himself and his half-brother, Sir Humphrey Gilbert, took part in the project. But it proved very difficult to attract colonists from England, and the ‘undertakers’ to whom lands were let on condition that they should bring in English families found it easier and more profitable to take Irish tenants, so that the main purpose of the plantation was foiled.


The suppression of the Munster rebellion, and the subsequent plantation, imperfectly executed though it was, marked a great advance of royal authority. And about the same time advances were being made in other directions also, though by more peaceful means. Government by a president was established in Connaught as well as in Munster; and a settlement of the landed estates of the province (the so-called ‘composition of Connaught’) substituted money rents and English land-titles for the existing mixture of Gaelic and feudal tenures. Another indication of the growth of royal authority was the extension of the shire system. By 1585 the whole of Ireland had been divided into counties; and though these divisions could not everywhere be made immediately effective, there was a general tightening up of royal authority in local affairs, and twenty-seven counties sent members to the parliament of 1585.
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Over much of the country this expanded royal power rested on a precarious basis; but in the 1580s and 1590s it seemed to be growing stronger, and the only obvious barrier to its extension throughout the whole kingdom was the province of Ulster. There, behind a formidable frontier of mountain and lake, the Gaelic social and political system remained almost intact. In Ulster, as elsewhere, Henry VIII had applied his policy of ‘surrender and re-grant’; and in 1542 Conn O’Neill, head of the greatest ruling family in the north, had accepted a royal grant of his lands, with the title of earl of Tyrone. But this settlement had made no practical difference in the administration of the province; and, so far from bringing peace, it had led to a fierce struggle over the O’Neill succession, in which the dominant figure was Conn’s younger son, Shane. When Conn died in 1559, a helpless refugee in the Pale, Shane assumed the traditional title of ‘The O’Neill’, and made it clear that he intended to maintain virtual independence, while professing a formal allegiance to the crown. Elizabeth had neither men nor money to spare for a difficult campaign, and was obliged to accept the situation; but Shane’s restless ambition led him to ruin. His most powerful neighbours were the O’Donnells of Tyrconnell, on the west, and on the east a branch of the Scottish MacDonnells, who had established a strong colony in north Antrim. Unable to brook any equal, he quarrelled with both, and after some initial successes was defeated and killed in 1567.


After this, Ulster had more than twenty years of comparative tranquillity, marked by the gradual rise to power of Conn’s grandson and legitimate successor in the earldom, Hugh O’Neill. Hugh had been brought up in England as a protégé of the crown, and after Shane’s death had been established in part of the O’Neill lands with the title of baron of Dungannon. He snowed himself consistently loyal, supporting the deputy’s authority in Ulster and serving in person against the Munster rebels; in the parliament of 1585 his claim to the earldom of Tyrone was formally recognized.


Ten years later Hugh O’Neill was to appear as the champion of Gaelic separatism, the ally of the pope and Philip II against the queen of England; but it is not necessary to suppose that his earlier loyalty was hypocritical, that for a quarter of a century he was playing a part, and secretly preparing for rebellion. The great object of his ambition was to make himself head of the O’Neills, ‘the chief of his name and nation’, a position in which Shane had been succeeded by his cousin Turlough; and he thought that the support of the government might help him to attain this end. In spite of his English education he understood very clearly the character of the power at which he aimed, and its dependence on tradition; he saw that the spread of English law and English administration in Munster and Connaught had undermined the basis of local independence there; but he seems to have thought that Ulster might be allowed to remain Gaelic Only when he came to realize that the process of Anglicization threatened Ulster also did he prepare for armed resistance. His fears were not groundless. The government had no settled plan for a conquest of Ulster, but it certainly hoped to establish firmer control over the province by less direct means; it was becoming alarmed at the growth of O’Neill’s power, and it could not ignore the possibility of a new Spanish attack, with Ulster instead of Munster as the first object.


In these circumstances, a clash was probably inevitable, though neither side was in a hurry to provoke it. By the early 1590s Hugh was making careful preparations for war: he allied himself with Hugh Roe O’Donnell of Tyrconnell and with other Ulster chieftains, he accumulated military stores, he trained his followers in the use of musket and pike in place of the old-fashioned bow and halberd; and in 1593 he greatly strengthened his political position by persuading Turlough to cede to him the headship of the O’Neills. But for two years more he maintained his outward loyalty, even helping the deputy to suppress a local insurrection in Monaghan; and it was not until the spring of 1595 that he appeared openly against the crown.


If Hugh had been slow to rebel, the government was even slower to recognize how serious was the threat to royal authority when he did so; three years were frittered away in futile attempts to make peace by negotiation, and to break Hugh’s power by winning over his allies. But in August 1598 the whole situation was changed by Hugh’s great victory over the English at the battle of the Yellow Ford. This was a startling blow to royal prestige; rebellion, hitherto confined to the north, spread over the whole country; and Hugh found himself at the head of a national movement that seemed to threaten the complete destruction of English power in Ireland. Now at last Elizabeth realized that the time for compromise had gone by, that the rebellion must be crushed, at whatever cost, and Ulster effectively conquered.


Hugh’s very success had thus ensured his ultimate overthrow, for against the forces that the crown could put in the field he had no chance of lasting victory. His one hope lay in help from abroad; but that help was late in coming and ineffective when it came. In September 1601 four thousand Spanish troops landed at Kinsale, where they allowed themselves to be besieged by the English; an Irish attempt to relieve the town was heavily defeated, and the Spaniards sailed home again. After this, the end could not be long delayed. Hugh Roe O’Donnell gave up the struggle at once and retired to Spain. His brother Rory took his place, and he and O’Neill held out longer; but they were forced back into Ulster, where garrisons established by the deputy, Mountjoy, harried and wore down their forces. In December 1602 O’Donnell surrendered at Athlone, and in the following March O’Neill let the deputy know that he too was ready to make submission. Mountjoy came to Mellifont, in County Louth, to receive him, and while waiting there received unofficial news that Elizabeth had died on 24 March; but this news he carefully concealed, and it was to Elizabeth, and to Mountjoy as her deputy, that O’Neill made abject submission on his knees on 30 March. The Tudor conquest was complete, six days after the last of the Tudors had died.
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Fynes Moryson, who was Mountjoy’s secretary, records that when O’Neill learnt of Elizabeth’s death he could not conceal his tears, ‘for no doubt, the most humble submission he had made to the queen he had so highly and proudly offended, much eclipsed the vain glory his actions might have carried, if he had held out till her death’. But in fact the terms of the settlement were so generous that it is hard to see how O’Neill could have improved his position by longer resistance. All those who had been engaged in the rebellion received pardon. O’Neill himself was confirmed in the earldom of Tyrone and in almost all the vast estates granted in 1542 to his grandfather, Conn; Rory O’Donnell was likewise confirmed in his lands, which comprised most of the county of Donegal, and was created earl of Tyrconnell; and the lesser leaders received similar treatment.


These generous terms aroused much discontent among English officers who had fought in the long struggle. In England itself there was some bitter feeling, for casualties in the Irish wars had been heavy; when O’Neill and O’Donnell visited England in the summer of 1603 they had to be protected from angry crowds on their way to London. But James received them gladly, and Mountjoy supported the cause of his beaten foes. He, who was in the best position to judge, knew that generosity was now a perfectly safe policy: the Gaelic independence of Ulster was broken; the earls of Tyrone and Tyrconnell might be wealthy and influential noblemen, but what they held they held by grace of the king, and not in their own strength.


It was left to James I to reap the victory of 1603, to settle the terms of peace, and to direct the course of the newly-conquered kingdom. But the conquest itself had been the work of the Tudors, and above all of Elizabeth. Well might Sir Thomas Stafford write, a generation later, ‘The queen did seal up the rest of all her worthy acts with this accomplishment, as if she had thought that her task would be unfinished, and her tomb unfurnished, if there could not deservedly be engraven thereon, PACATA HIBERNIA’.




1 The term came into use in the early seventeenth century to distinguish the descendants of the medieval settlers from more recent arrivals.




















II


Ireland in the Early Seventeenth Century
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That it may please her excellent majesty to conceive of this her kingdom of Ireland’, wrote Mountjoy in 1601, ‘that it is one of the goodliest provinces of the world, being in itself either in quantity or quality little inferior to her realm of England … abounding with all the sustenance of life, as corn, cattle, fish and fowl’. But he was speaking of what might be, rather than of what actually was; and Ireland in 1603, after nine years of warfare, bore little resemblance to this glowing picture. Whole counties had been devastated; cattle slaughtered; crops burnt; churches and castles laid in ruin. And war had scarcely ended when the country was swept by plague. About Michaelmas 1603 it appeared in Dublin, where it brought administrative and judicial business almost to a stand-still; for councillors and judges were unwilling to live, or even to meet, in the city. A year later it drove the president of Munster from Cork to Mallow; and another year was to pass before it had slackened sufficiently for things to return to normal. The country generally was in a desperate condition. Ulster was said to be a very desert or wilderness; for sixty miles westward from Cork the country was almost uninhabited, and lands formerly cultivated had been allowed to fall out of tillage for ten or twelve years at a stretch; in Roscommon the scarcity of labourers had forced wages up to an almost prohibitive level; in the ‘waste and desert places’ of Munster ‘those pestiferous wild beasts the wolves’ showed a frightening increase, and in seventeenth-century Ireland the wolf was a kind of barometer of human population. What that population was at the opening of the century we have no means of assessing. In 1672 Sir William Petty put it at 1, 100,000; but there had been a large influx of English and Scottish settlers during the interval, and in 1603 it cannot greatly have exceeded half that figure.


But though Ireland as a whole suffered from depopulation and consequent shortage of labour, communications were so bad and intercourse between one part of the country and another so scanty, that some areas suffered from over-population and unemployment. In the early years of James’s reign large numbers of Irish paupers, with their wives and children, drifted over to England, where they were complained of both as a charge on the country and as a source of infection. Some even got as far afield as France, where the government made similar complaints, and ordered them to be shipped home again.


The establishment of peace in 1603 soon brought a measure of economic recovery, for the simplicity of the Irish economy made it resilient. There were no centres of manufacturing industry; the bulk of the population depended directly on the land; and once the depredations of rival armies had ended it was not long before wealth began to increase. In Ulster, barely touched so far by the process of Anglicization, this wealth consisted almost wholly in herds of cattle, which were driven from one place to another as pasture became exhausted, a practice known as ‘creaghting’; there was little use of money, rents were paid in kind, and internal trade hardly existed. In those parts of Leinster, Munster and Connaught that had long been under English influence the agricultural system was more settled, though still backward; for example, the primitive practice of ‘ploughing by the tail’ was still common, and, indeed, survived into the eighteenth century. Fanning was generally carried on for subsistence rather than for the market, and internal trade, though more considerable than in Ulster, was of small extent. But Irish agriculture, underdeveloped though it was, produced an exportable surplus; and this, with a few other commodities, formed the basis of a foreign trade, limited and fluctuating, but by no means unimportant.


A barrier to commercial development, though one not peculiar to Ireland, was the wretched state of the currency. A debased silver coinage had been issued at the end of Elizabeth’s reign, and this ‘base’ or ‘mixed’ money was so unpopular that the merchants either refused it altogether, or only accepted it at far below its face value. To remedy this state of affairs James authorized (August 1603) the minting of new silver coins for Ireland, and the ‘calling down’ of the Elizabethan coinage to one-third of its face value. This brought some improvement; but even the new Irish currency was inferior to the English—the Irish (or ‘Harp’) shilling was worth only ninepence in English money. There were thus three standards of coinage: English coins, which were regularly current in Ireland, and the Irish coins of Elizabeth and of James. But though this state of Affairs produced uncertainty and confusion, it was probably a less serious hindrance to trade than the general shortage of currency, which made the accumulation of capital very difficult and forced up the rate of interest on credit transactions to thirty, or even forty, per cent. Proposals for solving these difficulties, either by establishing a mint in Ireland, or by putting the Irish coinage on the same basis as the English, came to nothing; and the economic development of Ireland long continued to be hampered by an inadequate and inefficient currency system.


One serious hindrance to overseas trade under which Ireland at this time laboured was the prevalence of piracy on the southern and south-western coasts. In summer, when the royal galleys of France and Spain patrolled the seas further south, the pirates took refuge in the long inlets of Munster. They would arrive in regular fleets often or twelve sail apiece, each under its own admiral; and neither merchant nor fisherman was safe from their depredations. The government, with no forces available to deal with such powerful combinations, was obliged to negotiate, offering pardon on easy terms, in the hope of setting one pirate leader against another. Such intrigues produced no more than temporary relief; and sometimes they led to trouble with the French, the Spanish or the Dutch, who were all menaced by the virtual freedom of the Irish coast that the pirates enjoyed. In 1611 the Dutch, tired of waiting for the English government to take action, fitted out a fleet of their own, and scattered the pirates for the time being. But it was not until the 1630s, when Ireland was under the firm hand of Wentworth, that a sustained, and largely successful, effort was made to stamp out piracy in the Irish seas.
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Manufactures contributed little to Ireland’s trade. An Elizabethan statute had restricted the free export of certain commodities, including wool, flax, and yarn, partly to encourage industry, but mainly to increase royal revenue. Licences for the export of the prohibited commodities were granted regularly to the ports, and frequently to individuals; and even apart from this draining away of raw materials Ireland did not possess the resources necessary to develop textile manufactures on a large scale. Some very narrow linen cloth was woven for home use, but linen does not figure at all among the exports of the period except in the form of yarn. The only woollen cloths woven in Ireland were coarse friezes and ruggs’, the export of which was not very considerable. In 1617 an attempt to establish a woollen manufacture at Bandon, where raw wool was readily available, and where there were many English settlers familiar with the technical processes, broke down for lack of capital.


The great bulk of Irish exports was made up of agricultural commodities, sheep-skins, wool, cattle, and cattle products—hides, tallow, and beef. There was some export of grain, but the quantity varied considerably from year to year; in 1608, for example, the export had to be prohibited altogether, in order to ensure an adequate supply of bread for the army. Apart from this trade in agricultural produce, there was a long-established export trade in fish; herrings were the most important item, but Derry was already known for its salmon, and Barnaby Rich thought the eel-fishery on the river Bann the best in Europe. The export of pipe-staves,1 begun towards the end of the Tudor period, was to increase very rapidly in the early seventeenth century. The chief markets for these Irish exports were England, France, and Spain, which sent in return fine cloths and hardware, salt and wine, and various other luxury and semi-luxury goods.
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One feature of the economic revival of the early seventeenth century was the rapid exploitation of the woodlands. During the Tudor period the destruction of the woods had already begun, though mainly for military reasons: they blocked the passage of the royal armies, and afforded secure fastnesses into which the more lightly-equipped Irish troops could easily retreat. It was therefore a constant policy of the government to open up passes; and during the later Elizabethan wars this was extended to a general clearance of large areas. Fynes Moryson, who travelled extensively in Ireland at the end of Elizabeth’s reign, declared that he had ‘been deceived in the common fame that all Ireland is woody’, for in the course of a journey from Armagh to Kinsale he found, except in Offaly, no woods at all, beyond ‘some low shrubby places which they call glens’. But Moryson’s description cannot be applied to the whole country. At the beginning of the seventeenth century there were still extensive woodlands in Munster; the great wood of Glenconkeyne in Ulster was reckoned by Sir John Davies to be as big as the New Forest in Hampshire; and even beyond these areas, the country was at this time fairly heavily timbered. But the process of destruction was soon to be speeded up.


One cause of this more rapid destruction was the increase in the export of pipe-staves. They required little capital to produce, they found a ready market, and the profits were good. The price seems to have remained fairly constant during the first thirty years of the century at £5 per thousand in the northern ports and £6 per thousand in the southern. The cost of cutting was reckoned at thirty shillings per thousand, and where suitable rivers were available the cost of transport to the coast was not great; even after an export duty of 6s 8d per thousand had been imposed in 1611 there remained a tempting margin of profit. When Christopher Hampton became bishop of Deny in 1612 he found that though his predecessor had held the see for barely two years, one of his lessees had already cut down 3,000 trees on the episcopal estates and turned them into pipe-staves for export to Spain. In 1619 the earl of Cork had 400,000 pipe-staves lying at Youghal, ‘which merchants of London daily send ships hither for, to transport beyond seas’.


The destruction of the woods was also hastened by the development of the iron industry. Ironware had been manufactured in Ireland for centuries; but the first large-scale iron-works seem to have been those set up in Munster by Sir Richard Boyle, afterwards earl of Cork. His example was followed by others, both in Munster and elsewhere, and bar-iron became an important Irish export. To begin with, the industry depended on ore mined in Ireland; later, the plentiful supply of timber made it profitable to import ore or half-worked iron from Bristol, and re-export it in the form of bar-iron. But the industry developed locally and unevenly; as late as 1611 all the iron used in Youghal, one of Boyle’s principal towns, had to be imported from England.


The widespread destruction of woodlands did not pass without notice. Luke Gernon, writing in 1620, remarked that Ireland ‘hath had goodly tresses of hair … but the iron-mills, like a sharp-toothed comb, have notted and polled her much, and in her champion [champain] parts she hath not so much as will cover her nakedness’. Even earlier than this, the government had become alarmed; in 1608 Salisbury had sent over an agent to see what timber Ireland might yield for naval construction. But though surveys were made, and some trees were felled by royal officials, very little was accomplished; partly because the owners of woods found such profitable sale for their pipe-staves that it was impossible to restrain them, partly because the cost of transporting timber from Ireland to naval dockyards in England was considered prohibitive. The lord deputy, Chichester, suggested that the latter difficulty might be overcome by building ships in Ireland, or at Milford in South Wales. The government did nothing about this, but the experiment was tried by the East India Company. In 1611 they took land on the coast of Cork, planted an English settlement, built a dock, and set up iron-works. By 1613, despite trouble with the agents of the navy, who tried to seize their timber, and in face of some obstruction from the local inhabitants, they had launched two ships, one of 400 and one of 500 tons. But at that point the experiment ended, presumably because the disadvantages of building in Ireland more than outweighed the convenience of a ready supply of moderately-priced timber.
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In a country with few manufactures the development of urban life depended on trade, and the only large cities and towns in Ireland were sea-ports. Inland towns counted for little; apart from Kilkenny, which had a special position as the headquarters of the powerful Butler interest, they were hardly more than local markets or military garrisons. The ports were mostly of Norse or Anglo-Norman foundation; and, with the single exception of Galway, those of any importance were situated in Leinster and Munster, whose rich lands had long been exploited by Anglo-Norman and English settlers.


The greatest of these sea-ports was Dublin, which in size and wealth far exceeded any other city or town of Ireland. Its importance, however, did not depend solely on trade. As the centre of royal government since the twelfth century, the headquarters of the judicial system, and the usual meeting-place of parliament, it had sources of wealth and growth that more than outweighed its serious geographical disadvantages. As a port, indeed, it had little to commend it. The approach was blocked by a bar; and large ships, even when they had crossed the bar, could not reach the quay, but must lie at Ring’s End, where they were exposed to dangerous storms. But the presence of the chief governor and council, with all the officials and hangers-on of government, meant that there was a ready market for imported wares; and the economic as well as the political importance of Dublin grew with the expansion of central authority, so that it became the principal inlet of goods not only for Leinster but, in time of peace, for Ulster also. At the beginning of the seventeenth century it was spreading rapidly, and the cage-work houses of the Tudor period were giving way to buildings of stone and brick. In appearance and character it was the most English city in Ireland; its economic and political importance depended almost wholly on the English connection, and its trade was mainly with London, whose fashions the nobility and leading citizens were always eager to follow. It was for their amusement that a theatre was opened in Werburgh Street, in 1637, the first to be established anywhere in the British Isles outside London.


Galway, at this time reckoned the second city of the kingdom, had, because of its remoteness, developed a more independent tradition. Its citizens had little sympathy with the native Irish—a civic ordinance of 1581 enacted that ‘neither O nor Mac shall strut nor swagger through the streets of Galway’—but they were almost equally opposed to the centralizing policy of Tudor government. Their intercourse was mainly with Spain, and something of Spanish influence appeared in their architecture and also, perhaps, in their attachment to municipal independence. The wealth of Galway depended on its virtual monopoly of the overseas trade of Connaught. But Connaught was much poorer than Leinster or Munster, and was soon to be surpassed by Ulster, at this time the least developed part of the country. The great days of Galway were already passing, and by the middle of the century it had entered on its long decline.


Waterford, the largest city in Munster, had the advantage of a fine natural harbour, and large ships could approach its quays, even at low tide. Like Dublin, it was English in appearance and character. By its charter it enjoyed the liberties of Bristol, with which it maintained a close connection, sending a fleet there every July for St James’s fair. It had a continental trade also, especially with France and Spain, which provided the best markets for pipe-staves.


The two other principal ports of Munster were Cork and Limerick. Both were strongly built, in a castellated style; Limerick especially was noted for the thickness of its walls, which some travellers asserted (no doubt with exaggeration) to be broader than those of any city in Europe. Both cities had suffered in the wars at the end of Elizabeth’s reign, when their trade had been interrupted both by land and sea. Cork had recovered fairly rapidly, partly because of its political importance as the seat of the president of Munster; but Limerick, despite the advantages of its position on the estuary of the Shannon, seemed to have sunk into poverty, though it retained the external appearance of its former wealth. Sir John Davies in 1606, Luke Gernon in 1620, both remark on the contrast between its fine buildings and the decay and slovenliness within; the latter found the high street ‘so magnificent that at my first entry it did amaze me’ and goes on, ‘sed intus cadavera, noisome and stinking houses’.


Dublin, Waterford, Cork and Limerick between them engrossed mast of the trade of Leinster and Munster; but there were many smaller ports, of which Dundalk, Drogheda, Wexford and Youghal were the most considerable. The prosperity of Wexford depended mainly on its fisheries; but in the early years of the seventeenth century the herring-shoals deserted the coast, and by the 1630s the town was impoverished and decayed, and the quays going to ruin; such importance as it still possessed rested mainly on the export of pipe-staves. Drogheda, in contrast, was growing, partly because the extension of royal authority in the north had increased the area that it could serve, partly because the pacification of North Wales had encouraged the development of Chester as a port, and had diverted some portion of Anglo-Irish trade northwards from the older Bristol-Waterford route. Drogheda, unlike most other Irish ports, had a greater volume of outward than of inward trade, which meant that there was a regular return of money, mainly from England, in exchange for commodities.


Ulster had few towns of any sort. It was still the most thoroughly Gaelic part of the country, and the Gaelic social system did not conduce to urban life or commercial activity. Besides this, the province had suffered severely during the later stages of the Elizabethan wars. Inland towns could hardly be said to exist. When the deputy and his train toured the inland parts of Ulster in 1606 they found no settled lodging; even when they stopped in the neighbourhood of what passed for a town (as, for example, at Cavan) they slept in their tents; and in the whole of the county of Fermanagh they could find nowhere to hold the assizes but a ruined monastery, temporarily fitted up for the purpose. External trade amounted to very little. There was, and had long been, some intercourse between the north-western coast and Spain, fish being exported in exchange for wine; but the trade was not great enough for the development of sea-ports. The old ports of the north-east, relics of Anglo-Norman settlement in the twelfth century, had only a local importance; the chief of them, Carrickfergus, had little to boast of save its antiquity, its castle, and its unswerving allegiance to the crown. Two of the garrisons planted during the Tudor period, Newry and Derry, were well-placed for trade; and though of small account in the opening years of the century, they soon shared in the economic development that followed the establishment of peace.


Since the main centres of population lay along the coast communication between them could be maintained by sea; but inland communication was slow and difficult. The rivers, though interrupted by fords, weirs and cataracts, provided the best means of transport for heavy goods; it was, for example, the woodlands lying along the great rivers of Munster that were most quickly and profitably exploited. But there were few roads capable of taking wheeled traffic, and in many areas there were no roads at all: rural Ireland was much more self-contained than rural England. The English or continental traveller found that Irish urban life followed, though with sharp local variations, the general pattern to which he was accustomed; but if he ventured beyond the towns he was in a strange land indeed. The dwellings of the people—little villages of round, wattled huts without chimneys, like ‘so many hives of bees about a farm’; their costume; their diet, which contained little bread and no beer, but great quantities of curdled milk—in all this he could find matter for astonishment, or even for disgust. But traveller after traveller remarks on the richness of the soil and the possibility of development; and the ruins with which the countryside was dotted—churches, abbeys, castles—bore witness to a greater prosperity in the past. Before the end of James I’s reign the first signs of recovery had begun to appear.
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Peace and unity had their effect on the constitutional as well as on the economic life of Ireland. The central administration was now for the first time effective over the whole country, and it was no longer, as it had commonly been in the past, mainly concerned with military problems —the defence of the Pale, or the suppression of rebellion. The ‘kingdom of Ireland’ had at last become a reality, and all the benefits of ‘civil rule’, so long promised by English statesmen, were now to be made available to the Irish people.


From the twelfth century onwards the royal government in Ireland had been modelled on that in England. The crown was represented by a chief governor; and council, parliament and law-courts all followed the English pattern in their composition and powers, modified by the fact that Ireland was a dependent state. The crown’s representative might be either a lord lieutenant or a lord deputy. In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries the office of lord lieutenant was often either vacant, or held by an absentee nobleman, and the actual government was entrusted to a lord deputy, usually chosen for experience and ability rather than for rank. The office of chief governor might also be put in commission, and held by two or more lords justices; but though this was to become a regular practice in the eighteenth century, it was unusual in the seventeenth. The chief governor, even if he was the deputy of an absentee lord lieutenant, was always appointed directly by the crown; but the Irish council claimed the right to fill a sudden vacancy by electing a justiciar or lord justice to hold office until the crown’s pleasure should be known, a claim based on an alleged enactment of Henry II commonly referred to as ‘the statute of FitzEmpress’. The chief governor, whatever his title, was the active as well as the nominal head of the administration and, normally, commander-in-chief of the army. The extent of his influence depended very much on circumstances. Policy was decided in the English council, and its execution was supervised by the council itself and by its Irish committee—the commissioners of Irish affairs. But communication was so slow and uncertain that the chief governor had to be left a good deal of freedom in interpreting his instructions; and a strong-minded man, provided he had influential friends in the English council to defend his views, and provided he could keep the royal favour, might go far towards shaping the government’s Irish policy. Commonly, however, the chief governor was satis-fled to be an executive official, supplying king and council with information and advice, but making no sustained effort to influence their decisions.


The chief governor was assisted and in some measure controlled by a council nominated by the crown. It was composed mainly of officials resident in or near Dublin, together with two or three ecclesiastics, usually the archbishops of Armagh and Dublin and the bishop of Meath. The powers of the council were not closely defined, but its concurrence was normally necessary for the issue of proclamations and in other acts of state. The council also enjoyed statutory powers in preparing measures to be laid before parliament; but parliaments in Ireland had fallen into temporary disuse, and between 1586 and 1613 there was no occasion for the exercise of these powers.


The Irish legal system, which, according to tradition, had been established by King John, was an almost exact reproduction of the English. There were courts of king’s bench, common pleas, chancery and exchequer, with the same division of jurisdiction as in England; and there was the same system of itinerant justices and county courts. Since Elizabeth’s reign Ireland had also had a special court, the court of Castle Chamber, guided by the same principles and dealing with the same sort of cases as the court of Star Chamber in England. The extension of this legal system over the whole country followed hard on the completion of the conquest. Before the end of 1603 Chief Baron Pelham conducted the first assizes ever to be held in the county of Donegal; and within a few years Sir John Davies, then attorney-general, could write complacently that the judges ‘do now every half year (like good planets in their several spheres or circles) carry the light and influence of justice round the kingdom; whereas the circuits in former times went but about the Pale, like the circuit of the Cinosura about the Pole’. The justice that they carried was, of course, that of the common law, and any doubt about the status of the Gaelic system was speedily brought to an end. A proclamation of March 1605 abolished the authority hitherto exercised by Irish chiefs and lords over their tenants, and declared the latter to be ‘the free, natural, and immediate subjects of his majesty’ and not ‘the natives or natural followers of any lord or chieftain whatsoever’. In judicial decisions of 1606 and 1608 the customs of gavelkind and tanistry,2 which were essential parts of the Gaelic social and political system, were found by the judges to be void in law. Henceforth all Ireland was to be governed according to the common law of England and the statutes of force within the realm.


(6)


With the submission of Hugh O’Neill in 1603 open warfare in Ireland came to an end; but local disorder remained. The lawlessness bred during the long wars could not be stamped out at once; brigandage was endemic in many parts of the country; and a leader of ancient family, such as Donal Kavanagh of Carlow (‘Don Espagne’ or ‘Spaniagh’—the Spaniard), found it easy to gather a large body of outlawed wood-kerne, whose thirst for plunder was quickened by the anti-English feeling strong among the Gaelic population. This political element in Irish brigandage, which survived until the eighteenth century, was alarming to a government that could never ignore the possibility of renewed insurrection; and even after peace had been made with Spain in 1604 the government’s anxiety was kept alive by constant rumours of Spanish intrigues with the discontented Irish. The sudden insurrection of Sir Cahir O’Doherty in 16083 showed that this anxiety was not altogether groundless, and the ease with which he seized Derry was a sharp warning of the need to be prepared.


The difficulty of keeping order was increased by the practice, prevalent among both Irish and Old English magnates, of maintaining large bodies of armed followers or ‘swordsmen’. Their former habit of settling disputes by force was restrained by the greater efficacy of the law-courts; but the importance of a great man was still commonly judged by the length of his retinue on public occasions. In 1609 it was reckoned that there were some 10,000 or 12,000 swordsmen in the country, without house, land, or trade, and wholly dependent on the lords and gentlemen whom they followed. A few years later Chichester, the lord deputy, took credit for having shipped off 6,000 of them to Sweden; but this was almost certainly an exaggeration, and in any case enough remained behind to threaten the peace of the country. It would be a mistake to regard this state of affairs as peculiar to Ireland, for throughout much of Scotland and in outlying parts of England the crown had similar difficulties in maintaining law and order. The Grahames of Cumberland, for example, proved such a threat to the peace of the borders that early in James’s reign an attempt was made to transport some hundreds of them out of the kingdom. But England, and even Scotland, had a solid core of peaceful and prosperous life such as Ireland did not yet possess. The government in London or Edinburgh was not likely to be shaken by lawlessness on the periphery of the kingdom; the government in Dublin could have no such sense of security.


The chaotic state of Irish finance increased the difficulty of government. The war had been a heavy burden on the English exchequer, and James hoped that with the return of peace Ireland would become self-supporting. But the prospects were not very hopeful. Some branches of royal revenue had been leased to individuals at easy rates; all the great ports claimed privileges and exemptions that reduced the king’s revenue from customs to a mere trifle; above all, the unsettled state of the country through so many centuries had left a legacy of confusion, inefficiency and corruption in the financial administration. Early in James’s reign great efforts were made to re-assert royal rights and to restore order. From 1613, when a farm of the customs on the English model was established, there was some improvement, and the gap between income and expenditure was narrowed. But during most of the reign the Irish government lived from hand to mouth, depending upon grants from the English exchequer, which had no sooner arrived than they were almost wholly swallowed up in meeting accumulated debts.


It was the cost of the army that kept the government in such continuous poverty. But an army was absolutely indispensable, for Ireland had to be governed as a conquered country. The large forces maintained during the later stages of the war were, of course, cut down once peace had been made: at the end of 1603 there were still some 9,000 troops in the country; within a few months more than half of these had been disbanded, and by the spring of 1606 the regular establishment had been reduced to 880 foot and 234 horse. It was recognized, however, that this was barely sufficient: the deputy was authorized, in case of emergency, to raise a further 2,000 men without waiting for instructions from England, and later in the reign the standing army was somewhat increased.


The first duty of this army was not to repel foreign invasion but to maintain order at home, and it was scattered over the country in small garrisons, mainly in Ulster, where the danger of an insurrection among the native Irish was thought to be greatest. Even the Old English, however, were regarded as only doubtfully loyal. Chichester questioned the wisdom of pressing the sea-ports in the matter of customs duties, lest their discontent should endanger the safety of the kingdom; and he was almost constantly alarmed lest the influence of Jesuits and seminary priests from the continent should weaken the traditional attachment of the lords and gentry of the Pale to the English crown. While racial and religious antipathies remained so strong there could be no permanent security; Ireland would never, in English opinion, be safe or happy until the long and halting process of Anglicization had been completed, and the Irish (as Sir John Davies prophesied hopefully in 1612) ‘in tongue and heart and everyway else become English, so as there will be no difference or distinction but the Irish Sea betwixt us’.
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The Anglicization of the upper classes of Gaelic society, so far as language and dress were concerned, had already made some progress by the end of the sixteenth century. They had abandoned the use of the braccae or trews—a long stock of frieze, close to the thighs, and drawn on almost to the waist, ‘but very scant’—and they now began to dress completely in the English fashion, at least on formal public occasions. In 1606 Sir John Davies noted with satisfaction that the principal gentlemen and freeholders of Wicklow, predominantly of native descent, attended the assizes in English dress. Very often, however, the natives continued to wear the characteristic Irish cloak or fringed mantle over clothes otherwise in the English fashion. Among the upper classes, also, the use of the English language made great progress; and though they no doubt remained more at home in Irish, it is probable that by the end of James’s reign most of them spoke English as well. But there must have been many exceptions. Even in the parliament of 1613–15 there were said to be some members who could not speak English; and as late as 1628 a group of Irish nobles and gentry asked for the appointment of at least one Irish-speaking judge, ‘many of the subjects hazarding their causes and sometimes their lives because they are not understood by the judges without interpreters’. Though this request may, of course, reflect their concern for the lower classes, among whom English was much less common, the context rather suggests that they were thinking of members of their own order. But not long afterwards, when Old English and native Irish combined in the Confederation of Kilkenny, they conducted their public business in English; and there is no evidence to suggest that this either created difficulty or caused jealousy.


Among the lower classes of the Gaelic population the process of Anglicization made slower headway. Down to the 1640s they continued to wear the braccae, at least in Ulster, despite the threats of the civil power and the exhortations of their own clergy, who denounced the dress as immodest. And in the face of all discouragements they clung to the Irish language, which remained until the nineteenth century the strongest bulwark of the native tradition.


The Anglicization of the Gaelic gentry in dress and language was no doubt aided by their intermingling with the Old English. But this intermingling, though it thus tended to promote government policy in one respect, strengthened both groups in their refusal to conform in matters of religion. This refusal, and their common anxiety about the government’s reaction to it, prepared the way for their future co-operation in politics. Religion, not race, was to be the great dividing line in Irish life.
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Elizabeth had, in practice, tolerated the recusants so long as they remained loyal to the crown; and in the troubled conditions of her reign this policy had answered its purpose of conciliating the Old English; but it could hardly provide the basis of a permanent peace-time settlement, if only because the recusants themselves were unlikely to be content with it for long. The failure of the early Stuarts to work out a satisfactory alternative was due as much to the intractable nature of the problem as to the government’s inefficiency and lack of consistent purpose. On the one hand, open and formal toleration was out of keeping with the spirit of the age; and in any case it would have been strongly resented by the growing protestant interest in Ireland, on which the crown had in the long run to rely, and it would have alienated public opinion in England. On the other hand, any attempt to enforce general conformity was unlikely to succeed and sure to be dangerous.


Any hope of winning over the recusants by persuasion must rest with the established church, which was still, at the opening of the seventeenth century, in a state of confusion, inefficiency and neglect. At Elizabeth’s death, many sees had been vacant for years and many were held in plurality. The bishops, appointed mainly on political grounds, were generally more concerned to enrich themselves and their families than to further the cause of religion, and often combined with laymen to alienate the property of the church. The parish clergy were for the most part poor, careless and ignorant, though the foundation of a university (Trinity College, on the outskirts of Dublin) in 1591 promised some improvement in their educational standard. Church buildings were everywhere in ruins, and parochial duties neglected. So late as 1632 Lord Cork, whose greed for ecclesiastical lands was tempered by a streak of piety, found that the parish church of Maynooth ‘had been, God forgive the doers thereof, misapplied to the keeping of cattle and making of malt and other base uses’. He rebuilt it at a cost of £120, and the sermon preached by his chaplain in the restored building ‘for aught I could hear, was the first sermon made by a protestant minister in any man’s memory herein’.


There were doubtless some exceptions to this gloomy state of affairs. At Limerick, for example, the cathedral was ‘by the providence of the bishop fairly beautified within, and as gloriously served with singing and organs’. But in the country generally the whole fabric of ecclesiastical life was in decay. There was little zeal for the spread of the reformed faith, and no one to direct such zeal as there was. Tardy and half-hearted efforts to reach the native Irish through their own language had so far produced little result. Neither Irish Bible nor Irish prayer-book had been published, though an Irish translation of the New Testament, undertaken more than a generation earlier, was at last published in 1603. Even preaching in Irish was unusual. In 1604 the diocese of Meath had twenty-nine clergy with livings worth at least £30 a year—the income generally reckoned adequate to support a ‘learned minister’—and of the twenty-nine only three could preach in Irish.


In contrast with all this, the Roman Catholic clergy were numerous, zealous and efficient. Their main task was to restore discipline and maintain the ecclesiastical framework; and this they did so effectively that whatever chance the reformed church may have had of capturing the Irish people was, by the beginning of James’s reign, irretrievably lost. The vast bulk of them, natives and Old English alike, were determined recusants, and the protestant population, though growing slowly, consisted of little more than a handful of officials and a few recent settlers. The struggle between these two religious groups was to dominate Irish history throughout the seventeenth century, and beyond.




1 Pipe-staves: the narrow pieces of wood from which pipes (large casks, commonly used for wine) were made.


2 English lawyers commonly applied the Anglo-Saxon term ‘gavelkind’ to the Gaelic practice whereby the lands of a family group were redistributed on the death of one of its landholding members. ‘Tanistry’ was the practice whereby, during the life-time of a king or chief, his successor was chosen from among his kindred within a certain degree of consanguinity.


3 See below, chap. III.




















III


Protestant and Recusant: The Constitutional Struggle, 1603–1641





(1)


On 5 April 1603 Queen Elizabeth’s death was formally announced in Dublin, and James VI of Scotland proclaimed as her successor. ‘The Irish at once submitted heartily to a prince descended from the ancient line of their own native monarchs, and joyfully hailed the revival of the long-suppressed dynasty of their first king, Eireamon, in the person of one of his descendants.’


Thus wrote John Lynch, titular archdeacon of Tuam, some sixty years later. One may reasonably doubt if Irishmen in general paid much attention to James’s early ancestry, which Lynch traces up to Adam in a threefold line, taking in the principal families of Gaelic Ireland on the way. What mattered much more in 1603 was that the new king was the son of Mary Stuart: it was in expectation that he would show himself well-disposed towards his mother’s faith that Irish recusants looked forward hopefully to his reign, and it was among the Old English, not among the natives, that this expectation ran highest. They were still strongly established in local administration, and once the news of the queen’s death became public they had the strength and the confidence to act without delay. In all the principal towns of Munster, and in Wexford, Kilkenny and some other towns of Leinster, the recusant clergy, with the support of the magistrates, took possession of the churches and restored the old services.


Though the recusants had protested their loyalty to the crown, the Dublin government was thoroughly alarmed, and suspected that they were plotting a general insurrection, to be backed by the power of Spain. But if there was any such plan, which seems highly unlikely, it was frustrated by the swift action of Mountjoy, who was still at the head of the government. His commission had determined with the queen’s death; but the council, exercising its traditional right, had elected him lord justice on 9 April. Within a few weeks two royal commissions arrived from England, the first appointing him lord deputy, the second raising him to the more dignified rank of lord lieutenant; but without awaiting this confirmation of his authority Mountjoy had collected every man that could be spared, even withdrawing some troops from the newly-conquered north, and marched into Munster. The strength of his army made effective resistance impossible, and in most places the magistrates made instant submission. Waterford tried to argue that the charter granted by King John freed the city from any obligation to admit royal troops; but Mountjoy’s curt reply that he would cut King John’s charter with King James’s sword soon brought the citizens to their senses. In Cork the situation was more serious, for there had been a breach between the city and the commander of the garrison; but here too Mountjoy’s arrival brought submission and peace. Before the end of May, government authority had been restored throughout Munster.


The recusants had failed to gain what they wanted by direct action; but they still believed that they could count on royal favour, and in June they sent agents to court to lay their grievances before the king. James was in no hurry to make a declaration of policy, and for two years his delay kept Ireland in a state of suspense. The government in Dublin, ignorant of his intentions, hesitated to enforce the law strictly, and found its authority flouted by the recusant clergy. Mountjoy might have taken a stronger line; but he had been recalled to England in May 1603, and though he retained the title of lord lieutenant until his death in 1606 and continued to exercise great influence in Irish affairs, immediate responsibility rested on the deputy and council in Dublin. Sir George Carey, the vice-treasurer, who had become deputy on Mountjoy’s departure for England, was content to await royal instructions on the recusancy question and in the meantime to let things take their course; but in February 1605 he was succeeded by Sir Arthur Chichester, governor of Carrickfergus, a man of strong character, and one not likely to tolerate defiance of the law. For the next ten years he remained at the head of the Irish administration, and sought by every means to strengthen its hold upon the country.


To Chichester the open activity of the recusants, and especially of the recusant clergy, seemed to threaten the very basis of government. He urged the king to authorize strong measures against them, and it was, perhaps, in response to this appeal that James at last declared his policy in July 1605: there was to be no toleration contrary to law; attendance at church was to be enforced; Jesuits and seminary priests were to leave the kingdom by 10 December. With this encouragement Chichester set to work, assisted by Sir John Davies,1 the solicitor-general and his most active colleague in the government. They were convinced that if prominent recusants could be made to conform the rank and file would follow their example. Since the shilling fine for non-attendance at church, the only penalty provided by the law, was insufficient for their purpose, another method was devised. ‘Mandates’ were issued to several aldermen and other prominent citizens of Dublin, requiring them to accompany the deputy to church; and when they refused they were brought before the court of Castle Chamber, which ordered them to be fined, and imprisoned during pleasure. But Chichester had misjudged the attitude of the English government. James would not formally tolerate recusancy, but neither would he allow persecution. The recusants had responded to Chichester’s action by despatching protestations of loyalty and appeals for relief to London; the king and council, fearful of a new insurrection in Ireland, urged Chichester to proceed with caution. They did not explicitly condemn what he had done and they admitted that open flouting of the law must be punished, but they recommended him to rely on time and persuasion to bring about conformity, rather than on any sudden and violent courses. In particular, they queried the legality of the mandates, and though Chichester claimed that they were justified by precedent, they were in fact abandoned in 1607.


This was a victory for the recusants, and about the same time the strength of their influence was further shown by events in Munster. There, Sir Henry Brouncker, the president, without waiting for royal guidance, had issued a proclamation in August 1604, ordering all Jesuits and seminary priests to leave the province before the end of September, and threatening punishment against all who should receive them thereafter. He followed this up by an energetic search for recusant clergy, he encouraged the settlement of ‘teachers of God’s most holy and true word’, and he tried to force uniformity on the towns by deposing recusant mayors and by fining the citizens for non-attendance at church. Brouncker claimed that his methods were successful; but the recusant gentry and citizens made their complaints heard not only in Dublin, where Chichester ignored them, but in London, where James and the English council were so alarmed that they urged Brouncker to moderate his policy; and when in June 1607 he died (according to recusant accounts in a fury of remorse and gnawing the flesh from his arms) his policy died with him. ‘His zeal’, wrote James to Chichester, ‘was more than was required in a governor, however allowable in a private man’.


The position that emerged during the early years of James I remained basically unchanged down to 1641. The recusants failed to secure a formal toleration, but they did not give up hope of it, and their political strength made it difficult, if not dangerous, to enforce the laws against them strictly. The Dublin government, conscious that its own prestige was involved, and under pressure from Irish protestant interests, ecclesiastical and secular, would have been prepared to take the risk. But the crown and the English council, anxious that Ireland should be governed as quietly and as cheaply as possible, insisted on caution. As a result, the recusants were neither conciliated nor crushed; occasional attempts at persecution kept alive their sense of grievance; and the efforts to undermine their position by building up a protestant population of English and Scottish settlers helped in the long run to force them into rebellion.


(2)


The Elizabethan attempts to establish new English colonies in Ireland had come to very little, but with the completion of the conquest the policy was resumed. Lord Deputy Chichester, who thought it an absurd folly that men should run after Virginia and Guiana and other remote lands while Ireland lay waste and desolate, was mainly concerned about Ulster. In 1605 he proposed the establishment of English and Scottish settlements at strategic points throughout the province; in 1606 he put forward a scheme for the whole county of Cavan, by which land was to be found for new colonists without any injustice to the native proprietors; and he gave official encouragement to the Scottish adventurers who were at this time establishing themselves in north Down. But the events of the next few years overshadowed these plans for local and piecemeal settlement and opened the way for a comprehensive scheme covering most of the province of Ulster.


At James’s accession Ulster still remained the most thoroughly Gaelic part of Ireland. But the influence of the newly-established English supremacy was felt almost at once: county divisions, drawn out on paper in 1585, were made effective; assizes were held; the power of the great Irish lords was curtailed; a new class of native freeholders, dependent directly on the crown, was brought into existence. The progress of these changes helped to precipitate a crisis that had only been postponed by the settlement of 1603. Tyrone and Tyrconnell had never become reconciled to their new positions, and each advance of the central power added to their discontent. The loss of their ancient authority, temporarily disguised by the return of their lands, became more and more evident; and a proposal by Chichester, in 1606, to establish in Ulster a presidency on the Munster model threatened to destroy what was left of it.


The earls had another and more urgent cause for anxiety. They were, perhaps inevitably, suspected of planning a new insurrection; their every move was watched; and they knew, or believed, that they had enemies in Dublin and London who would make the most of any unfavourable report. It is impossible to tell how far this suspicion of their loyalty was well-founded. Though Tyrconnell may have talked treason from time to time, and though Tyrone certainly took the law into his own hands in a quarrel with his neighbour O’Cahan, there is no evidence of any organized plot against the state; and Tyrone, at least, seems to have realized the hopelessness of rebellion. But faced with the prospect of a steady decline in their influence, and the possibility of arrest on a charge, whether justified or not, of treason, they decided to leave the country. In August 1607 Tyrone was summoned to London, that his quarrel with O’Cahan might be settled by the king. He may well have feared that if he obeyed he would never be allowed to return, and this fear may have hastened his final decision to fly; but the causes of his flight lay deeper, and long befor the summons to London arrived he had already made his preparations. A ship secretly hired in France arrived in Lough Swilly towards the end of August. Tyrone received the news at Slane (Co. Meath) where he had just concluded an apparently friendly conference with Chichester; he set out at once and by travelling hard reached Lough Swilly just over a week later; Tyrconnell was awaiting him, and the two earls, with almost 100 followers, embarked at once. They had intended to make for Spain, but after a stormy passage of three weeks they were forced to land in Normandy, and passed on quickly to the Spanish Netherlands, whence, by a slow and circuitous journey, they arrived in Rome at the end of April 1608. Here at length they found asylum; but the pope was unable, and the king of Spain unwilling, to support any project for their restoration.


The departure of Tyrone and Tyrconnell for the continent was a belated and despairing recognition that they could never undo the effect of their surrender to the crown. But to Gaelic Ulster ‘the flight of the earls’, rather than Mountjoy’s victory in 1603, marked the end of the old order; and it soon came to be regarded as a national disaster:


‘Woe to the heart that meditated, woe to the mind that conceived, woe to the council that decided on, the project of their setting out on this voyage, without knowing whether they should ever return to their native principalities or patrimonies to the end of the world.’


It is doubtful if the distinctively Gaelic character of Ulster could in any case have long resisted the processes already at work; but the events of 1607 certainly opened to the government an opportunity of Anglicizing the province by more speedy and direct methods. The secret and unauthorized departure of the earls was treated as confession of treason, their estates were declared forfeit to the crown, and plans were drawn up for planting them with English and Scottish settlers. This project affected the greater part of Ulster, for the government treated as liable to confiscation the whole area over which the earls had exercised any authority, though this was hardly consistent with the earlier policy of granting their dependants freeholds with right of inheritance. The claims of the crown were pressed to the utmost, and six of the nine Ulster counties—Armagh, Cavan, Coleraine (later renamed Londonderry), Donegal, Fermanagh, Tyrone—were found to be in the king’s hands and open to colonization.


Chichester was quick to recognize the opportunity presented by the new situation in Ulster. On receiving news of the flight of Tyrone and Tyrconnell he wrote to the English council, setting out in some detail a scheme for the settlement of their lands. This was similar to his earlier scheme for Cavan and provided, in the first place, for the natives; when they had been granted as much land as they could profitably develop, there would still remain, in Chichester’s opinion, sufficient for a strong settlement of English and Scots.


Whatever chance of acceptance these modest proposals might have had was ruined by an unexpected turn of events in the spring of 1608. Sir Cahir O’Doherty of Inishowen, chafing under an insult received from the governor of Derry, and also, perhaps, uneasy at the steady growth of royal authority, broke into sudden insurrection on 18 April, seized Culmore fort, on Lough Foyle, by a stratagem, and next day captured and burnt Derry. This, however, was all that he could do: the rising received no general support, he had no plan of campaign, and no means of maintaining a long struggle. By the end of July he himself had been killed and his followers scattered, to be tracked down and destroyed in isolated groups, the last of them on Tory Island in September.


Though the rising was quickly crushed, its early success had frightened the government into a belief that strong measures were necessary; and the scheme for the plantation of the six escheated counties, published in 1609 and modified in 1610, treated the native landholders much less favourably than Chichester had proposed. In each county a comparatively small area was assigned to ‘deserving’ natives, who were to grant leases to their tenants, build houses and follow English methods of husbandry. The rest of the territory, apart from the extensive church lands, was set aside for colonization. The main work was to be entrusted to ‘undertakers’. They were required to bring over English or Scottish settlers and establish them close together in villages and townships; to build stone or brick houses with fortified enclosures or ‘bawns’, and to keep arms for their defence. Lands were also to be granted to ‘servitors’ (men who had served the crown in Ireland); they were under similar obligations as to building and defence, but were allowed to take native Irish tenants, though they were encouraged to plant with English or Scots.


This scheme was put into operation slowly and imperfectly but it left a permanent mark on the province; and the long traditions of Gaelic Ulster were gradually overlaid, though not extinguished, by those of a new Anglo-Scottish population. The change in population, however, was neither so rapid nor so extensive as the government had intended. According to the scheme, the natives were to be completely removed from the lands assigned to undertakers, though they were allowed to remain as tenants on church lands, as well as on lands assigned to servitors and native proprietors. But the undertakers, anxious for quick profits, readily accepted Irish tenants; and the difficulty of bringing over a sufficient number of settlers was, in fact, so great that the government was unable to compel them to fulfil their obligations. One main purpose of the plantation was thus foiled; for such settlers as came, instead of forming compact islands of ‘civility’, were scattered through a population still predominantly Gaelic.


The whole plantation was not left to individual undertakers and servitors. In May 1609 a proposal was put before the city of London, showing the advantages to the city of taking a share in the work; and, after receiving a report from agents whom they had sent over to investigate the prospects, the Londoners entered into an engagement with the crown in January 1610. By this, they undertook to plant the county of Coleraine, and to rebuild, enlarge and fortify its two main towns, Coleraine and Derry. In return, they were to receive extensive privileges, including the patronage of all churches within their territory, the fisheries of the Foyle and the Bann, and a long lease of the customs at a nominal rent.


The Londoners organized their undertaking as a joint-stock enterprise, to which the various city companies contributed, and by April 1610 they had sent 200 workmen to start building in Coleraine and Derry. But this energetic opening was not followed up in the same manner, and even ten years later neither town had been completed or fortified in accordance with the plans originally laid down. Some progress was made with the bringing over of colonists, but the Londoners, like the other undertakers, were ready to take Irish tenants; and apart from Coleraine and Derry their towns were weak and precarious settlements, dangerously exposed to attack from a potentially hostile population. Incomplete as it was, however, the work of the Londoners was the most important contribution to the plantation of the six escheated counties during the reign of James I; and its permanent character is significantly commemorated in place-names. Deny was renamed Londonderry, and gave its name to the whole county; Draperstown and Salterstown owe their foundation to two of the city companies concerned in the work of colonization.


In the Ulster plantation no distinction was made between English and lowland Scots. The latter came over in considerable numbers, and proved themselves in some ways the more efficient colonists; for they were readier than the English to sink labour and capital in tillage. Scots took a large share in the plantation of Donegal, and made up a high proportion of the new tenantry brought in by the London companies, but it was in Antrim and Down, which did not form part of the territory confiscated in 1607, that they made their main contribution to the re-peopling of Ulster.


These counties were conveniently situated for Scottish exploitation; and the accession of James VI to the throne of England provided an opportunity that was not likely to be missed. The two men most forward in pushing their fortunes were Hugh Montgomery, laird of Braidstane in Ayrshire, and James Hamilton, who had served the king usefully as a secret agent in Dublin during the later years of Elizabeth. Montgomery, who was well-informed of what was happening in Ulster, knew that Con O’Neill of Clandeboye, the somewhat shiftless proprietor of 60,000 acres in north Down, lay a prisoner in Carrickfergus Castle on suspicion of treason, and undertook to secure his pardon in return for a share of his lands. Hamilton, by some means, got himself included in the transaction; and in 1605 the king made a triple division of the Clandeboye estate—one-third to Con O’Neill, and one-third to each of the two Scots. Con proved no match for his new neighbours, and within a few years they had got possession of almost all that the royal settlement had left him. But if Montgomery and Hamilton were not always scrupulous in their methods, they were able and energetic colonizers. Their lands, which were waste and depopulated when they took possession of them, soon flourished. They brought in stock, they planted settlers, they built houses, they refounded old towns and founded new ones. The prosperity of north Down, as well as its strongly Scottish character, had its origin in their labours. Their example was soon followed by other Scots, in Antrim as well as in Down; and within a generation a great part of both counties had been transformed, in population and way of life, into a sort of extension of the Scottish lowlands.


The settlement of the Scots in the north-east introduced a new complication into the pattern of Irish ecclesiastical life. Some of their own ministers accompanied or followed them; and through the easy-going tolerance of a few Ulster bishops, Scots like themselves, these ministers were soon able to get possession of benefices without much regard to the law of the church. For more than twenty years they were allowed to live inside the establishment, and draw their incomes from its property, while maintaining their own form of worship and their own views on church discipline. When an effort was at length made to end this anomalous position and bring them to conformity, they not unnaturally regarded it as an act of tyranny.
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While the Ulster plantation was still in its early stages preparations were begun for a meeting of parliament. There had been no parliament in Ireland since that of 1585–6, and the great changes that had taken place in the interval—the completion of the conquest, the extension of English law over the whole kingdom—made new legislation necessary, or at least very desirable. Since the beginning of the reign, indeed, the calling of a parliament had been under discussion; but it was not until 1610 that James issued definite instructions, and the preparatory work took so long that it was not until May 1613 that parliament actually met. The delay was due in part to technical difficulties: the records of the Irish parliament had been imperfectly kept, and after a gap of almost thirty years there was much doubt about rules of procedure. The main reason for the delay, however, was the government’s determination that the elections should produce a protestant majority, a result that could be attained only by very careful management, but a result that was essential if the government’s whole programme was to be carried out. It is true that much of the proposed legislation was likely to pass without controversy; bills for the formal recognition of the king’s title, for the attainder of Tyrone and Tyrconnell, for the suppression of piracy, would be accepted by recusants as readily as by protestants. But the government had other measures in mind which the recusants were certain to oppose with all their strength.


In their efforts to enforce religious conformity Chichester and Davies had found the existing recusancy laws, which were much less severe than those in England, insufficient for the purpose, and attempts at extra-legal action had been so strongly opposed that they had had to be abandoned. It was now intended to remedy this state of affairs by fresh legislation, and accordingly three bills were prepared; one against Jesuits and seminary priests, their receivers and relievers; one to restrain Irish gentlemen from sending their children abroad to be educated; one to make English recusants resident in Ireland subject to the English recusancy laws. Such bills could have no chance of passing unless there was a protestant majority in both houses.


In the upper house there was nothing to fear; for though most of the temporal lords were Roman Catholics, the episcopal vote would ensure government control, even without any fresh creations. In the house of commons it was otherwise. Here the recusants had had a substantial majority in the parliaments of Elizabeth’s reign; and no amount of government pressure was likely to make any decisive difference in the existing constituencies. There were now, since the shiring of Ulster, thirty-three counties,2 each returning two members; even allowing for the influence of the new protestant settlers in the north, the county members as a whole were sure to be predominantly Roman Catholic. The boroughs entitled to return members to parliament numbered forty-one, including four created by James I, and most of them were firmly in the hands of the Old English recusants. In these circumstances, there was no way of securing protestant control of the house of commons save by increasing its size; and this was the policy on which the government resolved. Between December 1612 and May 1613 charters of incorporation were issued to forty new boroughs, eighteen of them in Ulster; in each of these new boroughs the power of electing the parliamentary representatives was entrusted to the corporation, and the corporations, named in the charters, were exclusively protestant.


From one point of view, the creation of new boroughs was not unreasonable; for of those already existing only four were in Ulster and only two in Connaught. But the government’s concern was not at all to distribute representation more fairly. The timing of its action, the choice of new boroughs, many of them places of very little importance,3 the number created, and the protestant character of their corporations, were all directed to one end only—the manufacture of a protestant majority in the commons. The recusant leaders had good reason for anxiety when they expressed to the king ‘a fearful suspicion that the project of creating so many corporations in places that can scantly pass the rank of the poorest villages, in the poorest country of Christendom, do tend to naught else at this time, but that by the voices of a few selected for the purpose, under the name of burgesses, extreme penal laws should be imposed upon your subjects here’. But their protest went unheeded; elections were held; and on 18 May 1613 parliament assembled in Dublin Castle. In the house of lords the protestant majority was 24 to 12, in the commons, 132 to 100.


The recusants had no intention of submitting tamely; and on the first day of the session the minority in the commons, styling themselves (as indeed they were) ‘the knights and burgesses of the ancient shires and corporations’, impugned the conduct of the elections and demanded an examination of returns before any other business was done. This being rejected, they opposed the government candidate for the speakership, Sir John Davies, and put up Sir John Everard, formerly a justice of the king’s bench, who had resigned his post in return for a pension, rather than take the oath of supremacy. When they failed in this also, they withdrew from the house in a body, declaring that ‘those within the house are no house’, and refused to return. A few days later the recusant minority in the house of lords followed this example; and both groups, in a series of letters to Chichester and to the English council, set out their grievances in detail. These withdrawals, though they left the protestants in undisputed control, so weakened the moral authority of parliament that the government dared not proceed. On 22 May parliament was prorogued, and the prorogation was continued from time to time until October 1614.


During the interval the complaints of the recusants, not only in relation to parliament but in relation to their general treatment by the government, were considered by the English council; and James, who had followed the whole dispute, delivered his final judgement in August 1614. He had already declared that the recusants had no legitimate ground of complaint against Chichester’s government, in which he affirmed his full confidence; but his decision in relation to the parliament was something of a compromise. Eight boroughs, which had not received their charters until after the issue of the writs for the election, were deprived of representation in the present parliament; three others were declared to have no right to return members at all; in two boroughs the elections were reversed on the ground that the sheriffs had made false returns. The net result of these changes was that the total membership of the house of commons was reduced to 210, of whom 108 were protestants and 102 recusants.


With the protestant majority so reduced, the government did not dare to bring in its bills against recusancy; and though two more sessions were held (October–November 1614 and April–May 1615), only ten acts in all were passed. The acts for the recognition of the king’s title, for the attainder of the northern earls, and for the suppression of piracy went through without any trouble; but a subsidy act, though eventually passed, was criticized because it changed the method of assessment so as to bring it into line with English practice. Even so, the subsidy yielded only about £26,000, a very small contribution towards clearing the deficit on the Irish accounts.


The significance of this parliament did not depend only on its output of legislation: it saw a significant development in constitutional procedure; and it marked a stage in the rising conflict between the recusants and the government. Since the end of the fifteenth century procedure in relation to bills had been regulated by Poynings’ Law, an act passed by the Irish parliament in 1494, and amended in the reign of Philip and Mary.4 By the terms of this act, as amended, all Irish bills had to be submitted by the chief governor and council in Ireland to the king and council in England, where they might be approved, with or without modification, or suppressed altogether. Only those bills which had been approved by the king and council in England and returned to Ireland under the great seal of England were presented to the Irish parliament, which might accept or reject them as they stood. A bill might be amended in parliament; but if it was so amended it reverted to the status of a new bill, and had to go through the whole process again. The original purpose of Poynings’ Law had been to curb the independence of the chief governor; but its effect on parliamentary initiative, which had been of little importance in the fifteenth century, was beginning to be felt as a grievance in the seventeenth. In the parliament of 1613–15 the commons tried to win some share in the initiation of legislation, not only by suggesting subjects on which bills should be prepared by the council, but by drawing up bills of their own and requesting permission to send delegates to England to present them to the king. This permission was refused; but later parliaments took up the struggle; and by the end of the century it had become a normal, though not invariable, practice for bills to take their rise in one or other house of parliament.


The events of 1613–15 displayed both the strength and weakness of the recusants’ position. Though reduced to a minority in parliament, they had compelled the government to abandon its proposed legislation against them, and the degree of practical toleration that they enjoyed was as great after the parliament as it had been before. But their security for the future was at best doubtful. The eight boroughs that had been temporarily deprived of representation would send members to future parliaments, so that there was almost certain to be a permanent protestant majority, and it was very improbable that the tactics of 1613 could be successfully repeated. There seemed to be no hope of escape from the position of constitutional inferiority against which the recusants had been struggling since the beginning of the reign.


The recusants concerned in this struggle were almost exclusively the Old English nobility, gentry and townsmen, whose main strength lay in Leinster and Munster; the native Irish recusants scarcely came into the constitutional pattern. So far as surnames are a guide to nationality, it would seem that only some eighteen native Irish were elected to the parliament of 1613; some others had contested seats in Ulster (an O’Neill in Armagh, a Magennis in Down, a MacMahon in Fermanagh) but none had been successful. While the Old English could hope to defend their rights by constitutional methods, their traditional loyalty to the crown might hold them apart from the native Irish, who were, after all, their ancient enemies. But if this hope were seriously weakened, or destroyed altogether, the identity of interests between the two groups of recusants, both alike threatened by the expanding power of protestantism, would almost inevitably produce an alliance. The government’s treatment of the recusants in the parliament of 1613 marks a step towards the combination of Old English and native Irish in the Catholic Confederacy of the 1640s.


From the government’s viewpoint the parliament had been an almost complete failure; the recusancy laws had not been strengthened, and the subsidy act went a very short way towards solving the financial problem. Since the beginning of the reign the army had been steadily cut down, and great efforts had been made to increase income by better administration and by inducing the ports to surrender their claims to the customs duties; but, even so, the total annual revenue amounted to less than half the cost of the civil and military establishments. The difference had to be made up by payments from England; and James, already in financial difficulties there, was anxious that Ireland should be made as nearly as possible self-supporting. The smallness of parliament’s contribution to this end helps to explain why twenty years elapsed before it was summoned again.


Perhaps the one event connected with this parliament that might give even moderate satisfaction to the government, and to the protestant interest in general, was the meeting of the Irish convocation, which took place at the same time. During the medieval period the Irish convocation had not developed on the same lines as the English, for down to the reign of Henry VIII clerical proctors from the dioceses under English control formed a regular part of parliament. They were finally expelled in 1537, but the practice of holding a separate clerical assembly, concurrently with parliament, had not been established. The calling of a convocation along with the parliament in 1613 was therefore a new departure; and, though no doubt this was based on English example, the Irish convocation differed from the English in that it was a national and not a provincial synod. The main work of this convocation was to draw up articles of religion for the Church of Ireland; and these were agreed upon in 1615. Their explicit Calvinism reflects the puritan outlook of many of the leading Irish clergy, and was later a cause of offence to the Laudian party in the Church of England. They have a dual connection with the history of English theology, for they virtually incorporated the rejected Lambeth articles of 1595, and they were themselves to form the basis of the Westminster confession of faith of 1643.


The conclusion of the parliament was the last important event of Chichester’s government, for he was recalled in November 1615, after more than ten years as deputy. His early training had been military, but he proved himself an efficient, as he was certainly an honest, administrator. Had his proposals for plantation of the escheated lands in Ulster been acted upon that great undertaking might have been carried through without the bitter resentment that marked its execution and dogged its subsequent history. In his attitude towards the recusants he was no more of a persecutor than one would expect from a man of his time, and he acted from the belief that his policy would promote the peace and security of the kingdom. Though English by birth and education, he established permanent roots in Ireland, and he may be regarded as a distinguished example of that numerous class of soldiers and officials from whom sprang the new protestant population that was to contribute so much to the life of Ireland during the next three centuries.


Chichester had held office for an unusually long time; and this, rather than loss of royal favour, accounts for his removal. There is nothing to suggest that any change of policy was intended: the new deputy, Sir Oliver St John,5 formerly master of the ordnance in Ireland, had been his colleague for many years, and in his attempts to enforce religious conformity and to extend plantations he followed his predecessor’s example.
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Disappointed at what it had achieved in parliament, the government turned with renewed energy to the policy of plantation. The settlement in Ulster had not been an isolated venture. Similar projects, though on a smaller scale and on a somewhat different basis, had been under discussion since the beginning of the reign; but down to 1615 little had been accomplished outside the north. Now, however, the government was convinced that something must be done at once to strengthen the protestant interest; and plantation schemes that had been languishing for years were revived and completed.


These schemes could not be based on outright confiscation, such as the ‘flight of the earls’ had made possible in Ulster; but the confused and troubled course of Irish history had left many openings for unscrupulous crown lawyers to revive half-forgotten royal claims to vast estates. Longford provides a typical example. The county was occupied by the O’Ferralls, who had been confirmed in possession by Queen Elizabedi; but it had once formed part of the Irish lands of the earls of Shrewsbury, which had been vested in the crown under a statute of absentees of 1537, and this old claim was now revived and enforced. In Wexford the royal claim was carried back to the fourteenth century, and a title established on the basis of surrenders alleged to have been made to Richard II. By similar means a royal claim was made good to the county of Leitrim and to the territory of Ely O’Carroll in King’s County. In areas where a royal title was thus established, it was not the king’s intention to dispossess the existing proprietors completely; they were to be confirmed in the greater part of their lands, with new and secure titles, and the remainder, usually about one-fourth, was to be set aside for plantation.


James, convinced that he was acting within his rights, was anxious that these schemes should be carried through without leaving any sense of injustice; and for a time he gave serious consideration to the complaints that inevitably poured in from the areas affected. A detailed plan for the settlement of Wexford, which had been approved in 1611, was twice suspended on account of objections raised by the landlords of the county, and in 1614 was modified in the hope of satisfying them. But it was very shortly after this that the government resolved to press on vigorously with new plantations; and in March 1615 Chichester was directed to imprison the leader of the Wexford opposition, to proceed against other recalcitrant persons in the county, and to put the plan for settlement into immediate execution. A few months later, however, Chichester was removed from office; and it was left to his successor, St John, to complete the work. There were still many difficulties, arising partly from the dishonesty and incompetence of royal officials, partly from strenuous opposition among the smaller proprietors, who stood to lose most by the plantation and many of whom took to brigandage, attacking and terrorizing the new colonists. But by 1620, order had been established; and the deputy could report that Wexford was one of the best-settled areas in the kingdom.


Elsewhere the plantation policy met with less success. Francis Bacon, who was one of its strongest advocates, saw where the danger lay. ‘Take it from me’, he declared in 1617, ‘that the bane of a plantation is, when the undertakers or planters make such haste to a little mechanical present profit, as disturbeth the whole frame and nobleness of the work for times to come. Therefore hold them to their covenants, and the strict ordinances of plantation.’ But in Leitrim and Longford, which were settled on the same principles as Wexford, it proved impossible to enforce this salutary rule. The undertakers were for the most part content to receive their rents; few of them appeared in person; and fewer still made any serious attempt at building, or at bringing in English settlers. The plantation of Ely O’Carroll, which at first was equally unsuccessful, was eventually saved by the energy and persistence of Sir William Parsons and his successors; and Parsonstown long remained a strong centre of English influence.


The general effect of this attempt to extend the plantation policy outside Ulster was discouraging. There was some increase in royal revenue, for a crown rent had been reserved on all lands, whether granted to new undertakers or regranted to old proprietors; and there had been some expansion of the area in protestant ownership; but the main purpose of building up a strong protestant population, though it met with some success in Wexford and Ely O’Carroll, had been largely frustrated. And even such minor advantages as had been gained were dearly bought. The recusant nobles and gentry felt that their long-standing suspicion of government policy was now fully confirmed; and the chance of attaching them firmly to the crown became more remote than ever. So far, it was the natives who had suffered most, both in Ulster and in the other planted areas; but the practice of raking up dormant royal claims was capable of a wide extension, and the Old English saw with alarm that the very basis of their power and influence was threatened. They had been pushed one step nearer that alliance with the natives, which in the 1640s was to shatter royal power in Ireland and open the way for the climacteric advent of Cromwell
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The government’s desire to strengthen the protestant interest, which inspired both its conduct of parliament and its plantation policy, was closely associated with the constant poverty that hampered it at every turn: while the recusants remained so powerful in number and influence the safety of the state required the maintenance of a standing army; and it was the cost of the army that ate up the revenues of the crown. To the complicated problem created by this state of affairs there was no obvious solution. A policy of stern and consistent repression would require a stronger army than the government could afford to support, and would create unrest that would be very damaging to the economy. A policy of conciliation, if sincerely followed, would fatally discourage the small and slowly-growing protestant population on which the government placed its hopes for the future. To steer a safe course between repression and conciliation, to encourage the protestants without driving the recusants to the edge of revolt, to maintain a strong army and at the same time preserve financial stability, called for a combination of strength and subtlety such as no Irish governor before Wentworth displayed; and it is at best doubtful if Wentworth’s success would have proved lasting, even if his Irish policy had not been interrupted by the course of events in Britain.


From 1615 onwards the means by which the government tried to solve these problems of finance and of recusancy tended to link them still more closely together. As the crown’s financial difficulties in England became more urgent, it was natural to seek some way of relieving the English exchequer of the recurrent necessity for subsidizing Irish administration; and as a step towards increasing Irish revenue a committee was appointed in 1615 to investigate the management of wardships in Ireland. By feudal law the king had the wardship of both the bodies and the lands of minors whose estates were held of the crown by knight service; the heirs of such estates, on coming into their inheritance, had to go through the legal process of suing out their liveries; and no lands so held could be alienated without royal licence. Here was a wide field to be exploited for revenue purposes; and in England the court of wards and liveries had long yielded a large income to the crown. But in Ireland, though the rights of the crown were the same as in England, the income from this source was negligible. As a result of the committee’s investigation a temporary commission of wardships was appointed in 1616, and almost at once the income began to rise.


But piecemeal reforms of this sort were not sufficient to make Ireland self-supporting. What was needed was a comprehensive survey and overhaul of the whole administrative system, and within a few years this was actually undertaken. The driving force behind the inquiry was Lionel Cranfield, earl of Middlesex, who became master of the English court of wards in 1619 and lord high treasurer of England in 1621. Middlesex had already had close connections with Ireland as a farmer of the Irish customs, as a member of a committee set up in 1616 to establish an Irish wool staple, and as a speculator in Irish land. On the strength of this experience he assured Buckingham, under whose patronage he had risen to power, that the need for subsidizing Ireland from England could be brought to an end; and when a commission of inquiry into Irish affairs was appointed his advice was followed both in its terms of reference and in its composition.


The commission began work in March 1622 and dealt with almost every aspect of Irish life—the church, trade, industry, revenue, plantations. But Middlesex fell from power in 1624 before his Irish policy had been given a fair trial, and almost the only significant result of the commission’s work was the establishment of a permanent court of wards and liveries on the English model to replace the temporary commission of 1616. The change brought a further increase in revenue from this source, but it had the serious disadvantage of offending the Old English recusants, who regarded the court of wards as directed especially against themselves.


It is easy to understand their attitude. In the first place, it was they who had to bear the financial burden, for the estates of the new settlers had been granted in common socage, a form of tenure that was free from almost all feudal incidents. Secondly, the crown frequently used its right of wardship to have recusant minors brought up in the protestant faith: it was thus, for example, that James Butler, afterwards twelfth earl and first duke of Ormond, became a protestant while most of his relations remained recusants. Thirdly, an heir in suing out his livery was required by statute to take the oath of supremacy, and from 1622 onwards this requirement, previously neglected, was more strictly enforced; a recusant heir must either conform, or else, by failing to sue out his livery, leave himself virtually at the mercy of the court of wards. Thus the crown’s effort to enlarge its revenue resulted in another threat to the security of the Old English, and one that was, at least in appearance, even more direct and dangerous than the policy of plantation. But within a few years they were able, by a bargain with the crown, to counter this threat effectively; and though the court of wards remained as an important source of royal income, it ceased to be an instrument of persecution or proselytism.


The course of events leading up to this bargain, and the terms of the bargain itself, illustrate very clearly the uncertainty that characterized the government’s attitude towards recusancy at this period. Generally speaking, those in authority in Ireland favoured an active policy, while the king and council in England, nervous about the possibility of a new insurrection, were more inclined to be cautious. Lord Deputy St John, for example, ‘behaved briskly against the papists’, tried to compel civic officials to conform, and broke up a Franciscan friary that had been established at Multyfarnham in Westmeath. But the complaints that the recusants sent into England were sympathetically received, and St John was obliged to moderate his zeal. Yet the king had no positive policy of toleration; and when St John was recalled in 1622 his successor, Henry Cary, Lord Falkland, was certainly not chosen in order to conciliate the recusants, whose clergy he regarded with intense suspicion—‘the locusts of Rome, whose doctrines are as full of horrid treasons as many of their lives full of horrible impieties’.


At this point the king’s foreign policy introduced a new element of instability. James’s long-cherished project of a Spanish marriage had already, no doubt, affected his attitude towards recusancy in Ireland as well as in England; but it was in 1622, when the project seemed within sight of being accomplished, that it began to have a significant influence on Irish affairs; and during 1623, while Charles and Buckingham were on their romantic excursion to Madrid, recusants throughout Ireland were openly jubilant at the prospect of a speedy release from their troubles. The abandonment of the marriage project at the end of the year and the reversal of policy that followed proved no less significant for Ireland. Charles and Buckingham were soon as eager for war with Spain as they had formerly been for an alliance; and the English government, aware that pro-Spanish feeling was strong among the Irish recusants and fearful of their attitude if war should break out, resolved on a policy of repression. A proclamation issued in January 1624 ordered all titular archbishops and bishops, Jesuits and seminary priests to leave the kingdom within forty days.


At first the recusants were greatly alarmed. Their high hopes of religious freedom were now turned, as one of them wrote, ‘into terror and despair’. But the government lacked any means of making the proclamation effective; there was hardly even an attempt at enforcing it strictly; and the breach between England and Spain, which developed into open hostility in 1625, soon provided the recusants with an opportunity of improving their position.


On his accession in March 1625 Charles I had found himself saddled with a war which he had no money to maintain, and parliament gave him little assistance. Ireland, exposed to the twin dangers of invasion and insurrection, was in no state to meet either: the forts were ruinous, the arsenals half-empty, the army unpaid. And at a time when money was more necessary than ever royal revenue was shrinking, for overseas trade had been disrupted by the war. Falkland was in desperation; the troops were, he reported, more ready to mutiny than to fight, yet he had no resource but to quarter them on the country, where their disorderly conduct stirred up constant complaints. In these circumstances Charles abandoned any thought of a repressive policy against the recusants, and turned instead to consider how they might be persuaded to contribute to the support of the government.


In the summer of 1625 Falkland was authorized by the English council to hold informal discussions with the lords and gentry of the Pale. No open bargain was proposed; but in October the levying of fines for failure to attend church, never very widely enforced, was dropped altogether, and in November the lords and gentry promised a voluntary contribution of £3,000 to be levied on the counties of the Pale, an example that was followed a few months later by the province of Munster. The Old English would gladly have given help of another sort, and welcomed a proposal put forward early in 1626, and provisionally approved by the king and council in England, for the raising of train-bands after the English fashion. But the proposal was soon dropped, mainly because of the opposition from Irish protestants, who shrank from putting arms ‘into their hands of whose hearts we rest not well assured’. The difficulty of winning support from recusants without undermining the confidence of protestants was to recur with greater urgency in the 1640s.


The contributions promised by the Pale and by Munster were too small to relieve the government’s difficulties, but they encouraged Charles to hope that more might be got by the same method. In September 1626, when fear of invasion was high and the need for strengthening the Irish defences urgent, Falkland was instructed to re-open negotiations. This time a definite bargain was put forward: the country was to support an enlarged army of 5, 000 foot and 500 horse, and in return the king would make numerous concessions, which were set out in detail—‘matters of grace and bounty’, commonly referred to, in their later modified form, simply as the ‘Graces’. In November Falkland discussed these proposals with the Irish nobility, but could not bring them to agree. A larger assembly including representatives of the commons met in April 1627, but was no more amenable; and Falkland was then obliged, rather against his will, to allow agents selected by the four provinces to cross over to England to negotiate directly with the king. Here at last a settlement was reached in May 1628. The king was to receive three annual subsidies of £40,000 each; in return, he agreed to the Graces, and promised that a parliament should be summoned to confirm them.


The Graces, as approved in 1628, were set out in fifty-one sections, and covered a wide field. They provided protection for the titles of undertakers in the plantation areas, including Ulster, and of the landlords of Connaught and Clare, who were exposed to some danger because the settlement of their tenures by the ‘composition of Connaught’ in Elizabeth’s reign had never been formally confirmed. An English act of James I’s reign, by which a title of sixty years barred any royal claim to an estate, was to be extended to Ireland. The army was to be kept in garrisons, and not quartered on the country save in case of necessity. Court fees were to be reduced, and the activities of court officials, especially those of the court of wards, were to be curtailed. Restrictions on exports were to be relaxed and certain monopolies abolished or modified. But probably the most significant provisions were those directly affecting the recusants: in future, they might sue out their liveries, and other grants of the court of wards, taking only an oath of allegiance, instead of the oath of supremacy; and those who were duly qualified might practise law on the same terms.


The fact that the Graces were particularly valuable to the Roman Catholics did not escape the notice of the protestants, who, though a tiny fraction of the population, already owned more than one-fourth of the land, and would have to bear a corresponding proportion of the promised subsidies. It was probably in deference to them that a proposal, included in the king’s original offer, to remit the fines for failure to attend church did not form part of the final version. The proposal had been publicly condemned by the bishops, on the ground that toleration of heresy was sinful, and the sale of toleration for money immoral. But this opinion (which would certainly have been endorsed mutatis mutandis by any assembly of theologians in any country of Christendom) was less significant than its reception by the protestant laity. On Sunday, 22 April 1627, George Downham, bishop of Derry, read the bishops’ declaration publicly in Christ Church cathedral in Dublin, when he preached before the lord deputy and council from the text ‘That we being delivered out of the hand of our enemies might serve him without fear’; he then called on all present to say ‘Amen’, and ‘suddenly the whole church almost shaked with the great sound their loud Amens made’. The ‘protestant interest’, which had been gradually growing up into self-consciousness since the reign of Elizabeth, thus proclaimed itself—an interest, now, not merely of government officials concerned mainly about present security and a speedy return home, but of men who had come to Ireland to settle down, who had established a stake in the country and meant to defend it to the death. The thunderous Amen that rang out in Christ Church that April Sunday was to echo through the seventeenth century, in battle and siege, in victory and defeat, until the day, more than sixty years later, when protestant Ireland sang a Te Deum in nearby St Patrick’s for its delivery from popery, brass money, and wooden shoes.


The Graces had included the promise of a parliament to meet in November 1628, and Falkland accordingly issued writs for elections. But he had omitted to follow the procedure laid down by Poynings’ Law, requiring that proposed legislation should first be submitted to the king and council in England, and a licence under the great seal of England obtained, before the writs were issued; and the English judges, whose opinion was taken in September, reported that the parliament, if it met, would be invalid. The elections were accordingly suspended, and the plan for holding a parliament allowed to lapse. This failure to give statutory confirmation to the Graces long remained a source of grievance, the more so as there were complaints, almost from the beginning, that the Graces were not being observed. But though the evidence is conflicting, there can be no doubt that the position of the recusants in general was substantially improved. There was, for example, a sharp rise in the number of heirs suing out livery in the court of wards, which suggests that the oath of supremacy was no longer being exacted.


The three subsidies agreed upon in May 1628 did something to relieve Falkland’s financial difficulties; but in other respects the closing years of his administration were uneasy. The economic depression produced by war was made worse by a great scarcity of corn in the winter of 1628–9, and thousands of poor Irish flocked across the channel to Wales and western England, where their presence aroused a good deal of local resentment. The recusant bishops and regular clergy, no doubt encouraged by the negotiations of 1627–8, were more openly active than ever; and though the English council, to whom Falkland turned for advice, promised full support in enforcing the law, they made it clear that they held the Irish government responsible for allowing things to come to such a pass. Falkland’s quarrels with the lord chancellor, Adam Loftus, and the part he took in an attempt to dispossess the O’Byrnes of Wicklow, affected his prestige in Ireland and aroused some hostile criticism in England. Whether or not Falkland was guilty of all that was alleged against him in the O’Byrne affair, the intemperate language in which he defended himself drew a sharp rebuke from the English council: ‘… we would adminish your lordship to forbear such taunts and invectives which we cannot interpret to stand with the honour due to this board’. In the political manœuvres that followed the assassination of Buckingham in August 1628 Falkland’s enemies gained the upper hand. In April 1629 his removal from the government of Ireland was decided on, though the formal letter of recall was not sent until August, and he did not finally leave the country until October. His removal was accompanied by expressions of royal confidence, and he was sworn of the English privy council almost immediately on his arrival in London; but this could not disguise the fact, of which Falkland himself was well aware, that the king had been persuaded to remove him on grounds of injustice and inefficiency.
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On Falkland’s recall the deputyship was left vacant and the government entrusted to two lords justices, Loftus and Boyle. They were men of ability and experience. Adam Loftus, Viscount Ely, who had been early pushed forward by the influence of his uncle, the archbishop of Dublin, had held a succession of public offices and had been chancellor since 1619. Richard Boyle, earl of Cork, was an English adventurer who had arrived in Dublin more than forty years earlier, well-dressed, well-recommended, but almost penniless; by energy and thrift, and by a not very scrupulous use of every opportunity of profit, he had built up a vast estate in Munster, had married his numerous children into some of the best families of England and Ireland, and, at the same time, done a good deal to strengthen the English interest and promote the prosperity of the country. Either of these men by himself might have managed affairs tolerably well, but long-standing enmity between them made it almost impossible that they should work comfortably together. A formal reconciliation was brought about by Lord Wilmot, president of Connaught, who had been appointed commander-in-chief; but Cork’s pious resolve, noted in his diary, to observe this agreement was qualified by the ominous condition ‘if new provocations enforce me not to alter my resolutions’. Though open quarrel was averted, the two men never really trusted one another, and the efficiency of government suffered accordingly. Cork seems to have undertaken most of the work, for the chancellor was so continuously busy in his court that the two rarely met; one reason, perhaps, why outward peace was kept between them.


In one way the lords justices had an easier task than Falkland had had, since peace with France, in April 1629, and with Spain, in November 1630, re-opened those markets to Irish goods. But trade recovered very slowly, for piracy, stimulated by the war, had become more serious than ever, English, French and Spanish were all active, but the most dreaded were the Algerines. Their raid on Baltimore in June 1631, when they carried off more than 100 prisoners, startled the English government into a flurry of letters and reports, but not into effective action; and in the following year a rumour that the attack was to be repeated along the whole southern coast brought trade in the area almost to a stand-still. Nor did peace with Spain put an immediate end to fear of invasion: at the very time when the treaty was being concluded the English council was alarmed by great naval and military preparations on the Portuguese coast, which they thought might be intended against Ireland.


Cork did not think the Spaniards likely to act unless there were a serious rising in Ireland; for this reason he was anxious that peace with Spain should not be made an excuse for any further reduction of the Irish army, which in 1629 had been cut down to 400 horse and 1,250 foot. He regarded a strong army as the only guarantee of government authority; and he believed that if the revenue were properly managed he could now pay this force regularly, and keep the king clear of future debts. His attempt to apply to the administration of the country the business-like methods by which he had built up his own fortune was hampered by bad relations with the vice-treasurer, Francis Annesley, Lord Mountnorris, against whom he lodged fruitless complaints in England; but at least the army was maintained at its existing strength, and apparently without any increase in arrears of pay.


Cork thought that the main danger to government came from the recusants, and in this view he was supported by most of the protestant official class. But the policy dictated from England was an ineffective mixture of conciliation and repression. Recusant gentry and lawyers benefited from the terms of the Graces; the secular clergy were, in general, left alone; and the Sunday fines were not collected. But the public celebration of Roman Catholic worship and the open exercise of ecclesiastical jurisdiction were suppressed; throughout the country ‘mass-houses’ were pulled down; conventual establishments were seized and turned to other uses, and their occupants forced into hiding. Popular resentment at such proceedings was inevitable; in Dublin, on St Stephen’s Day 1629, the arrest of some friars caused a dangerous riot, and further operations against recusants in the capital had to be suspended until fresh troops were brought in. There was no conceited resistance, nor any other local disturbance on such a scale; and Cork’s declaration, in December 1630, that he had never seen Ireland so quiet in the forty-three years he had known it, seemed to be justified. But Cork himself admitted that the cleavage between the protestant minority and the mass of the population was so deep that he could not speak with confidence; and the peace that he described was in fact only superficial.


One source of constant anxiety to the government, even when the country was comparatively quiet, was the large number of idle men, many of them accustomed to the use of arms, still to be found in every district. The brigandage endemic in Ireland in the early years of the century had never been effectively stamped out, and it increased with the depression of trade and scarcity of corn: Lord Esmonde, in May 1630, marked the connection between poverty and cattle-thieving. A year later the government tried to revive Chichester’s policy of shipping the swordsmen abroad by authorizing Sir Piers Crosbie, a protestant landlord, to raise 3,500 troops for the Swedish service; but Gustavus Adolphus had no faith in Irish soldiers, and the project fell through.


The failure of the Swedish plan was a great disappointment to the lord justices, but they were much more concerned about the approach of a new financial crisis, for the three subsidies promised in May 1628 were now coming to an end. The rate of payment originally agreed on was £10,000 a quarter; but from September 1629 this was reduced to £5,000, though the total to be paid remained unchanged; thus by the end of 1632 the whole amount would have been collected, and some new source of income would have to be found. It might seem natural to summon a parliament, which, indeed, the government was under promise to do; but a parliament could not be relied on to grant supplies, and it was certain to put forward demands that the crown would find it inconvenient to concede. Charles hoped for a continuation of the voluntary contribution; but the lords justices considered this impracticable, and suggested that the best way of raising money would be to re-impose the Sunday recusancy fines, and to this proposal Charles gave rather reluctant approval in April 1632. By this time, however, he had already resolved to put the deputyship into the hands of Thomas, Viscount Wentworth, who, as president of the council of the north, had governed northern England since 1628. The king’s decision had been taken in the summer of 1631, but the formal appointment was not made until January 1632, and it was not until the July of the following year that Wentworth arrived in Dublin.
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The appointment of Wentworth was a departure from precedent, for he had had no previous connection with Ireland, nor any experience of Irish affairs. But he had shown great administrative ability and an unhesitating devotion to the royal service—a devotion that his enemies, recalling his former share in the parliamentary opposition, were ready to stigmatize as the zeal of a renegade. It was natural enough for Charles to hope that such a loyal and efficient servant might make Ireland a source of security and profit to the crown instead of a burden and liability. Wentworth set to work at once, even before his arrival in Ireland; and until his final departure, in April 1640, his hand was felt in almost every field of Irish life. But his personal influence was not so great as his contemporaries tended to think. ‘A most cursed man to all Ireland, and to me in particular’, noted the earl of Cork in his diary; and the Irish parliament, when freed from his overaweing presence, was ready to make him directly responsible for every grievance of which it complained. Historians, too, whether they regard him as a tyrannical oppressor or as a strong man giving Ireland the firm government she needed, have often attributed to him a greater degree of originality and independence than he actually possessed. For in Wentworth’s time, as before, the springs of Irish policy lay in England, and such freedom as a deputy had was in the method of its application. Wentworth, strengthened by his alliance with Laud, stretched this freedom to the utmost; but it remains true that what distinguished his government from that of his predecessors was not the policy that he followed, but the thoroughness with which he carried it out.


At the time of Wentworth’s appointment the overriding problem was that of finance. Despite the lords justices’ advice to the contrary, Wentworth believed that the voluntary contribution could be renewed. He played on the recusants’ fears that the Sunday fines would once more be exacted, taking care that they should know that the proposal came not from him but from the lords justices, and so brought them to consent to a continuation of the quarterly payment of £5,000 for a further year. The protestants were not under any similar threat, but they were unwilling to appear less loyal than the recusants, and after some pressure from the government they agreed also. Thus, at the very outset, Wentworth established a pattern of balancing party against party in the interests of the crown; as he himself expressed it in a report to Secretary Coke in January 1633: ‘The truth is, we must there bow and govern the native by the planter, and the planter by the native’.


This was the principle that Wentworth applied in his dealings with parliament, for which he began preparations soon after his arrival in Ireland. Safety required that there should be a protestant majority, and the borough creations of James’s reign made it easy to secure this; but it was doubtful if the protestants would be wholly submissive to the government, and he must therefore maintain good relations with the recusants as well. Both groups, and especially the recusants, would expect legislation confirming the Graces; and since Wentworth had advised the king against this, he must face the possibility of combined opposition. To strengthen the government he tried to secure the return of reliable members, and though not all his nominees were successful, there were about fifty office-holders in a house of commons numbering 256, and a protestant majority of between 30 and 406 The house of lords now had an overwhelming protestant majority, for James and Charles had extended the peerage considerably; and since many of the new peers were absentees whose proxies were at Wentworth’s disposal he had little to fear from any opposition.


To Wentworth, the main purpose in holding a parliament was to secure supplies, and in a speech to both houses on 15 July 1634, the day after the opening of the first session, he told them what was expected of them: to clear off the accumulated royal debt, reckoned at £100, 000, and to meet the annual deficit of £20, 000 on current expenditure. This would be the business of the first session; if they did their duty then, another session would be held, and ‘his majesty above all you can think will go along with you in that latter session, through all the expressions of a gracious and wise king’. This speech, and Wentworth’s careful preparations, produced such an effect that a few days later the commons unanimously voted six subsidies, and the necessary bills had passed both houses before the session ended on 2 August.


Though Wentworth had thus gained his main purpose, he had been unable to prevent the voicing, in both houses, of a demand that the Graces should be confirmed by statute; and in this demand protestant and recusant combined, none being more forward among the protestants than Lord Ranelagh, son of a former archbishop of Dublin and son-in-law of the earl of Cork. The matter was still undecided when the session ended, but when parliament reassembled on 4 November the commons lost no time in pressing the deputy for an answer. When this was delayed, Wentworth not having yet received final instructions from England, they showed their uneasiness by rejecting a government measure against bigamy, an action probably intended as a warning that the will of the commons could not be flouted with impunity. At length, on 27 November, Wentworth made a detailed statement of the government’s intentions. Ten of the Graces were to be passed into law; but this group did not include any of first-rate importance. Of the remainder, all save two were either to continue at the king’s pleasure, or to be settled by administrative action. But the exceptions were the most important of all (‘their two darling articles’, Wentworth called them), namely a statute of limitations, guaranteeing land titles of sixty years’ standing, and a specific confirmation of land titles in Connaught. So indignant were the commons at this treatment of the Graces that next day they revolted against government control; ‘they rejected hand over head’, reported Wentworth, ‘all that was offered them from his majesty and this state’. There is some exaggeration in this account; but there is no doubt about the reality of the crisis, and it lasted until 3 December.


Wentworth attributed the disturbance to ‘the popish party’, who had secured a temporary majority owing to the slack attendance of protestant members. But it seems certain that the recusants had at least the passive support of a number of discontented protestants; and Wentworth himself describes Sir Piers Crosbie, member for Queen’s County and a protestant, as a ‘ringleader’ of the opposition. It was, however, natural for Wentworth to emphasize the influence of the recusants, partly to explain a state of affairs that might seem to reflect on his own ability, but mainly in order to rally protestant support. In this latter object he quickly succeeded, and from 3 December until the end of the session on 15 December, as also during the third session (January to April 1635), things moved on more quietly. The recusants maintained a fairly steady opposition, and were occasionally in control of the house; but, in general, government business went through, and Wentworth was so well satisfied that he would have kept the parliament in being by a prorogation had not the king insisted on its being dissolved.


At first sight, Wentworth had good grounds for his satisfaction. Not only had parliament voted six subsidies, but the system of assessment had been revised, so that each subsidy would bring in over £40,000, whereas the single subsidy voted by James I’s parliament in 1615 had brought in only £26,000. And this had been accomplished without statutory confirmation of the Graces; so that the king was still free to press his land claims to the utmost, and in particular to make out a title to almost the whole province of Connaught. But on a longer view, things had not gone so well. In his opening speech Wentworth had warned parliament of the danger of disunion: ‘Divide not between protestant and papist … divide not nationally, betwixt English and Irish’. Yet later on he himself had had to employ these divisions, and to appeal to protestant and English prejudices in order to recover control of the house of commons. These tactics were, perhaps, in accordance with his declared intention of playing off party against party, and they certainly brought him relief from his difficulties in December 1634; but he had applied them with a dangerous recklessness. He had, in fact, made the worst of both worlds: he had used the protestants without conciliating them, and they were still ready, when opportunity offered, to unite with the recusants against him; while the Old English had been given fresh cause to distrust the government’s sincerity, and to wonder if their religion and lands would ever be secure under protestant rule.


In 1635, however, the most immediate danger to Wentworth was within the administration itself, and arose from his determination not only to make government efficient but to bring it thoroughly under his own control. From the first there had been ill-feeling between Wentworth and Cork, and the latter had the support of a considerable group in the council, including Wilmot, the president of Connaught, who had probably hoped to become deputy himself. But even those councillors and officials who were disposed to support Wentworth were not admitted to his confidence. This was reserved for a small group of Englishmen, who depended wholly on him, and who were his instruments rather than his advisers. The most important members of this group were George Radcliffe, his secretary, and Christopher Wandesford, appointed master of the rolls in 1633; both were related to Wentworth, and both had served under him in England.


This policy inevitably produced resentment among Irish officials, which Wentworth made no effort to smooth away. He meant to crush every element of independence, and he seized any opportunity that offered to achieve this purpose. Lord Cork was forced to surrender much of his church property and to pay a fine of £15,00, under threat of proceedings in the court of Castle Chamber; and though Wentworth’s treatment of Cork had some appearance of personal spite, the main object was to undermine, and if possible destroy, his political influence. Mountnorris, the vice-treasurer, suffered even more severely, for he was tried by court martial on a far-fetched charge of mutiny, and condemned to death.7 The sentence was not carried out; but Mountnorris had to surrender his office, and this no doubt was what Wentworth had aimed at. The vice-treasurer controlled the exchequer and was also ex officio one of the quorum of the court of Castle Chamber, and Wentworth could not endure that so much influence should be in the hands of a man who showed some independence of judgement.


Those who felt themselves oppressed or threatened by Wentworth, though they could make no stand against him in Ireland, were able to find allies among his enemies at court. In November 1635 Laud warned him that there were complaints about his conduct of affairs ‘as being over-full of personal prosecutions against men of quality’. Wentworth professed to scorn these complaints, but he knew how seriously they could affect his position; and in 1636 he paid a long visit to England, ostensibly to inform the king concerning the affairs of Ireland, in reality to counter the intrigues against himself. In this he was successful; and he returned to Ireland stronger than ever. The protestant official class—the Boyles, the Wilmots, the Annesleys and the rest—were forced to submit; but they neither forgot nor forgave, and in the crisis of 1640–41 they were ready to unite with Irish recusants on the one hand and with English puritans on the other to secure their revenge.
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The state of Ireland in 1636 certainly seemed to entitle Wentworth to the king’s continued confidence. The government had never been in such a strong financial position: accumulated debts had been cleared off, administration reformed, the farm of the customs improved, and royal revenue was rising. Wentworth used his resources to good effect. Pirates were driven from the coast, to the great advantage of trade. The army, regularly paid and properly armed and equipped, was brought under a stricter discipline than it had hitherto known in peacetime. The officers were taught that a captain’s place was no longer a sinecure, and the men that they could not plunder the country at will; they are now, he wrote in 1636, ‘so reformed and orderly as they dare not take a chick or anything they pay not for at the owner’s price’.


With a rising revenue and a reliable army Wentworth was well placed to make Ireland a source of strength and profit to the crown. His refusal to allow the Graces to be confirmed in parliament had left the way open for a vigorous prosecution of the policy of plantation, and it was by this policy, which he had inherited from his predecessors, that he hoped to establish royal power on a firm and permanent basis throughout the kingdom. At first, however, while he had to rely on the support of the Old English, he kept his plantation schemes in the background; and it was not until after the dissolution of parliament, in April 1635, that he made them public. Then he launched an attack upon the province of Connaught, which, except for the Leitrim plantation, had so far been left alone, though various schemes for planting it had been put forward. The essence of the royal claim was that Edward IV had inherited the de Burgo lands, including the lordship of Connaught, through the marriage of Elizabeth de Burgo to Lionel, duke of Clarence, and that this claim, though it had never been made effective, was still good in law. At first all went well. Early in July 1635 a County Roscommon jury admitted the king’s title to the whole county, and before the end of the month Mayo and Sligo had followed this example. But Galway proved more troublesome. Here the dominant influence was that of Richard Burke, fourth earl of Clanricard, who, though a recusant, stood high in favour with Charles, as he had with his father. He had served the crown loyally during O’Neill’s rebellion; he was governor of the town and county of Galway (which he had made, Wentworth complained, ‘little less than a county palatine’); he was earl of St Albans in the English peerage; and he had married the widow of Sir Philip Sidney. Feeling safe under such powerful protection, a Galway jury, in August 1635, refused to find for the king, and the struggle was carried into England. This check to Wentworth at the very time when his position was being threatened by his enemies in the Irish council might have proved fatal. But the king stood by him; the strong measures he had taken against the jury and against the sheriff of Galway were approved, and the agents whom the Galway landlords had sent into England were returned to Ireland as prisoners, to be dealt with at Wentworth’s discretion. In April 1637 a new jury, seeing that further resistance was hopeless, admitted the king’s title to the town and county of Galway, so that the whole province was now open to settlement.


The plan proposed was the same as that followed in the later plantations of James I; one-fourth of the area was to be set aside for new settlers, and the existing proprietors were to be given a good title to the remainder; Galway, however, was to be punished for its recalcitrance by losing a half instead of a quarter. In fact, though the preliminary work of survey was carried out, no plantation had been established in Connaught when Wentworth’s government came to an end. But the Old English had received further evidence, if any were needed, of the insecurity of their position, and of the government’s determination to extend by any means, however unscrupulous, the area of colonization. When Wentworth’s power was in decline and the Irish parliament turned against him, the reversal of the plantation scheme for Connaught was one element in the temporary alliance of protestant and recusant opposition.


The failure to confirm the Graces affected the planters of Ulster as well as the proprietors of Connaught, and left them equally exposed to attack by the crown. Few of them had complied strictly with the conditions laid down in the articles of plantation; and in Falkland’s time they had been obliged to renew their patents at a higher rate of rent. But Wentworth, by threatening them with fresh proceedings, compelled them to accept much less favourable terms: their rents were to be increased still further, and, what was more serious, two-thirds of their lands were to be held by knight service in capite instead of by the much less onerous tenure of common socage on which they had originally been granted. These new terms applied to the undertakers in Armagh, Cavan, Donegal, Fermanagh and Tyrone. The county of Londonderry, held by the city of London, was to be treated even more severely.


At the time of Wentworth’s appointment to the deputyship Star Chamber proceedings had already been begun against the London companies for failure to fulfil the terms of their undertakings in Ulster; and to these proceedings he gave enthusiastic encouragement and support. When the Londoners were sentenced, in February 1635, to a fine of £70, 000 and the loss of their charter, he was immediately anxious to press this advantage to the utmost, and suggested that Londonderry might make a suitable appanage for the young duke of York. In fact, only a small part of the fine was levied, and the sequestration of the estates was not completed; but the Londoners attributed their harsh treatment to Wentworth, and their resentment was to cost him dear in the end.


In economic affairs, as in his plantation schemes, Wentworth followed lines already well established, and it is probably a mistake to attribute to him any comprehensive economic policy. As things turned out, his attempts to direct or control Irish industry and commerce proved more important for their political effects than for their influence on the development of the Irish economy. He announced his determination to discourage the woollen manufacture; but in fact a previous decision of the English council to prohibit the export of fuller’s earth to Ireland had already made the future of the industry precarious. In any case, it is doubtful if Ireland possessed either the capital or the skill necessary to develop a large-scale textile industry at this time. Even the English woollen industry was going through a period of depression, so that there was hardly likely to be room for Irish competition in what seemed to be a shrinking market; and Wentworth’s attempt to encourage the weaving of linen had very little success. The main interest of Irish producers and merchants was in the export of raw materials. Their complaint against Wentworth was not that the manufacture of woollen cloth was discouraged, nor even that raw wool could be exported only to England, but that the export could take place only under licence, for which fees had to be paid, and that the export duties were excessive. The restriction on the export of linen yarn, intended to encourage weaving at home, was equally unpopular. Its effect was felt mainly in the north; and in the charges levelled against Wentworth in 1641 it was cited by the Ulster planters as an example of his tyranny.


It would be rash to assert that Wentworth’s only concern in his management of economic affairs was to increase the royal revenue. But the powerful influence of this motive appears in the raising of the export duties and in the sale of licences for the export of wool; and is even more obvious in the establishment of a tobacco monopoly in 1637, for this was simply an expedient for raising money. Judged from a purely financial viewpoint, Wentworth’s administration was successful; he made the Irish government self-supporting and a source of strength to the crown. But he ignored the political effect of his actions, and alienated every influential group in the kingdom, without showing any awareness of their power to retaliate. His confidence in the stability of the existing system appears not only in his correspondence but also, and more cogently, in his actions, for he invested large sums in the purchase of Irish lands. Wentworth, in fact, suffered from a limitation not uncommon among administrators; having made rules and enforced them, he thought his task accomplished, forgetting that the material on which government has to work is human nature, and that men who submit to force retain the will, and may acquire the ability, to resist.


(9)


Wentworth’s handling of ecclesiastical affairs had the same superficial success and aroused the same sort of resentment as the rest of his administration. His love of order and his desire to extend English influence naturally disposed him to bring the Church of Ireland as closely as possible into line with the Church of England; and he was not likely to have much patience with the laxity of those Ulster bishops who had allowed Scottish presbyterian ministers to hold livings without conforming to the rules of the establishment. But the character of his policy and the vigour with which he pursued it derived their inspiration from Laud. Without Laud’s steady support in the English council he could hardly have maintained his position; and in return for that support he accepted, not unwillingly, Laud’s view that his great task in Ireland was to reform the abuses of the church, to rescue its patrimony out of lay hands, and to purge it of every taint of puritanism. Since men to carry out this programme could hardly be found in Ireland, clergy of the Laudian school were imported from England; and John Bramhall, a Yorkshireman appointed to the see of Derry in 1634, virtually replaced Archbishop Ussher of Armagh as the dominant figure in the government of the church.


All this antagonized the protestant official class, the ‘English born in Ireland’, who had always resented the appointment of Englishmen to posts that they thought should be reserved for themselves. And in any case they had little sympathy either with Laudian doctrines or with the stricter enforcement of church discipline, backed up as it was by a new ‘court of high commission’ established in 1635. They were even more directly affected by inquiries concerning church property in lay hands; the earl of Cork was the most distinguished of those who suffered in this way, but many another of less note had to surrender impropriate tithes, or restore ecclesiastical estates unlawfully held. As early as 1636, Wentworth claimed that he had improved the income of the church by £30,000 a year, and most of this improvement was at the expense of protestant landlords.


Meanwhile, a blow had been struck at the puritanism of the Irish church. In 1634 a convocation summoned at the same time as parliament accepted the Thirty-nine Articles of the Church of England; and the Calvinistic articles of 1615, though not formally abrogated, fell into disuse. The same convocation enacted, with some minor changes, the English canons of 1604. They had been drawn up under the influence of Archbishop Bancroft to discipline the puritans of the Church of England, and were now to perform the same function in Ireland. These measures were not carried without some opposition, especially in the lower house; but Wentworth, who knew what Laud expected of him, made his determination quite clear, and the clergy submitted. But if the ideas thus reluctantly accepted were to take root in the church, the education of its future clergy must be carefully looked to. Trinity College, Dublin, with Laud as its new chancellor, and his protégé William Chappell as provost, was subjected to extensive reform; and the puritan spirit of its earlier years gave way to a more orthodox Anglicanism.


It proved easier to overawe convocation than to enforce the Laudian policy on the church as a whole. Archbishop Ussher had reluctantly accepted the English articles and canons, but he had no mind to use them as weapons against the puritan clergy, and he asked to be excluded from the quorum of the new court of high commission. Wentworth thought Ussher ‘so learned a prelate and so good a man’ that he was unwilling to trouble him; and the main burden fell on Bramhall of Deny and Henry Leslie, a Scot long resident in Ireland, who was made bishop of Down and Connor in 1635. Leslie’s diocese contained many Scottish ministers who lived within the pale of the establishment but had little sympathy with its principles: the most distinguished of them, Robert Blair of Bangor, when called upon to preach at the triennial visitation of 1626, had delivered in the presence of two bishops a sermon on the unscriptural character of episcopacy. Such men were little likely to accept the decisions of convocation, and when required to do so five of them refused. Leslie engaged them in a public debate on the questions at issue in the church of Belfast,8 probably not so much in hope of convincing them as in order to show that he was not acting summarily. When they still refused to conform they were deprived of their livings. Most of them retired to Scotland; others of similar views joined them later, and their influence contributed to the mounting opposition to Laudian policy there.


Outside the north, most Irish protestants submitted to the government’s ecclesiastical policy, much as they disliked it. But they saw with indignation that while puritan ministers were harried over canons and articles, the laws against recusancy were disregarded and the recusant clergy left quietly alone. It was hardly surprising that they should accuse Wentworth of favouring popery; and a few years later, when a breach between king and parliament developed in England, many of them leaned to the side of parliament, simply because it stood for a strong protestant policy.


In 1638, when the monarchy was obviously approaching a crisis, Wentworth had been at the head of the Irish government for more than five years. During that period he had failed to win the firm support of any powerful group in the country. He had done nothing to conciliate the native Irish, whose sense of grievance had been mounting since the sixteenth century. His refusal to confirm the Graces and his extension of the plantation policy had alarmed and alienated the Old English. The protestants were uneasy about the safety of the church; their leaders had suffered both in property and pride; and the whole body of the planters in the north was indignant at the new conditions that Wentworth had imposed. The Ulster Scots, faced with a demand for religious conformity, naturally decided to make common cause with their fellow-countrymen at home.


But the traditional rivalries of Irish politics—the long-standing antagonism between native Irish and Old English, between recusant and protestant—temporarily disguised the fundamental weakness of Wentworth’s rule. At a time when discontent was rising in England and when Scotland was in open rebellion Ireland remained outwardly calm, apparently a safe centre of firm royal authority. When Charles found himself forced to abandon his campaign against the Scots, and submit to the treaty of Berwick, it was natural that he should turn to the one man who might enable him to re-establish his authority. On 21 September 1639 Wentworth arrived in London, and from then until the meeting of the Long Parliament he was the driving force behind royal policy,
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By this time Irish politics had become inextricably entangled with those of Great Britain. In the resulting confusion the struggle between recusant and protestant that had dominated Ireland since 1603 seemed to fall for a time into the background; but in the closing months of 1641 it was to re-emerge more sharply than ever, and to pass beyond the field of political manœuvre into open warfare.


To begin with, however, it was the Ulster Scots who were most closely affected by the course of British politics. The bulk of them had already been alienated from the government by the attempt to make their ministers conform to the law of the church; and the rapid spread of the National Covenant in Scotland, after its renewal at Edinburgh in February 1638, naturally encouraged them in their opposition. Intercourse across the North Channel was easy and frequent; many Ulster Scots signed the covenant during visits to Scotland in the course of the year; and there was at least a possibility of more active co-operation. In face of this danger Wentworth raised fresh troops, and stationed a considerable force at Carrickfergus to overawe the north-east, and to protect the country against possible intervention from Scotland. By way of counter-propaganda he persuaded a number of prominent Ulster Scots, some of whom were genuine supporters of the royal policy and some frightened into acquiescence, to petition the government for leave to give a public demonstration of their loyalty. In response to this inspired request a form of oath was drawn up, promising the most abject submission to the king’s authority, and in May 1639 a proclamation was issued imposing this on all Scottish residents in Ulster above the age of sixteen years. This ‘black oath’ was widely resisted; great numbers of people left their homes to escape the government agents sent to enforce it, and either took refuge in the woods and hills, or fled to Scotland. The fact that it was imposed only on protestants and that the Roman Catholic Macdonnells were left in peace increased the bitterness against Wentworth, and strengthened the conviction that he was the foe of the reformed faith.


The treaty of Berwick, in June 1639, relieved the pressure on Ulster. But Charles had no intention of accepting the treaty as a permanent settlement with the Scots, and he looked to Ireland to provide him with the means of renewing the war. Wentworth had already, in May 1639, sent 500 men to garrison Carlisle, and he thought that no more could be spared with safety. But during his visit to England later in the year it was decided to raise a new Irish army of 8,000 foot and 1,000 horse, to be available for service wherever they were required. The king promised ready money for their equipment; and the funds for their maintenance were to be provided by the Irish parliament, on whose acquiescence Wentworth felt, not without reason, that he could safely count. On his advice, a parliament was to be called in England also, for he was convinced that national antipathy to the Scots would produce a readiness to support the king’s policy. Partly as a reward for past services, partly to strengthen his prestige for the work now in hand, Wentworth was made earl of Strafford, and shortly afterwards raised to the dignity of lord lieutenant. Wandesford, who had acted as one of the lords justices to whom the government of Ireland was entrusted during Wentworth’s absence, was now appointed lord deputy, and instructed to prepare for a meeting of parliament in March 1640. Strafford himself was to be present during the session, and then return to England for the proposed parliament there.


The first stages of this plan went well. The Irish parliament met on 16 March, though as Strafford did not arrive until two days later the state opening was postponed. The commons readily voted the four subsidies asked for, and promised more if required. They declared their unbounded loyalty to the king, and the preamble to the subsidy bill contained an enthusiastic eulogy of Strafford himself. At the end of the month parliament was prorogued to 1 June, and Strafford hurried back to England for the opening of parliament there, leaving Wandesford as his deputy.


Preparations for raising troops now went on briskly, though somewhat hampered by the king’s inability to provide the promised money; and in July the new army assembled at Carrickfergus. It contained a nucleus of protestant soldiers, drawn from the old standing army, most of the officers were protestants, and the chief command was entrusted to the earl of Ormond, the protestant head of the predominantly recusant Butler family. But a few of the officers, and the great bulk of the rank and file, were Roman Catholics. Nothing told so heavily against Strafford, or in the long run against Charles himself, as this raising of an army of ‘Irish papists’ for use against the king’s protestant subjects. All these preparations, though politically disastrous, had no effect on the military situation in Britain. Before the new Irish army met at Carrickfergus the Short Parliament had come and gone, and the Scots were once more on the move. A few weeks later they crossed the Tweed, scattered the royal forces at Newburn-on-Tyne, and occupied the north of England. Charles had no resource but to summon the English parliament once more; and with its meeting, on 3 November 1640, he virtually lost his freedom of action. The new Irish army remained in being for some months longer, but the chance of using it as a bulwark of royal authority had passed away.


By this time it had become clear that Strafford’s system of government was not likely to survive in his absence. When parliament re-assembled on 1 June 1640, the commons busied themselves about grievances—the manner of assessing the subsidies, the exactions of the clergy, the court of high commission, the failure to issue writs to seven ancient boroughs represented in former parliaments. They combined with these complaints a re-affirmation of the declaration of loyalty to the king that they had passed in March; but this did not reassure Wandesford, and after a session of less than three weeks he thought it safer to prorogue parliament until October.


This opposition in the commons was based on an alliance between Roman Catholics and protestants, arising from their common hostility to Strafford. The Roman Catholics now formed only about a quarter of the house; but many protestant office-holders were too busily engaged in organizing the new army to attend parliament, and the relative strength of the Roman Catholics was correspondingly increased. Even so, they could not have controlled the house by themselves, and their influence depended upon the co-operation of a considerable body of protestants. Inevitably, therefore, they had to keep in the background their special grievances in matters of religion and concentrate on those constitutional questions about which protestants were equally concerned.


It was, of course, the constitutional grievances that would be useful to Strafford’s English enemies, and Pym and his colleagues were quite ready to collaborate with the Irish parliamentary opposition. After the meeting of the Long Parliament, in November, the Irish commons appointed commissioners to carry a remonstrance into England, and this provided Pym with a good deal of the material for the articles of impeachment against Strafford approved by the commons on 24 November. In building up the case against Strafford’s Irish administration Pym also had the assistance of Sir John Clotworthy, an Ulster landlord of strong puritan sympathies, for whom a seat had been found in the English house of commons.


Despite this alliance between the opposition parties in the two kingdoms, Charles still hoped to bring Irish opinion over to his side; and the resulting competition for their support gave the Irish parliamentary commissioners in London an extraordinary degree of influence. When Wandesford, worn out by the hopeless struggle to maintain government authority, died on 3 December 1640, the king appointed two lords justices, Sir William Parsons and Lord Dillon. Parsons, though master of the court of wards, had signed the commons’ remonstrance of the previous month, and so was acceptable to the Irish commissioners. But they objected to Lord Dillon, who had been a close associate of Strafford, and the king at once replaced him by Sir John Borlase, master of the ordnance. Both Parsons and Borlase had a good deal of administrative experience, and they might have managed affairs well enough in normal times; but neither in ability nor in character were they suited for the difficult task that faced them on appointment, and still less for the crisis that burst upon the kingdom nine months later.


During the early months of 1641, while Pym and his party, aided by the Irish commissioners in London, were preparing their case against Strafford, the Irish commons were trying to make sure of the ground already won. In February they drew up a set of queries, covering a great range of administrative practices with which they were dissatisfied, and these queries they sent to the lords for submission to the judges, with the idea of having an authoritative pronouncement that the practices complained of were illegal. At first the two houses were in substantial agreement; but whereas the lords accepted the rather cautious answer returned by the judges, the commons rejected it; and a long and inconclusive wrangle between lords and commons ensued. But the episode was significant for the future: the constitutional principle implied in the first of the queries was the basis on which every movement for Irish independence, whether led by Roman Catholics or by protestants, was to rest for more than a century to come: ‘Whether the subjects of this kingdom be a free people, and to be governed only by the common laws of England, and the statutes of force in this kingdom?’.


There is some indication that at this time the recusants had a temporary majority in the commons, and they certainly took a leading part in pressing the ‘queries’. But they still retained the co-operation of a substantial group of protestant members, and it was a protestant, Audley Mervyn, who took the lead in a committee that prepared articles of impeachment against four members of the administration: Sir Richard Bolton, the lord chancellor; John Bramhall, bishop of Derry; Sir Gerard Lowther, chief justice of the common pleas; Sir George Radcliffe, Stafford’s former secretary, who was, however, already a prisoner in London, having been impeached by the English house of commons.


A prorogation of parliament early in March 1641 held up the impeachment proceedings, and during the recess the main interest centred on legislation to confirm the Graces, for which the Irish commissioners in London had been pressing. Charles was now in no position to resist, and in April he instructed the lords justices and council to prepare the necessary bills. A committee of the Irish lords and commons, appointed before the prorogation, kept a close watch on what was being done, and even drew up some of the bills themselves. The lords justices considered that these went beyond what the king ought to grant; but they dared not make any alteration, and transmitted the bills to London in May. The part played in this affair by the committee of lords and commons was particularly significant; for almost at the same time the Irish commissioners in London were proposing, though unsuccessfully, a change in the operation of Poynings’ Law, by which the Irish parliament would be regularly consulted in the drawing up of bills.


When the Irish parliament re-assembled on 11 May the dominant party in the commons were as determined as ever to press their grievances and demands. But the political situation was changing. The fate of Strafford had been decided by an act of attainder and he was executed on 12 May. Before the end of the month his Irish army had been quietly disbanded. With Strafford out of the way, Pym and his friends no longer needed the co-operation of the Irish parliament, and so were less ready than they had been to receive and support Irish complaints. In Ireland, also, the alliance between recusants and discontented protestants, originally based on their common enmity to Strafford, was weakened by his death. The alliance, indeed, still had a small majority in the house of commons, which continued to discuss grievances, and rejected a proposal from the lords justices that the impeachment proceedings should be dropped. But their resolutions and declarations, unsupported by a powerful party in England, carried little weight, and when parliament was adjourned on 7 August they had accomplished very little. Even the bills for confirming the Graces had not yet returned from England.


The activities of parliament and administration were not the only, nor perhaps the most important, aspect of Irish politics at this time. Other interests were at work, hoping to pluck advantage from the unsettled state of the kingdom. Charles had not given up the idea of getting military help from Ireland; he hoped that it might be possible to reassemble, and even enlarge, Strafford’s disbanded army, and during the summer of 1641 he entered into secret negotiations with its former commander, Ormond, and with the earl of Antrim, head of the Irish branch of the MacDonnells. The details of the plan are obscure; but the outline is clear enough—they were to declare for the king against the parliament of England, and the support of the Roman Catholics was to be secured by a promise of toleration. This plan came to nothing; but its existence became known to a group of conspirators who were working to a very different end, and encouraged them to proceed in their design.


The recusant party in parliament was almost exclusively Old English, and the policy they followed promised little direct advantage to the native Irish. But the natives were not disposed to let slip an opportunity of striking a blow for their lost estates; they were encouraged by the success of the Scots; and they feared that the rising hostility of the English parliament to Roman Catholicism would endanger the practical toleration enjoyed by Irish recusants. This feeling was strongest among the Ulster Irish; but it was a Leinsterman, Rory O’More, who first brought them together in an organized conspiracy against the state. Through Lord Maguire, a young, rash and spendthrift peer from County Fermanagh, he got in touch with some of the leading native gentry of the north, and by playing on their hopes and fears induced them to join in a plot for the overthrow of the government. Negotiations with their countrymen in the Spanish service, and especially with Owen Roe O’Neill, nephew of the great earl of Tyrone, encouraged them to count on foreign help; O’More assured them, falsely, that he already had promise of support from the lords and gentry of the Pale; and their discovery, through Antrim’s indiscretion, that Charles himself proposed to arm his Irish Roman Catholic subjects against his English parliament removed any remaining doubts. By August, their plans had been made for a rising on 5 October. Even when they found, as they did in September, that Charles’s plan had fallen through, they still went ahead with their own, though they postponed the date of action. Dublin Castle was to be seized on 23 October, and there was to be a rising throughout Ulster on the same day.


Widespread as the conspiracy was, the government seems to have known nothing about it. Early in the year Sir Henry Vane, the English secretary of state, had passed on to the lords justices a report about the great number of Irish recusant clergy returning from the continent to the British Isles; but no one in authority seems to have known, or even suspected, that an insurrection was being planned, and even the gathering of the conspirators in Dublin had escaped notice. When a somewhat drunken Irishman named Owen O’Connolly turned up at Parsons’s house at nine o’clock in the evening of Friday, 22 October, with a story about a plot to seize Dublin Castle the next day, the lord justice was more than half-inclined to disbelieve him. He did, however, take the obvious precautions, and Dublin Castle and the capital were saved. But on the Saturday all Ulster was ablaze with insurrection.


Though the Old English recusants were not directly involved in the insurrection, its outbreak affected their position profoundly. They at once found themselves isolated from their protestant allies, who now thought of nothing but the defence of the English and protestant interest against popish rebels. The parliamentary struggles of the past twelve months had become irrelevant overnight. The constitutional grounds on which the recusant lords and gentry of the Pale had hitherto based their effort to maintain and improve their position had crumbled away; they must fight or perish.




1 Solicitor-general, 1603–6; attorney-general, 1606–19.


2 Tipperary at this time formed two counties, the church lands being grouped separately to form the County of the Cross of Tipperary (‘Cross Tipperary’). The two were united by letters patent in 1637.


3 Most of the new Ulster boroughs, for example, were little more than villages in 1613. But they were chosen with an eye to their future development; and before the end of the century many of them had become substantial towns. They included Belfast, Coleraine, Enniskillen, Londonderry and Newry.


4 In its original form Poynings’ Law required that all proposed bills should be submitted before a licence to summon parliament was issued. The amendment made possible the introduction of new bills after parliament had met.


5 St John was created Viscount Grandison in 1621.


6 Several new boroughs were created between 1615 and 1634, and four ‘ancient boroughs’, unrepresented in 1613, sent members in 1634. The right of the latter to sit was disputed, and the decision finally went against them, but they remained throughout most of the life of the parliament. For an analysis of the membership of the house of commons in 1634 and a comparison with the house of 1613 see H. F. Kearney, Strafford in Ireland, pp. 223–59.


7 Mountnorris, like many other Irish officials, held a captaincy in the army but he was not really a soldier.


8 A report of the debate, which was conducted according to the syllogistic pattern of a medieval disputation, is printed in Reid, History of the presbyterian church in Ireland (ed. Killen), i, 523 ff.
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