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Preface


The English word ‘rogue’ derives from sixteenth-century cant and means ‘a knave, rascal, scamp, trickster, swindler or vagrant’ and can even include a ‘scapegrace’. In the vegetable world it is defined as ‘an inferior or intrusive plant among seedlings,’ and it follows naturally that, applied to animals (which include human beings), it denotes ‘a variation from the standard type.’


The classification can be pejorative. A rogue elephant is a vicious animal, often isolated from the main herd; and a shirking or vicious horse is described as a rogue. Contrariwise, the word can include a hint of approval. A rogue may be charming, delightful, cheerful and saucy. To describe someone as roguish is to imply that they are mischievous or high-spirited. To call someone ‘a bit of a rogue’ is often a good-humoured warning.


In ninety-nine cases out of a hundred the noun is masculine; it is rare to hear it applied to a woman, but this should not preclude the inclusion of women in a rogues’ gallery.


Any list of Irish rogues should take account of their degree of roguishness and should distinguish, where possible, between the vicious rogues and the scamps, while not forgetting that, deliberate or not, rogues invariably harm others. This book does not attempt to pass judgement or to categorise and indeed stresses that a rogue is not necessarily a criminal. Rogues, on the whole, stray from the norm and are often eccentric; but to be eccentric is not ipso facto to be a rogue. Eccentrics see and do things differently but do not necessarily deceive, cheat or harm. It is for the reader to make his or her own judgement about the category into which a particular person falls. One thing is certain: the classification ‘rogue’ imposes limitations that become more severe the closer we come to the present day. Because certain behaviour is regarded as romantic or quaint at a remove of three or more centuries does not mean that it is acceptable in the twenty-first century.


The rogue’s deviation implies breaches of an accepted code, rather than a departure from ‘normal behaviour’. This fact permits the inclusion of a particular class of rogues who, when they broke the rules, did so with the conviction that they were supporting a just cause. Lord Haw-Haw and Erskine Childers are extreme examples who paid for their deviation with their lives. They did not play the game. What distinguishes a rogue, therefore, from a yob, thug or mobster is the fact that his behaviour often wins the approval, even envy, of a substantial number of his peers, particularly if the roguish behaviour involves derring-do, the courage to flout society’s oppressive norms, and risk of life. A rogue is rarely a rotter.


Jonah Barrington (1760–1834), a rogue himself, was a great chronicler of rogues. His description of John Scott, Lord Clonmell, Chief Justice of the King’s Bench, is as good a description as any of many rogues, particularly the tribunal rogues whom we shall meet later in this book.




Mr. Scott never omitted one favourable opportunity of serving himself. His skill was unrivalled and his success proverbial. He was full of anecdotes, though not the most refined; these in private society he not only told but acted: and when he perceived that he had made a very good exhibition, he immediately withdrew, that he might leave the most lively impression of his pleasantry behind him. His boldness was his first introduction, his policy his ultimate preferment. Courageous, vulgar, humorous, artificial, he knew the world well, and he profited by that knowledge: he cultivated the powerful, he bullied the timid, he fought the brave, he flattered the vain, he duped the credulous, and he amused the convivial. Half-liked, half-reprobated, he was too high to be despised, and too low to be respected. His language was coarse, and his principles arbitrary; but his passions were his slaves, and his cunning was his instrument. In public and in private he was the same character; and though a most fortunate man and a successful courtier, he had scarcely a sincere friend or a disinterested adherent.





To sum up, the majority, if not all, of the rogues in this book could be said to have suffered from anti-social personality disorder. In other words, they were individuals who had little regard for the feelings and welfare of others. They suffered from emotional immaturity, self-centredness and lack of guilt.


Such rogues do not learn from experience. They have a weak sense of responsibility and are unable to form honest relationships or to control impulses. They lack moral compass and chronically indulge in anti-social behaviour. Punishment does not change their behaviour. They are often manipulative and are prepared to lie to gain personal pleasure or profit. Their faults include impulsiveness, failure to plan, aggressiveness, irritability, irresponsibility, and a reckless disregard for their own safety and the safety of others. But they make good stories.




Chapter 1


The spinning bishop: Myler Magrath


Myler Magrath was a proper rogue. One could even say that he was the quintessence of roguery, a weathervane that spun around as the wind blew. He loved women, drink and money, but not necessarily in that order. In an age when O’Neills were killing O’Donnells, Highlanders were killing Lowlanders, Tír Chonaill was raiding Connacht, and James Fitzmaurice Fitzgerald and Donal McCarthy Mór were massacring English settlers, Magrath was, essentially, devoted to the quiet and civilised accumulation of capital. He was a capitalist rather than a gangster.


Nonetheless he had a theatrical streak and rode around ‘like a champion in town and country in doublet of proof buff leather, jerkin and breeches, his sword on his side, his scull and horseman staff with his man on horseback, after which a train of armed men to the great terror and bad example now in a most quiet time,’ and when there were ‘any matters of controversy with his neighbours’ he was well able to assemble ‘an army of horsemen and footmen to win his demands with strong hand.’


‘Myler’ is a corruption of Maolmhuire (devotee or servant of Mary), and Mary took care of him in spite of his behaviour. In an age when it was the rule rather than the exception that public figures should lose their heads and that the life expectancy of Catholic priests was short, Myler died in bed, a centenarian.


He was born in what is today County Fermanagh in or about 1522 to an ecclesiastical family, in the sense that his father, Donncha Magrath, was the coarb or guardian of church lands, called Termon Magrath and Termon Imogayne, in present-day Counties Fermanagh, Tyrone and Donegal. Termon Magrath was not an ordinary holding: it included St Patrick’s Purgatory on an island in Lough Derg, one of the three entrances to the Underworld and a place of pilgrimage that rivalled Santiago de Compostela in the sixteenth century and even earlier.


Myler’s eye for the main chance was inherited. When King Henry VIII’s dissolution of the monasteries came into effect, Myler’s father obtained a grant of the local Augustinian monastery with an assurance that it would pass to his son. Many years later, when Myler had won Queen Elizabeth’s favour, he would obtain confirmation of his father’s surrender of the territory only to have it regranted to him with letters patent from the queen.


Myler entered the Franciscan order when he was eighteen and took Holy Orders in 1549. He had been fostered with several influential families, among them the powerful O’Neills, and, no doubt because of this connection, he was sent to Rome in 1565 to lobby on behalf of the brother of the great Shane O’Neill, who wanted to become Bishop of Down and Connor. Somewhere along the way Magrath decided that he himself would be a more suitable occupant of the post. He convinced the papal entourage that he was a blood relative of Shane O’Neill, Prince of Ulster, and won golden praise for recovering papal letters of credence from the Pope attesting to the consecration and granting of the archiepiscopal pallium to Richard Creagh, Archbishop of Armagh. These letters of credence had been confiscated from Creagh when, on his journey home from Rome to Ireland, he had been arrested in England and thrown into the Tower of London.


The Vatican issued him with documents stating that the ‘application and exceptional efforts’ of the new Suffragan Bishop of Down and Connor and his ‘great energy and enthusiasm’ had accomplished, through his ‘care and diligence,’ something that the papal proctor could not achieve, and Archbishop Creagh was requested to assist Magrath’s worthy efforts in his diocese, since he would be of great use in promoting the welfare of the Armagh church and its flock. It was decided that it was best that the recovered letters should be committed to the care of the ‘resourceful bishop’, who would shortly be following Creagh back to Ulster.


One wonders if John Le Carré’s George Smiley would not have wrinkled his nose at Magrath’s ability to remove valuable documents so easily from the clutches of the English secret service. Could it be that he was already playing a double game?


Unfortunately for Myler, his machinations in Rome did not generate any personal profit. Shane O’Neill was called Seán an Díomais—Seán the Proud—but díomas also means spiteful and vindictive. It is not to be wondered at, therefore, that when Myler returned to Ireland Shane took enough time off from plundering Dundalk, burning Armagh Cathedral and repulsing Sir Henry Sidney, Lord Lieutenant of Ireland, to make sure that none of the revenues of the see went to the new bishop.


Certain civilities must have been observed, because Bishop Magrath accompanied Archbishop Creagh some time later when the archbishop met Shane O’Neill on the island of Inishdarrell on a lake in County Armagh.


In the following year, without formally renouncing Roman Catholicism, Myler Magrath submitted to Queen Elizabeth I and took




a corporal oath upon the evangelist that the Queen’s highness was the only supreme governor of [the] realm, and of all other her Highness dominions and countries, as well in all spiritual or ecclesiastical things or causes, as temporal, and that no foreign prince, person, prelate, state or potentate [had], or ought to have any jurisdiction, power, superiority, pre-eminence, or authority ecclesiastical or spiritual within [the] realm; and [he] utterly [renounced and forsook] all foreign jurisdictions, powers, superiorities, and authorities, and [promised] that from henceforth [he should] bear faith and true allegiance to the Queen’s Highness, her heirs and lawful successors, and to [his] power [would] assist and defend all jurisdictions, pre-eminences, privileges and authories granted or belonging to the Queen’s Highness, her heirs and successors, or united and annexed to the imperial crown of [the] realm.





Myler knew when swearing this oath that




if any archbishop, bishop, or other ecclesiastical officer or minister . . . shall peremptorily or obstinately refuse to take the said oath, that he then so refusing should forfeit and lose, only during his life, all and every ecclesiastical and spiritual promotion, benefice and office . . . which he had solely at the time of such refusal made; and that the whole title, interest, and incumbency, in every such promotion, benefice and other office . . . should clearly cease and be void, as though the party so refusing were dead,





but he went ahead and swore.


Two years later, in 1569, Magrath was seized in England and imprisoned in London, where he may have been tortured and would certainly have been offered compensation if he would renounce his entitlement to the See of Down and Connor. Like the hero of the Czech novel The Good Soldier [and scamp] Švejk, Magrath did not see any sense in being a hero and decided that if the Queen of England was so keen to make him an Anglican, it would be churlish to refuse. Accordingly, he did what she wanted, conformed to Anglicanism in his own way, and was released from prison.


Having allowed sufficient time to pass to earn full appreciation of the enormity of his sacrifice, he sent a letter to the Privy Council in Ireland asking them to kindly inform him what Her Royal Majesty and Their Excellencies had decided to grant him. Could it be the dignity that he had formerly held? Could it be another, or could it be—Heaven forfend—no dignity at all? It would make admirable sense to return him to Down and Connor (or rather return it to him), because he knew the place and could serve Her Majesty much better and more effectively than if he was living in any other part of Ireland. All of which made good sense.


However, Myler took pains to prove that he was not a greedy person. If Her Majesty would not change her mind, he would be happy if she granted him whatever she thought suitable for him, with one reservation: he would prefer some safe place where her rule was observed, because he had no desire to live among those rebellious and lawless Irish. Now, if Her Majesty could see her way to giving him some modest little bishopric in the English part of Ireland, he begged to draw it to her attention and to the notice of the noble members of the Council that the Diocese of Cork and Cloyne had been vacant for a long time, and he would gladly accept it. Of course he would prefer Down and Connor, because he could serve Her Majesty better there.


Did they know that there and in the neighbouring districts he had many friends and relatives? He admitted that some of them were rebels, but he would hope that, by his advice and persuasion, he could bring them back to peace and submission to Her Majesty. He would also publicly speak the true doctrine to the best of his ability, and no monk or Papist would stop him.


He had no intention of being pushy, but it was a good opportunity to remind Her Majesty that it would make sense to grant him those minor benefices—priories, simple rectories and chapels in Clogher—that the Bishop of Rome had given him. Their rent or taxes would provide him with a modest living. It would be no bother to Her Majesty to write to Lord Conor Maguire to release them completely and effectually to him. After all, they had been usurped by Papists and the Queen’s rebels.


Myler then added a sad postscript reminding Their Excellencies that he was ‘bereft of all human help’ in that ‘renowned kingdom’ (England) and that there was no-one from whom he could hope to obtain a gift or a loan to get him back to Ireland. He would be very grateful if they requested Her Highness to grant him in some way the money that he needed for his journey home. He signed his letter, which was written in Latin, Milerus Magrath, Irishman.


His approach was successful. On 18 September 1570 Magrath was appointed Bishop of Clogher by Elizabeth; within six months he had been upgraded to the Archbishoprics of Cashel and Emly in the south. No doubt it helped that he had offered to hand over Shane O’Neill, his foster-brother, to prove the genuine nature of his conversion.


I do not know if Myler ever met Elizabeth, but at a distance he was certainly a favourite or had influential friends at court. He was obviously able to charm people, because the Queen, in a letter to Sir Henry Sidney in March the same year, recorded the opinion of the Anglican Bishop of London and others that Myler was esteemed a fit person to return to Ireland and, ‘if no contrary thing might be found in him,’ should be appointed to some ministry. She ordered Sidney to have some bishops and other learned men confer with Myler; and since, in her opinion, he would be found right and serviceable for the church, he should be ‘used with more favour because of his conformity’ as an example to persuade other clerical gentlemen who had gone astray—i.e. had remained faithful to Rome—to ‘leave their errors.’ She pitied poor Myler and wanted Sidney to ensure that the bishops would look after him ‘for his relief and sustenance and to be thereby comforted to continue in the truth.’ Our hero appreciated being comforted.


In spite of this kind letter, Elizabeth was not totally taken in and requested Sidney to have the formidable Adam Loftus, Church of Ireland Archbishop of Armagh and eventually Lord Chancellor, to investigate, together with the Bishop of Meath, Magrath’s ability and judgement in Protestant doctrine.


After the collapse of the Berlin Wall many centuries later, the files of the East German Ministry for State Security, the Ministerium für Staatssicherheit or Stasi, were opened up in the former German Democratic Republic, and people were astonished to learn who and how many had been supplying the Stasi with information about their neighbours and families over many years.


Towards the end of the twentieth century the Hungarian writer Péter Esterházy wrote a novel about his family, Harmonia Caelestis. A few years later he was given access to Stasi documents in which he recognised his father’s handwriting and discovered that his father, under the code-name Csanádi, had been giving information to the Hungarian secret police from 1957 to 1980. He republished the book, now entitled ‘corrected edition’, and inserted corrections, in red print, that revealed what he had discovered in the secret files.


Elizabethan Ireland was not unlike the GDR or Hungary in this respect. Informers supplied Dublin Castle and London with secret reports, and Magrath was one of those informers. He contacted the Lord Deputy, frequently denouncing rebels and active Catholic bishops and priests. His reports are still preserved in the English State Papers collection at the Public Record Office in London.


Such denunciations could have serious effects, because failure to take the oath that recognised Elizabeth’s supremacy could lead to imprisonment or even death, on charges of treason and disloyalty. A typical report described Redmond O’Gallagher, Bishop of Derry and Pope’s legate, who attended the Council of Trent (1545–63). Ironically, it accused him of riding from place to place with pomp and ceremony as in the times of Catholic Queen Mary (as if Myler would ever do such a thing).


In a typical letter Magrath noted that the clergy were using the new Gregorian calendar, registered a complaint about Cornelius MacArdle, Bishop of Clogher for forty years, who, in spite of being hauled up before various inquisitors, had not switched over to the new allegiance, and denounced Tadhg O’Sullivan, a Franciscan who was preaching from house to house in Waterford, Clonmel and Fethard, and James O’Cleary, who acquired a dispensation for the town of Galway as a reward for killing some holy Spaniards.


Magrath also provided lists of priests who had been ordained by Bishop Dermot Creagh or MacGrath, Bishop of Cloyne and Cork, and others who had been ‘seduced from their loyalty [to the Queen] and reconciled [by Creagh] to the Pope’s laws.’ He also informed the authorities that there were still sixteen monasteries functioning in Ulster, and that Bishop Creagh was living openly ‘without pardon or protection’ and exercising his jurisdiction as Pope’s legate.


Magrath described Creagh as ‘one of the most dangerous fellows that ever came to Ireland, for such credit that he draws the whole of the country to disloyalty and breaking of the laws.’ Simultaneously Magrath, in a letter to his wife, described Creagh as his cousin ‘Derby Kragh’ and in letters to friends told them to send Creagh ‘out of the whole country for there is such a search to be made for him that unless he is wise he shall be taken.’ Indeed at a later point Magrath would be accused of sheltering and giving warning to Creagh when the government had plans to capture him. A commission report stated that Magrath was a ‘notorious papist’ who would rather die than capture Dermot Creagh.


It is interesting that much of the criticism of Myler came from Protestant sources. Obviously envy must have played a part in this and also puritan begrudgery of a flamboyant rascal. It would have stuck in the throat of many that this colourful Irishman collected church livings like stamps and at one and the same time was Bishop of Cashel, Emly, Waterford and Lismore—all prosperous livings. His enemies accused him of ‘whoredom, drunkenness, pride, anger, simony, avarice and other filthy crimes.’ He was not helped by the fact that the Lord Deputy from 1588 to 1594, Sir William Fitzwilliam, did not like him; but then the list of Fitzwilliam’s ‘not favourite’ people was long, and the Lord Deputy himself would be accused of partiality to bribery and corruption.


One can imagine Fitzwilliam rubbing his hands when he read that Magrath was a dissembler and, even worse, a man ‘of no standing religion who purposes to deceive God and the world with double-dealing,’ that he had received large gifts from the Pope and owed more to him than most men in Ireland, that he hoped that if the Protestant cause was overturned, he would get more from the Pope than the people who had suffered, that he sheltered bishops from Rome in his house and had them baptise his children as Catholics and then denounced one of them when what he was doing became known, that he imposed severe cash charges on his (Protestant) clergy, which drove some of them out of his dioceses, and then collected this money for himself, and that he beat people cruelly, and once, when a poor tiler was looking for unpaid wages, cut all the flesh from the man’s forehead to the crown of his head and then slapped it back on the bare bone, telling him to take that for reward. (In this case the witness could not testify to the ‘This is your reward’ part of the story.) Definitely roguish behaviour, if true.


Apart from informing on people, Magrath kept in favour by supplying intelligent analyses of the political tendencies in Ireland and the role played by the different discontented parties: the ‘old Irishry, which greedily thirst to enjoy their old accustomed manner of life, as they call it,’ the ‘remnants of rebels whose ancestors were worthily executed, or forced into banishment with loss of lands and livings,’ and ‘the practising papists, which under pretence of religion will venture life and living, and do daily draw infinite numbers to their faction.’ He described this third group as ‘very dangerous and crafty, being the strongest, the richest, the wisest, and the most learned sort.’ Obviously what they might lose, Myler would gain.


His tongue must have been in his cheek when, himself the husband of a Papist wife and father of Papist sons, he wrote that ‘the lack and use of the right knowledge of God’s word is the chiefest cause of rebellion and undutifulness against the Queen.’ He was also shrewd enough to recommend the translation of the Bible into Irish, a revolutionary step when writing to people who despised and ignored the barbarous tongue. His own tongue had definitely moved over to the other cheek when he advised his readers that the Irishry were weary of the Romish bishops, seminary priests or friars for their sinful and evil examples.


A Catholic historian, Philip O’Sullivan Beare, writing in 1618, implied that Myler, having been given his bishopric in Rome, deliberately exposed himself to discovery and arrest in England by carrying his apostolic letters in a large and beautiful pyx that he hung around his neck. He also complained that no sooner had Myler been given Cashel than he married a woman called Áine Ní Mheára. Some years later Áine met a Franciscan friar, Eoghan Ó Dubhthaigh, who warned her about the risk she was taking with her faith. On the following Friday, Myler was settling down to a dinner of beef, but Áine refused to join him. When he asked her ‘Why is it, wife, that you will not eat meat with me?’ she replied, ‘It is because I do not wish to commit a sin with you.’ ‘Surely,’ said Myler, helping himself to another slice, ‘you committed a far greater sin in coming to the bed of a friar.’


It cannot be said of Myler Magrath that he did not know what he was doing. On another occasion he found his wife in tears and asked her what was troubling her. She replied, ‘Because Eoghan, who was with me today, assured me by strong proof and many holy testimonies that I would be condemned to Hell if I should die in a state of being your wife, and I am frightened and cannot help crying if this be true.’ Myler’s cold comfort was to respond, ‘Indeed, if you hope otherwise your hope will lead you astray, and not for the possibility but for the reality should you fret.’


O’Sullivan Beare admitted that, at the time of writing, Magrath did not hunt priests or endeavour to detach Catholics from the true religion but was nearly worn out with age. By this time he was ninety-six years old—an incredible age for the sixteenth century.


Although there were, as there always are, Catholic begrudgers who spread rumours that Myler hounded priests and lured Catholics from the ‘true religion’, in fairness to our rogue we must say that they were not many, and there seems to be scant evidence that he ever hunted a priest or made serious endeavours to detach the faithful from their Romish practices. The majority of the complaints concerning Magrath and his little ways continued to come from his Anglican brethren, particularly those born in England. The ‘mere Irish’ would appear to have restricted themselves to satirical poems promising him fire everlasting for feasting in Lent and for having a wife to kiss.




To the friar whose religion is false,


To Myler Magrath, the apostate,


Until he submits to God’s word, the boor,


Give him your fist on each big jaw.





Sir Robert Cecil, second son of Lord Burghley, Queen Elizabeth’s Secretary of State—no angel himself—said that Magrath had ‘irreligiously suffered his church to lie like a hog sty.’ Of course Magrath was not the only incumbent who diverted church funds to his own uses; it was the scale on which he did it that shocked his critics.


However, it would require the death of Elizabeth to ensure that a commission was set up under the Archbishop of Dublin, Thomas Jones, to visit Magrath’s four dioceses of Cashel, Emly, Waterford and Lismore. The rapporteur was much grieved that a man ‘so much graced by her late Majesty . . . should so far neglect his pastoral charge, or rather quite pervert it, against a good conscience and without regard of his own reputation.’ Surely Myler would have laughed if he had read this report, which went on to charge him with participation in simony and granting livings to his sons and allies (for which they paid him his share), all of which caused ‘havoc of the church’.


It was discovered that there were only six churches in two of the dioceses in any state of repair. The cathedral church of Cashel was in decay, and its sister church in Emly was ‘quite ruinous’. The yearly profits of Cashel cathedral were leased out. The college of vicars-choral at Cashel, which should have had eight vicars-choral, an organist and a sexton to attend the daily service for £8 per annum each, had been reduced to two poor vicars. The whole income of the college had been leased to Redmond Magrath, one of our rogue’s sons, for £24 per annum. The mansion house of the church in Cashel was leased by a dean who happened to be dead. The chauntership of the church was leased by another son, James, for a very small rent. The chancellorship of the cathedral was leased to Redmond, and the treasurership was possessed by one Dermott Ultagh. The archbishop received the profits.


The commission found that there might be other Anglican livings in Cashel and Emly, but the poor men were priests in name only and had little learning or sufficiency, being ‘fitter to keep hogs than serve in the church.’ The rapporteur was surprised that, in a province under English control, there was not one preacher or good minister to teach the subjects their duties to God and His Majesty (the clever but horrible James I). The records also show that another son, Marcus, a Roman Catholic, held the archdeaconry of Cashel and received the entire profits, worth £30 per annum. Altogether, Myler and his sons held thirty money-making posts in his dioceses.


The Attorney-General, Sir John Davies, noted that church services in Cashel were attended by only one person, ‘for even the Archbishop’s own sons and sons-in-law were obstinate recusants, persons who did not comply with the laws directing them to attend the services of the Church of Ireland’—in other words, Roman Catholics.


Knowing what we know today about agents, double agents and triple agents, one wonders how much of Magrath’s undoubtedly profitable exploitation of church revenues and his neglect of both the physical fabric of the church and the spreading of Protestant doctrine was, in his own opinion, stealing from thieves, with perhaps the added bonus of sabotaging the new doctrines. At the same time we must take into account the fact that when, as they did, Catholics boycotted Protestant services, this meant a loss of income for him. We shall never know.


Myler lived through the Nine Years’ War and was taken prisoner by Hugh O’Neill’s son, Conn, but even then was treated as one of their own rather than as an enemy. The Catholics never criticised his simony or avarice; it was only his apparent public apostasy that upset them.


On the other side of the coin, Myler often gave sensible political advice to Elizabeth I and kept the English supplied with information while she was on the throne. But when she died things changed. The court of James I introduced a new rigidity, and Myler became yesterday’s man. It appears that the prosecution of Myler was seriously considered, and rumours circulated that he intended to return to the Roman fold; but, as with everything about him, none of this can be proved.


It is a fact that the officials in Dublin Castle denounced Myler as a traitor, a drunkard and a despoiler of the goods of the church. They claimed that he sold or leased the property of his dioceses, that he kept a large number of benefices in his own hands solely to enjoy their revenue, that he appointed his own sons, his daughter and his daughter-in-law to parishes to provide them with an income, that he built no schools and made no attempt to maintain Protestant churches, with the result that many became ruins. There may be some basis for these accusations, for Myler’s children made no secret of the fact that they were Papists, and he himself seemed to think that, though Protestantism had been useful to him in life, the old religion would be preferable at death. What is certain is that, while pretending to be scandalised by the toleration shown to Catholics, and especially to Catholic officials, and to be keen that the laws should be enforced with the utmost rigour, Myler took measures to warn the Catholic clergy whenever there was a danger of arrest. On one occasion when he was in London, having learnt that a raid was contemplated against the Catholic priests, he wrote to his wife to warn Bishop MacCreagh of Cork to go into hiding at once and to send away the priests who had taken refuge in his own palace at Cashel lest he should get into trouble.


In 1608 faculties had been granted to Archbishop Kearney of Cashel for absolving Magrath of the guilt of heresy and schism, and some years later Myler asked a Franciscan friar to procure his reconciliation with Rome, promising that for his part, if the Pope required it, he would make a public renunciation of Protestantism. This request was recommended warmly to the Holy See by Monsignor Bentivoglio, inter-nuncio at Brussels; but Myler’s fondness for the revenues of Cashel and his other bishoprics and benefices seems to have proved stronger than his desire for pardon. He continued to enrich himself and his friends at the expense of the state church until he died in 1622. It was believed by his contemporaries that on his deathbed he abjured his errors and was reconciled with the old church by one of his former religious brethren. Another mystery.


The final twist in this enigmatic life is to be found on Myler Magrath’s tombstone in Cashel. Unlike the surrounding Protestant monuments, it shows the effigy of a man wearing full Roman vestments and a mitre and carrying a cross. The final lines of his epitaph, written by himself in Latin, read:




Here where I am placed, I am not, and thus the case is,


Nor am I in both places, but am in each place.





This has been interpreted as meaning (a) that he is not buried in that grave, (b) that the soul and the body have separate existence, or (c) that his true bishopric was Down and Connor, to which the Pope had appointed him, and that his role in Cashel and Emly had therefore been a charade.




Chapter 2


Eighteenth-century rogues: Garrett Byrne, James Strange, John M’Naghtan


Roguishness was such an integral feature of society in seventeenth and eighteenth-century Ireland that it is hard to single out individual rogues. They included abductors of heiresses, agrarian rebels (Ribbonmen and Whiteboys), banco men (who created confusion in a busy bank and availed of the disorder to pick up money left lying on the counter), buccaneers, bucks, card-sharps, cheats, clerical rogues, confidence men, counterfeiters, fortune-hunters, fraudsters, highwaymen, lechers, privateers, rakes, raparees, seducers, soldiers of fortune, spongers, swindlers, tories and trick-o’-the-loop merchants.


These can be broken down into Dublin rogues—Liberty Boys, Ormond Boys, the roguish staff and students of Trinity College, bucks, bullies and chalkies—and ‘social bandits’, familiar to many peasant societies and often depicted as Robin Hood-style figures of gentlemanly birth who were launched on an outlaw career as victims of official injustice. These colourful characters may have been robbers but they were invariably friends to the poor. Criminals in the eyes of the law, they were often folk heroes. A typical example was Redmond O’Hanlon, an Ulster bandit and ‘son of a reputable gentleman’ who ‘frequently [gave] a share of what he got from the rich to relieve the poor’ and preyed on Anglican settlers but left local Presbyterians and Catholics unmolested. Other highwaymen may be found in the classic text of Irish social banditry, A Genuine History of the Lives and Actions of the Most Notorious Irish Highwaymen, Tories and Rapparees, by John Cosgrove.


Jonah Barrington, in his Personal Sketches and Recollections of His Own Times, which covers the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, immortalised a fine collection of notable rogues, including the following.


Lanegan (first name not known) was not totally a rogue but was involved in the murder of his lover’s husband, was betrayed by her, was hanged and quartered but appeared to Barrington as a ‘ghost’ who revealed that he had not died. He ended up in the monastery of La Trappe in France.


John Fitzgibbon, Lord Clare, a nasty piece of work, was heartily loathed by Barrington and all right-thinking people. Barrington claimed that Fitzgibbon was his ‘most inveterate enemy’ and attributed to him ‘a vicious littleness of mind scarcely creditable . . . [and] implacability of temper [which] never exists without its attendant faults; and, although it may be deprecated by cringing, is seldom influenced by feelings of generosity.’ Henry Grattan also had stinging words to describe Fitzgibbon when the latter manoeuvred to have Grattan’s name as a hereditary freeman removed from the rolls of Dublin Corporation.


The roguish Sir Francis Gould, in the second decade of the nineteenth century, arranged that the delivery of a Papal Bull of absolution would be delayed until he had returned from a ten-day visit to Paris in the company of his landlady’s daughter.


John Beresford, another vicious rogue, tortured suspects during the Rebellion of 1798 but lost an electoral contest with Barrington some years later because the man with the decisive votes at his command turned out to be one of Beresford’s former victims.


Lord Aldborough got his revenge on Lord Clare by making a laughing-stock of him in the Irish House of Lords.


The Marquis of Ely was a typical member of the aristocracy and magistracy whose arrogance, tyranny, oppression and disaffection fitted Henry Grattan’s definition of a ‘regal rebel’ and a typical member of a class that ‘goaded the peasantry into a belief that justice was banished, and so driven into the arms of the avowed rebels.’ Ely got his just deserts when he broke the windows of a house in which he heard a young maidservant singing what he took to be a rebel song. When the case came to court, the young woman’s ready wit exposed Ely for the fool that he was.


A Mrs Cuffe, in a splendidly roguish way, manoeuvred her husband into a separation agreement that earned her a very handsome annuity.


James Fitzpatrick Knaresborough, who was sentenced to death for seducing the daughter of a magistrate, was transported to New South Wales instead. Many years later he turned up in London in suspicious circumstances and was locked up with Lord Aldborough in Newgate jail, where he had a love affair with a ‘young person’ who was Lady Aldborough’s dresser and tea-maker. This young person, Barrington tells us, ‘produced sundry young children of her own in prison, and was amply provided for.’


The company of these and many others can be enjoyed in Barrington’s roguish settling of accounts, one of the most readable books ever published in Ireland, perhaps because one should savour it with a large pinch of salt.


——


A great source of rogues was the class of ‘squireens’, the younger sons or connections of respectable families, of whom Ireland had no shortage. They had no land and no prospects of their own and were not ready to demean themselves by sinking to the level of any useful or profitable pursuit. They could be recognised at fairs and markets, races and assizes, by their red waistcoats, lined with narrow lace or fur, their tight leather breeches and top-boots, and ‘the bit of blood’ (i.e. horses) on which they were mounted but that had been loaned or given to them from the stables of their wealthy relatives.


Both gentry and peasantry participated in hurling in those days, and the squireens were the local champions. The rules (where they existed) were very different from those enforced today, and the squireens were above all, in the words of Judge John Edward Walsh, ‘generally addicted to a base and brutal advantage sometimes taken in this noble exercise.’ It frequently happened that, in pursuit of the sliotar, two players crashed into each other, and as they collided one of them would thrust the handle of his hurley under his arm and, like a lance in a tournament, stab the point into his antagonist’s side. Sometimes the victim was killed instantly; at other times his ribs might be crushed and he was left maimed and disabled for life. Not only was this a common ploy but it was applauded as a ‘good stroke’. Usually, when districts or counties challenged each other, the teams were led by the squireens, a bonding exercise that identified them and united them to the peasantry. Their sporting exploits, the prestige of their family connections and their claim to the rank of gentleman made the squireens the popular favourites of the Catholic tenantry, who were ready and delighted to assist in any of their exploits.


Another type of rogue, and, it would be fair to say, the most popular, was the abductor. The custom of abducting or forcibly carrying off heiresses was celebrated symbolically in ancient Rome, lingered in Tory Island in County Donegal, and is still not unknown in Pakistan and Sicily. It boosted a man’s reputation for daring and gallantry and was a matter of pride for the woman who was judged to be worth the risk. Patrick Sarsfield—the seventeenth-century hero of the ride to Ballyneety, where he and his troops destroyed the siege guns that were being transported from Dublin to Limerick for the siege of 1690—as a young man helped a friend in an abduction in London.


Once the rumour spread that a woman was likely to come into a fortune, she represented a challenge to the playboys of the district where she lived. No gentleman or farmer who had a daughter entitled to a fortune could sleep easily: until he had her safely married, he lived with the threat that she would be carried off, with or without her consent. It was the boldest and most notorious young scapegraces who were likely to make the attempt, and naturally they were more attractive to romantic teenagers than boring old worthies in their thirties, who might even be widowers.


Age-old Irish customs were of course barbaric in English eyes, and as early as 1634 a statute had been passed to punish those who ‘carried away maydens that be inheritors,’ but the statute was ignored, and as a result ‘forcible abduction’ was made a capital crime in 1707; and even those who carried off an heiress with her full consent were deprived of entitlement to their wife’s property. In practice the women (who might, in any case, have been coerced by the parents into arranged marriages) became, ‘like the Sabine women,’ reconciled to their kidnappers, and successful prosecutions were as rare as convictions for motoring offences are alleged to be today.


The rakes and the consenting kidnap victims were not to be thwarted, however. It was common belief that a man could not be convicted if he were abducted by a woman, so to suggest that it was the man who was being carried off against his will, the woman would be put on the horse in front of him, and he became a defenceless pillion passenger. An example of such an arrangement occurred in the case of the daughter of a Captain Edgeworth (a relative of the novelist Maria Edgeworth). A widower with one son, he married a widow, Mrs Bridgeman, who had a daughter. When the son and the daughter were sixteen and fifteen, respectively, they fell in love and innocently informed their parents of this development. The new Mrs Edgeworth was not at all pleased, and refused her consent. The young Miss Bridgeman was an heiress, and she knew what the penalty would be if young Master Edgeworth were convicted, so she was the first to mount the horse and sit in the saddle. She then gave the young fellow a hand-up and he clung on behind her. They galloped off to the church and were married. It was Romeo and Juliet with a happy ending.


The squireens were a great source of abductors. In the absence of cricket, tennis or golf clubs, what other choice had the poor fellows but to found ‘abduction clubs’, in which the members took an oath to assist in the carrying off of any young woman on whom a fellow-member had his eye. They had a network of spies in the local houses who reported back on the extent of a woman’s fortune, the state and circumstances of her family, the layout of the house, the parents’ marriage plans for their daughter, and the details of the domestic arrangements and movements.


When a suitable target had been identified, the members would draw lots, or toss a coin, for her, and everybody would help the winner to carry out the operation. No class of society was exempt from these raids, and rich farmers, as well as the gentry, were the victims of the clubs.


Catherine and Anne Kennedy were the daughters of Richard Kennedy of Rathmaiden, near Kilmacthomas, County Waterford. Their father was dead and they lived with their mother. Each girl was entitled to £2,000 under their father’s will—a very tidy sum, which local gossip had multiplied tenfold. It followed that they were looked upon as co-heiresses of immense wealth and, therefore, as fair game.


Lots were drawn, and the winners were Garrett Byrne from County Carlow, and James Strange (pronounced Strang) from Ullard, County Kilkenny. They were both popular, dashing and dissipated young men. Their temperaments, however, differed. Strange was irritable, impetuous and tyrannical, sacrificing everything to accomplish his ends, with little regard for the feelings of others—a casebook sociopath. Byrne was amiable and, allowing for his squireen behaviour, polite and gentle, particularly in his dealings with women, many of whom would have welcomed abduction by him.


Byrne had chosen Catherine Kennedy, who was also a gentle soul; Strange wanted Anne, whose determination and haughtiness matched his own. The young men had met the sisters at race balls, hunt balls and other events from time to time and had managed to make such an impression that word came back, through the sisters’ confidential maids, that there was no possibility that their mother or relatives would consent to their marrying men with neither money nor employment and that the girls would be pleased if their suitors came to take them away as soon as possible. It should be noted that Catherine was fifteen and Anne fourteen. They were both considered very attractive but Anne, in particular, promised be a great beauty.


On 14 April 1770 the girls went with their mother, aunt and some friends to see a play in Graiguenamanagh; but before the performance ended a message was passed to them that Byrne and Strange had formed a plan to carry them off that night, and that the house that was used as a theatre had been surrounded by their henchmen.


The girls had indulged in adolescent dreams, but this was raw reality and it terrified them. With their mother and aunt they escaped from the room in which the play was being performed and took refuge elsewhere in the house. They were joined by several men, friends of their mother, determined to protect them. The door was bolted and barricaded.


Two hours passed and nothing seemed to be happening. Then, suddenly, there were loud noises as something thudded persistently against the door. There was a curtained bed in the corner and the women clambered into it, in the hope that the rioters would believe that they had escaped and were no longer in the house. Finally, the door gave way, and the mob invaded the room. Everybody froze as if paralysed. The hostages were barely breathing. The intruders stood looking at Mrs Kennedy and her friends. It was as if everyone was too frightened to move. Nobody spoke. This stalemate lasted for what seemed an hour until finally one, then two, then all the intruders rushed the bed, pulled back the curtains and dragged out the girls. It was only now that they began to brandish weapons, swords and pistols, and attacked the men who were trying to defend the girls. They threatened to kill the defenders and the girls and dragged the latter into the street, where they were surrounded by more than a hundred armed men with white nightshirts or smocks covering their clothes—the Whiteboys.


Two horses were saddled and ready. Catherine was forced to mount one, and Byrne got up behind her. Anne was lifted forcibly onto the other horse in front of Strange, who was already in the saddle. Surrounded by the ghostly army in their white smocks, the girls were carried off. To alleviate their terror, they were told that women would be coming to take care of them. The sisters’ first feeling of relief at this proposal was quickly dashed when the women proved to be sisters and near relatives of the abductors, and part of the plot.
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