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INTRODUCTION


The French prison reformer Gustave de Beaumont, who visited Ireland in the 1830s, observed that ‘Ireland is a little country that raises all the great questions’.1 One could say that Wicklow is a little county that does the same! Despite its size, this Little History of Wicklow represents a gargantuan task – chronologically to fit the entire history of a county into one small book. Inevitably, there will be omissions and gaps in the narrative, but I hope that what is written will provide a solid introduction to the history of the county. Wicklow, an Irish maritime county, 782 square miles in area, is unique, scenic and historic. This history stretches back over a thousand years, and the landscape of the county is also dotted with archaeological evidence of settlement during pre-history. Occupying the centre of the county, the Wicklow Mountains are some 500 million years old and were formed during the Caledonian geological period, which produced the granite so synonymous with the county today. Lugnaquilla, the highest mountain in Leinster, dominates the range, but many other significant summits hold clues to life in prehistoric Wicklow. Below the mountains, the landscape changes in both the east and west of the county. In the east, a fertile coastal plain stretches from north to south. In the west, rolling hills produce an undulating landscape as the land becomes lower and eventually tails off across the county boundary into the great central plain of Ireland.


County Wicklow’s history and heritage attracts many tourists. While there is some written evidence of its pre-Norman history, the vast bulk of Wicklow’s written sources date from after the coming of the Normans in the late twelfth century. Extant manuscript and printed records combine with significant sites such as Rathgall Hillfort, Glendalough and the Black Castle, to paint our picture of the past. This book provides an overview of Wicklow’s colourful history. It focuses mainly on political history, but also includes some social, economic and demographic history. From armed rebellion to civil war, from sumptuous banquets to widespread famine, County Wicklow has experienced it all over the centuries. I hope you enjoy discovering something of the past of this wonderful county and, if this slim volume whets your appetite for more Wicklow history, I hope the bibliography provides a useful starting point as you begin the continuance of your quest!
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IN THE BEGINNING – FROM THE FIRST SETTLERS TO THE FIRST CHRISTIANS


THE FLINT STONES OF WICKLOW


Although this is a little history of Wicklow and history is principally derived from written sources, the landscape and archaeology of the county dictate that we must begin the story in pre-history. While there may have been human settlement in Ireland before 30,000 BC, these people have left very little trace of their existence.1 The earliest people were hunters and gatherers, and the best-known early Mesolithic (Middle Stone Age) site in Ireland is probably Mount Sandel, County Derry, which is approximately 9,000 years old.2 Hunters and gatherers travelled in nomadic groups, following herds of animals, and foraged for food.3 In Wicklow, Charles Martin found artefacts from the late Mesolithic period in a cave at Saint Bride’s Head in 1932.4 These flints and flint pebbles dated from between 5500 BC and 3500 BC, and were primitive tools used by hunter-gatherers. Similar finds were later made by Frank Mitchell at a golf links a little south of Wicklow town.5 Mitchell followed these up with more finds at the southern end of Brittas Bay. These included scrapers, blades and rough-outs for other tools.6


As the Mesolithic period melded into the Neolithic, traces of settlement in Wicklow become more evident.7 Perhaps the greatest single societal advance in the Neolithic Age was the introduction of agriculture. Knowledge of arable and pastoral farming methods (cultivating crops and raising animals) meant that Neolithic people could live more settled lives. Unlike hunters and gatherers, they had no need to move around following the herds and foraging. Settled lifestyles led to monument building, as Neolithic communities began to make their mark on their now local landscapes. The beginning of farming is associated with the first megalithic tombs in Ireland, and in Wicklow the location of such tombs and other megalithic sites provides evidence of a (literal) sea change in demography. Mesolithic finds in Wicklow occurred in coastal areas, but Neolithic sites are dotted throughout the county, suggesting that the economy changed from a coastal to an upland one.8 People moved inland, occupying the higher central land and crossed the mountains to settle in the lower land in the west of the county. Indeed, the profusion of megalithic remains in Wicklow is concentrated more in the west than in the east.
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The entrance to Seefin Passage Tomb. (Author’s collection)








One early Neolithic burial site at Ballintruer More (near Stratford-on-Slaney) was excavated by the National Museum in 1970. The remains of a single adult male and a decorated pot were found in a heptagonal cist (stone box) at the centre of a low mound, approximately 24m in diameter.9 More impressive evidence of Neolithic burial is found at the passage tomb of Seefin near Manor Kilbride. A passage tomb is a burial place, dating from the late Neolithic period. Seefin features a cruciform passage, a corbelled roof and contains some rock art.10 It is one of four such tombs in the west of the county, the others being at the pinnacle of Baltinglass Hill, Lacken, and Tournant Upper near Dunlavin. Irish passage tombs are often grouped together, for example the Boyne Valley group in County Meath which includes Newgrange, Knowth and Dowth, but the four west Wicklow tombs were built in isolation.11 The same cannot be said, however, for west Wicklow hillforts.


WICKLOW’S BEST-KNOWN ROCK GROUP


Hillforts were built on hilltops, making use of the panoramic views of the surrounding areas. They are large enclosures surrounded by banks, ditches, stone walls or wooden palisades, sometimes with two or three enclosures encircling the summit. Archaeologists think that they were used primarily for defensive purposes, taking advantage of the topographical nature of these locations.12 The town of Baltinglass in west Wicklow is known as ‘The Hillfort Capital of Ireland’, a phrase first coined by Tom Condit.13 The area has nine known hillforts in close proximity: Rathcoran, Rathnagree, Sruhan, Tinoran, Hughstown, Brusselstown, Kilranelagh, Spinans One and Spinans Two.14 Three more were discovered recently (in 2022), and archaeologists are currently investigating these new additions.15 This is the largest cluster of hillforts in Europe, so the Baltinglass area is one of the most important Neolithic landscapes in Ireland,16 potentially predating the Boyne Valley. Of the 108 or so recorded hillforts in Ireland,17 this is the largest concentration, with no other location having as many so close to each other.18 Their scale, complexity and density is unique in Ireland and indicate that prehistoric Baltinglass was hugely significant.19 This may at least partially account for it featuring prominently in later ancient Irish manuscript literature.20


The Baltinglass cluster contains three single hillforts (Tinoran, Hughstown and Kilranelagh) and two hillfort complexes (Baltinglass Hill and Spinans Hill). Baltinglass Hill comprises three hillforts – Rathcoran, Rathnagree and Sruhan. The Spinans Hill complex includes Spinans One and Brusselstown Ring, both of which are surrounded by the massive contour fort of Spinans Two, one of the largest hillforts in Britain and Ireland.21 Rathcoran (locally called ‘The Pinnacle’) is the largest enclosure on Baltinglass Hill. Excavated charred wood from postholes here have been radiocarbon-dated to the early Neolithic period.22 Timber was a vital resource, and the amount of wood used in the construction of the Baltinglass hillfort complex indicates a visible, ostentatious display of resources (and manpower, given the amount of labour necessary in the construction of the complex).23 Excavations have revealed that the summit of Baltinglass Hill was first enclosed by an oak palisade during the early Neolithic period.24 Thus, the Baltinglass area was significant throughout the Neolithic and, like many Irish hillforts, its importance continued until at least the late Bronze Age.25 This is proven by the dating of charcoal flecking from Rathcoran to this time, which does not date the construction of the hillfort, but does indicate late Bronze Age activity here.26


THE COMING OF METAL


Knowledge of how to smelt and mix certain metals ushered in the dawn of a new era. Bronze, an alloy of copper and tin, revolutionised life and lifestyles during what would later be labelled the Bronze Age. County Wicklow also contained small deposits of gold, notably in and around the upland streams and river beds. According to legend, Tighearnmas instigated the first instance of gold smelting in Ireland, and Uchadan, a craftsman of Cuala (an area of north Wicklow), performed the actual smelting.27 The British Museum houses a gold lunula from Blessington and gold from Wicklow has also been identified in a small number of early Bronze Age artefacts in the National Museum of Ireland, including discs, earrings and a bronze bracelet.28 The Avoca river is formed at the confluence of the Avonmore and the Avonbeg.29 Early ore workings have been identified here and the presence of standing stones, burial sites and rock art in the Avoca area all point to the growth of settlement here in the early Bronze Age.30 The proliferation of Bronze Age axes found throughout the county also suggests an expansion of settlement in Wicklow during this period. Finished or unfinished axes have been found at Glencree, Enniskerry, Rathdrum, Valleymount, Dunlavin, Kilcoagh, Lacken, Bray and many other locations in County Wicklow.31 Maintenance and repair of pre-existing Neolithic sites and the construction of new hillforts continued throughout the Bronze Age.32 The inner palisade of Rathcoran hillfort in the Baltinglass complex seems to have been remodelled during the late Bronze Age.33 By that time, weapons and other implements were being produced on an industrial scale within the hillfort of Rathgall just north of Coolkenno.34


Another indication of the power and wealth of Bronze Age Wicklow is the number of ritual monuments found within its boundaries. Apart from tombs, boulders inscribed with rock art and standing stones dot the landscape, but perhaps the most impressive features after the hillforts and passage tombs are the stone circles.35 There is a remarkable group of these in the west of the county concentrated in the Hollywood-Dunlavin-Donard-Imaal region. Circles are located at Athgreany, Forristeen, Tournant, Castleruddery and Boleycarrigeen. Although they are located just over the Kildare border, one could add the circles at Brewel, Broadleas and Whiteleas to this group as they are in very close proximity to their Wicklow counterparts. This group of stone circles displays significant regional characteristics such as embankments, stone outliers and ceremonial avenues.36 Though similar in ways, each circle is unique so none of them are ‘typical’, but a description of one circle will provide an idea of what to expect if one decides to visit such a site.


Castleruddery embanked stone circle in the Glen of Imaal is an example of one of the rarest types of ceremonial monument in Ireland. Although Castleruddery is referred to as a stone circle, the earthen embankment at the site means that, strictly speaking, it is actually an embanked enclosure (also called a henge). Sites such as Castleruddery belong to the late Neolithic and Early Bronze Ages. They were certainly being constructed about 2500 BC, which may be taken as the cross-over point between these two prehistoric periods. There is no certainty regarding the use of these sites, but a popular theory is that they were probably used for ritual purposes. It is also probable that they were meeting places for the people who inhabited Ireland in prehistoric times. Some sites in both Britain and Ireland seem to have been aligned with significant solar events such as solstices and equinoxes. Some such sites also seem to have been aligned with significant natural landscape features. These alignments are often used to support the theory regarding the ritual significance of stone circles. The site at Castleruddery is impressive. It consists of an earthen bank some thirty metres in diameter. There is an alignment of twenty-nine upright stones within the embankment. An entrance, formed by two huge boulders of quartz, was left in the south-eastern side of the circle. Beyond the enclosure, an outer ditch, some sixty metres in diameter, surrounds the whole site. However, this ditch is not visible at ground level, although it may clearly be distinguished in aerial photographs. Castleruddery stone circle still attracts many visitors, especially on particular dates during the year.37
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Castleruddery stone circle (henge) in the Glen of Imaal. (Courtesy of Eamon Sinnott)








Apart from physical evidence on the landscape, funerary evidence from over forty-five Bronze Age burials has also been found in County Wicklow. Many of these have been found in and around gravel pits in the valleys of the Liffey, Slaney and, to a lesser extent, Avoca rivers.38 Bronze Age burials occurred principally in cist graves. These are burials where the corpse is placed inside a small, usually rectangular, stone-lined grave. In Ireland, cist burials are usually found in clusters, and often contain grave goods to accompany the dead person in the afterlife. Cist graves provide a tantalising glimpse into the beliefs of Bronze Age people. Grave goods have yielded many artefacts which reveal insights into the society, economy and culture of our Bronze Age ancestors.39 Many Wicklow cist graves contained pottery; both bowls and vases were found at many sites. An incense cup was found at Dunlavin,40 and a bronze razor at Newcastle.41 At least six Wicklow burial sites – Carrig, Newcastle Upper, Ballybrew, Fassaroe, Kelshamore and Rathmoon – yielded flint artefacts. Untypically, the site at Rathmoon contained multiple remains, but most of the cist graves in Wicklow were individual burials.42 Wedge tombs were also common during the Bronze Age in Ireland. Basically, wedge tombs are burial chambers which become lower and narrower towards the back. They are principally found in the west of Ireland,43 but two, Carrig and Blackrock (at Lugnagun, near Blessington), are located in the north-west of Wicklow and two, Moylisha and Mongnacool (between Ballynaclash and Aughrim) are situated in the south of the county. Archaeological evidence suggests that these may be from the late Bronze Age.44


The Baltinglass hillfort complex also maintained its significance well into the late Bronze Age.45 A possible honestone and 108 sherds of pottery dating from the late Bronze Age were found at Tinoran hillfort.46 Further to the south, at Rathgall, an excavated burial complex revealed cremated human remains within a ditch enclosing a circular area containing evidence of three cremation interments.47 The continued importance of the Baltinglass hillfort complex and Rathgall is unsurprising, as this was a period when centres of power and territorial boundaries were contested.48 Rathgall, in particular, has provided a wealth of archaeological evidence about the late Bronze Age in Ireland. This impressive hillfort is enclosed by four concentric walled ramparts. The three outer ramparts are stone and earthen banks, and are Neolithic in origin. Metalworking was carried on within the central enclosure, which also contains a cemetery and a round house, all dating to the Late Bronze Age.49 From 1969 onwards there were prolonged archaeological digs, supervised by Professor Barry Raftery, at the site. There was much evidence of metalworking, with axes, swords and spearheads included in the finds. Jewellery, glass beads and pottery were also found. In fact, over 50,000 pottery fragments were found, indicating that this was a hugely significant Bronze Age site.50 Some 3,000 bronze and gold artefacts were also found here.51 In 2004, Barry Raftery stated that, ‘Rathgall was a site of quite exceptional importance in the centuries spanning the birth of Christ, an importance that was clearly pan-European. The variety of structural information that the excavation yielded is unprecedented in the Bronze Age and the extraordinary concentration of artefactual evidence from the site has not been matched elsewhere in the country.’52


WICKLOW’S IRON MEN (AND WOMEN)


Around 500 BC a new age dawned in Ireland and it brought new settlers to its shores. These Iron Age people are known to Irish history as the Celts. It is difficult to pinpoint the origins of a people either in space or in time,53 but basically the Celts can be classed as a farming and warlike people who flourished in the first millennium BC. Archaeologists have made remarkable discoveries from c.750 BC to 500 BC that shed light on the Celtic past at Hallstatt in Austria. Significant archaeological discoveries from a slightly later period were also made at La Tène in Switzerland. The available evidence suggests that Celtic peoples of central Europe spread throughout much of the continent, with Celtic artefacts being unearthed from the Balkans in the east to Ireland in the west.54 The La Tène culture was eventually conquered by the Romans, but not before many of its elements had penetrated into Ireland.55 A French definition of prehistory informs us that ‘prehistory stops with the first written document’.56 Hence, the Celts were a prehistoric people since no written records of their time in Ireland exist prior to the fifth century ad. However, there are references to the Celts in some classical Graeco-Roman texts, which clearly indicate that the Greeks and the Romans perceived the Celts to be an identifiable cultural entity inhabiting a large section of Europe.57 The Greek geographer Strabo (c.64 BC–c. AD 24) described the Celts as inhabiting an area of the continent bounded by the Pyrenees, the English Channel (and North Sea), the River Rhine and the Alps. He also mentioned Britain and Ireland.58 The Greek historian Diodorus Siculus (c.90 BC–c.20 BC) provided second-hand information regarding the customs, traditions, lifestyle, clothing and armour of the Celts, informing us that ‘on their heads they put bronze helmets … in some cases horns are attached to the helmet … some of them have iron chain-mail’. He also described their ferocity in battle.59 Although the Celts were an identifiable cultural group, they never formed a political empire, but remained fragmented and divided with various sub-groups living more or less independently of each other.60 These were the people who settled in Ireland in the second half of the first millennium BC.


Although they left no written records, much knowledge regarding the Celtic life and lifestyle in Gaelic Ireland has been gleaned from archaeology and manuscript sources written later or elsewhere (or both). Information about the Celts contained in the works of Graeco-Roman writers and the Irish sagas and heroic tales dating from the eighth century onwards provide some glimpses into life in Gaelic Ireland. There is no exact date for the arrival of the first Celts in Ireland, but archaeologists believe that they probably moved on to the island from eastern Scotland, which they had reached via the Continent. Other suggestions about the origins of these people, involving theories ranging from descendants of the Biblical patriarch Noah to the lost city of Atlantis, cannot be substantiated.61 In addition to new skills and improved tools and weapons, the new settlers introduced new customs, traditions, beliefs and a cultural way of life that included a new language, which became Gaelic Irish. These people dispersed throughout the island, and Wicklow was no exception. The earliest recorded mention of any location in Wicklow, dating from c. AD 130, was by the Greek geographer and cartographer Ptolemy. He provided a set of coordinates for a virtual map of Ireland, which included coordinates for the Oboca River. This has been identified by many scholars as the Avoca.62 However, a more recent suggestion is that the river in question could be the Slaney.63 Either river is a possibility, but the main point for us to note is that both of them flow through County Wicklow – hence, Ptolemy’s work provides evidence of the fact that there was certainly contact between Ireland and the Roman Empire, and more specifically that there was a certain level of knowledge in Roman circles about the Wicklow region, in the first and second centuries AD.
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Artist’s impression of a hillfort. (Author’s collection)








By that time, the Celts who settled in Ireland had constructed a social, economic, political and spiritual lifestyle throughout the island. This was Gaelic Ireland – similar in many ways to other Celtic areas, but with a uniquely Irish identity. Their lifestyle was rural – there were no towns – and settlement was dispersed throughout the island. The most common type of settlement was the ringfort, surrounded by a bank of stone or, more usually, earth. Ringforts abound in Wicklow, with many of them being found in the lower lands of the east and west of the county, though some also exist in the highlands. Many modern fields contain small raised areas, usually referred to as raths, denoting the outline of former ringforts. Hillforts, such as those in the vicinity of Baltinglass, also continued to be occupied into the Iron Age. Spinans Hill has been likened to the significant Iron Age defences at the Dorsey in County Armagh and Drumsna in County Roscommon.64


Growing crops and raising cattle for milk, cheese and meat were the staple agricultural pursuits. Cattle were especially valuable and meat was cooked in fulachta fiadh. These were pits dug in the ground, which were filled with water. Heated stones were then pushed in to boil the meat.65 Today, the remains of fulachta fiadh are marked by heaps of burnt stones, and archaeologists refer to them as burnt mounds. This method of cooking was used in the Bronze Age and survived into the Iron Age. Fulachta fiadh are among the least-known monument types, often not thought of as ancient features and seldom recorded on maps.66 One is, however, recorded at the base of Tinoran hillfort.67 It survives today as a small horseshoe-shaped mound, made of small blackened pieces of stone.68


FRAGMENTATION, FRACTURE AND FIGHTING


Though more or less socially and economically homogenous, Gaelic Ireland was not a single polity. This was also true of Gaelic Wicklow. By the mid-first millennium AD the land that now comprises County Wicklow was fragmented into different segments, each with its own ruling clan and rí (king). A rough division of the region covered by the modern county would see it divided thus: Uí Briúin Cualann in the north-east, Uí Ceallaig Cualann in the north-west, Uí Théig spanning the mountains south of the two Cualanns, Uí Máil in the midwest, Uí Garrchon in the mideast, Uí Enechglaiss on the coastal strip south of this area and Uí Felmeda (a branch of the Uí Cheinnselaig) spanning the extreme south of the modern county.69 It must be noted, however, that, then as now, County Wicklow did not exist in isolation and many of the more powerful clans controlled areas that included parts of other modern counties. For example, the Uí Máil lands stretched westwards into what is now County Kildare and the Uí Felmada (Uí Cheinnselaig) lands spilled over into modern Counties Carlow and Wexford. The mountains acted as a buffer zone between the east and west of the county. The poorly drained coastal area was cut off from the west (and the richer lands beyond the modern county) by the mountains and travel along the coastal strip was hindered by the west–east flowing rivers there. This may explain the comparative lack of Iron Age ringforts along the coast between Greystones and Arklow.70


The high altitudes in the interior were sparsely populated and subject to minimal and shifting political control. However, shifting political control was not confined to this remote region. As was the case in the rest of Ireland, the fortunes of the Wicklow clans waxed and waned, reaching zeniths and nadirs at different time. Marriages helped to cement kinship bonds and alliances and political allegiances shifted to match these developments. On the other hand, disagreements could escalate into tension-filled stand-offs, often resulting in cattle raids into neighbouring territory and wars between the opposing clans. Gaelic Ireland was a volatile place, and the clans of County Wicklow formed part of a wider network of power bases, great and small. These shifted continuously to reflect changing political situations and realities in both Gaelic Ireland and Iron Age Wicklow.


DEITIES AND DRUIDS


Though divided politically, dwellers in Iron Age Wicklow were more united in their religious and spiritual beliefs. They were polytheistic and they associated certain gods with physical features such as woods, rivers, lakes and wells.71 These sacred landscapes held a deep spiritual significance in Gaelic Ireland (and Wicklow).72 The principal god was the Dagda, and other gods included Lug and Manannan Mac Lir, while goddesses included the Morrigan, Badb and Nemain.73 Religious beliefs made religious ceremonies necessary – these were carried out by druids. Druids have been described as ‘a combination of priest, prophet and astrologer, believed to possess mystical abilities highly prized by kings and spells greatly feared by enemies’.74 They were advisors to Gaelic kings and their suggestions could sway the decisions of clan leaders. Druids were the guardians of knowledge, which they learned over many years by memorising the oral traditions of Gaelic Ireland. In County Wicklow, druids are remembered in the place name ‘Druids Glen’, which is now the location of a superb golf course. Apparently, a druids’ altar was uncovered near a lake during construction of the course.75 Castleruddery stone circle has also been associated with druids, as has Kilranelagh graveyard, also in west of the county.76 However, it is important to note that there are no written sources covering this period, and archaeology cannot determine specifically whether Gaelic Irish druids used these sites in the Iron Age. As we have seen, Castleruddery, for example, could date from the late Neolithic or early Bronze Ages. While it seems reasonable to assume that the location continued to be used for ritual purposes into the Iron Age, druidic ceremonies at the site cannot be conclusively proven. Indeed, this holds true for all the sites reputedly used by Gaelic druids in Iron Age Wicklow.


The druids of County Wicklow did not know it, but in the fifth century the arrival of two strangers on their shores would bring massive changes to their world and worldview. The knowledge and religious beliefs of which they were the guardians would be threatened as never before, and their way of life would change forever as a result of those coastal landings, both of which reputedly occurred on the shoreline of what is now County Wicklow. The newcomers who arrived in County Wicklow in the fifth century were Palladius and Patrick, both of whom were Christian missionaries. They brought a new message, a new belief system and a new way of life, which would permeate County Wicklow and spread beyond its borders into every corner of Ireland. Pagan Ireland was about to become Christian Ireland – a sea change that began with two landings on the sea coast of County Wicklow in the years AD 431 and 432.
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SAINTS, SKIRMISHES AND SCANDINAVIANS


THE FIRST LANDING: SAINT PALLADIUS


Saint Palladius led the Christian incursion into County Wicklow. He was born in Britain, probably c. AD 400, but his family, a noble one, had moved there from Gaul. It is reasonable to speculate that, as a member of such a privileged Gaulo-British family, Palladius would attain the position of Deacon of Rome, would take much interest in the Church in Britain, and, would by his familiarity with the Celtic languages, be a natural choice to undertake the mission of becoming the first bishop of the Irish people.1 As a deacon, Palladius came to prominence at the time of the Pelagian heresy in Britain. The move against the Pelagians was successful, and in AD 431 the teachings of Pelagius were officially condemned as heresy. That year was an important one for Palladius. Not alone were the followers of Agricola and Pelagius declared heretics, Palladius himself was ordained a bishop by Pope Celestine and given his first mission. Palladius was sent to the edge of the known world – the island of Ireland. According to Prosper’s Chronicle in AD 431: ‘In the consulship of Bassus and Antiocus [431] Palladius was consecrated by Pope Celestine and sent to the Irish believing in Christ, as their first bishop.’2


The Annals of Ulster also state that: ‘To the Irish believing in Christ, Palladius ordained by Pope Celestine, was sent as their first bishop.’


The wording of these sources is interesting, as it confirms that there were some Irish Christians who predated St Patrick.3 Despite the fact that the Romans had never conquered Ireland, commerce, ideas and religious beliefs probably passed back and forth between Ireland and its trading partners (notably Britain and Gaul), so Christianity would have infiltrated and penetrated slowly into the island. Moreover, the lives of some of the Irish saints, such as Ciaran of Saigir and Declan of Ardmore, indicate that they predated St Patrick in introducing Christianity to the island.4


In AD 431 Palladius and some clerical companions landed at Inbher De, in the territory of the Hy-Garchon. This has been identified as both Arklow and Wicklow harbour.5 At this time these areas were occupied by Uí Garchon and Cualann. The latter gave their name to the territory of Cualu, which covered much of what is now east and central County Wicklow.6 The chieftain of the district had no welcome for the missionaries, and Palladius encountered initial problems with the natives. While the actual landing place is uncertain, one source informs us that: ‘Palladius, entering the land of the Irish, arrived at the territory of the men of Leinster where Nathi Mac Garchon was chief, who was opposed to him.’7


However, Palladius and his followers were allowed to stay. They established their first church at a place called Teach na Romain. This site was located in the Vale of Avoca, about half a mile from the famous Meeting of the Waters at the confluence of the Avonmore and the Avonbeg rivers. Having built a church at Teach na Romain (which translates as ‘the Roman house’ and has been tentatively located in the townland of Tigroney in the parish of Castlemacadam near Avoca), Palladius and his missionaries moved inland, crossing the mountains and arriving in west Wicklow.8


The second church founded by Palladius was at Domnacha Arda. This is reputed to be the burial place of the holy men and companions of Palladius, Sylvester and Sallonius. Indeed, some sources suggest that it was actually St Sylvester, a disciple of Palladius, who founded this church. This name translates as ‘the church of the high field’ and is recognisable as an early form of the place name Donard. However, the church was probably not located in Donard village; the reference is likely to refer to the old church atop nearby Church Mountain.9 The church that has given the mountain its name was built within and on top of a pre-existing cairn.10 Cairns were prehistoric burial places and were often placed at the summits of high mountains or in other places with a commanding view of the landscape. There is no doubt that Church Mountain was a sacred place and may have had a ritual significance long before the church was built there. The stones of the church on Church Mountain have been dated to the twelfth century, and there was a long tradition of Christian pilgrimage associated with the site. The real symbolism of building a church on the pre-existing cairn was that the Christian religion supplanted the older pagan traditions, and the site of the church remained a place of pilgrimage for centuries.11


Palladius travelled through west Wicklow and the third church he founded was called Cill Fine. The name means ‘the church of the septs’ and this site has been identified as the old burial place, Cillin Cormac, at Colbinstown, just a few metres beyond the border of County Wicklow in modern County Kildare.12 Once again, the site was a significant one. Palladius chose this important pagan burial place as the site of his third church, and again the symbolism is that of the Christian religion supplanting the older pagan traditions.


However, Palladius experienced much local opposition during his time in Wicklow. It is probable that he did not remain in Ireland, but moved on to Scotland. His later life is shrouded in mystery. The Book of Armagh tells us:




Nor did he himself wish to spend time in a strange land, but returned to him who sent him. On his return hence, however, having crossed the first sea and commenced his land journey, he died in the territory of the Britons.





According to the Liber Hymnorum:




[Palladius] was not well received, but was forced to go round the coast of Ireland towards the north, until driven by a tempest he reached the extreme part of Mohaidh towards the south, where he founded the church of Fordun, and ‘Pledi’ is his name there.





The Vita Secunda, another Life of St Patrick, tells us that: ‘After a short time Palladius died in the plain of Girgin in a place which is now called Fordun, but others say that he was crowned with martyrdom there.’


The Vita Quinta maintains that: ‘St Palladius, seeing that he could not do much good there, wishing to return to Rome, migrated to the Lord in the region of the Picts. Others, however, say that he was crowned with martyrdom in Ireland.’


Palladius may have ended up in Scotland, but the Irish documents are the only sources to substantiate this claim, and they were written long after the events. Ultimately perhaps, Palladius’ life should not be measured by the success or failure of his mission, but by how much he endured and what he gave for his cause and his God. What is certain is that he encountered opposition during his Irish mission, and was never as successful as St Patrick.13


THE SECOND LANDING: SAINT PATRICK


While Palladius was building his churches in west Wicklow, another event was also taking place. Saint Patrick landed on the eastern shores of the county in AD 432, a year after the arrival of Palladius. However, where Palladius ran into problems, Patrick met with unrivalled success and has become recognised as the man who converted Ireland to Christianity and as the patron saint of Ireland. The seventh-century ‘Life of St Patrick’ by Muircu Maccumachthenus in the Book of Armagh actually refers to the failure of Palladius’ mission: ‘Palladius was ordained and sent to convert this land lying under wintry cold, but God hindered him, for no man can receive anything from earth unless it be given to him from heaven; and neither did those fierce and cruel men receive his doctrine readily.’14


Tradition has it that Patrick also encountered initial resistance when he landed in Wicklow, but the exact location of his arrival is disputed. No fewer than three places along the county’s coastline claim that distinction. The first is Bray, in the north of the county, where Patrick reputedly landed north of the promontory of Bray Head. Secondly, Arklow in the south, has a tradition that he landed at Glas Gorman, just south of the town. Finally, Wicklow town claims that Patrick landed there with thirty-four companions at the estuary of the River Vartry.15 The latter seems to be the most likely location and is given in many accounts of Patrick’s life.16 Folklore also supports Wicklow as the landing place. The Irish form of the town’s name is Cill Mhantáin, which means ‘Mantáin’s church’. According to local tradition, Mantáin was one of Patrick’s assistants, who was hit by a stone that knocked out his tooth (or teeth) when Chief Nathi’s followers attacked the newcomers on the shoreline. The Round Mount in Wicklow is also known as Nathi’s mound, and may be his burial site. The name Mantáin means ‘gap-toothed’ or ‘gummy’ and refers to the injury he received on arrival. Though Patrick moved on, he told Mantáin to stay and convert the natives. Local lore tells us that Mantáin established a church in the Market Square area of the town – hence Cill Mhantáin.17


Patrick was a citizen of the Roman Empire who probably hailed from Britain, but it is not possible to pinpoint where or when Patrick was born. In section one of his Confession, he wrote: ‘My name is Patrick. I am a sinner, a simple country person, and the least of all believers. I am looked down upon by many. My father was Calpornius. He was a deacon; his father was Potitus, a priest, who lived at Bannavem Taburniae.’18


Patrick’s date of birth is also obscure, but we can say that his Irish mission flourished in the second half of the fifth century. In section fourteen of his Letter to the soldiers of Coroticus, he states that the Franks are still pagan.19 This means that the letter dates from between AD 451 (the date of the Franks’ arrival in Gaul) and 496 (when King Clovis was converted to Christianity and his subjects were baptised).20 Even the earlier date attests to the longevity of Patrick’s mission. Palladius and Patrick probably overlapped in their missionary work for a short while, as (given the political structure of Celtic Ireland) there is every reason for believing that missionaries could have worked in different parts of the island without having contact.21 While he did not stay in Wicklow, Patrick preached with great zeal, and did much to establish the Christian religion within Ireland’s complex mix of Celtic kingdoms, including those in County Wicklow, where at least nine churches are dedicated to him.22 Despite the religious conversion, Gaelic Ireland remained volatile. The Irish clans suffered internecine strife and fought many battles. One such engagement was the Battle of Dun Bolg.


THE BATTLE OF DUN BOLG (C. AD 598)


Gaelic Ireland was not a homogenous state. It was divided into approximately 150 tuaths (small kingdoms), each with its own king. These kings (Rí Tuaithes) were protected by more powerful kings (Rí Rúires), who, in turn, were protected by Rí Coícids (which translates roughly as ‘provincial kings’). In return for protection, the kings received tribute (usually livestock) from their underkings. When the southern Uí Neills styled themselves as High Kings of Ireland (Árd Rís), they demanded tribute from the kings of South Leinster.23 Technically, the South Leinster kings were Rí Coícids, and should not have to pay tribute to anyone. The tribute (usually of cattle) was called the bóruma or bórama. The bórama was never paid willingly, and many Uí Neill and other kings fell in battle in an attempt to levy it. One such king was Aedh Mac Ainmirech, High King in the sixth century, who invaded South Leinster when the local king, Brandubh, refused to pay the bórama.


The invasion route toward Brandubh’s territory took Aedh’s army through Hollywood Glen, along the old Belach Dhún Bolg route.24 Local oral tradition has it that Brandubh concealed many of his men in panniers on the backs of cattle, which he was supposedly offering as tribute to Aedh, thus belatedly accepting his authority. Having been taken into Aedh’s camp, the warriors emerged from the panniers and slaughtered their enemies. This ploy ensured that Brandubh’s army won the day.25 Brandubh’s seat of power was near Stratford-on-Slaney (the old name for which was Rathbran, after Brandubh), and local oral tradition places the battle in the ‘Red Field’ in Kilbaylet, near Donard. Whether this exact spot was at the centre of the battle is debatable, but the battle itself took place near the fortress of Dun Bolg.26 This has been identified as Spinan’s Hill.27 Aedh Mac Ainmirech was killed in the battle and is reputedly buried in nearby Kilranelagh graveyard.28 This battle of Dun Bolg was fought c.598, well after Ireland’s conversion to Christianity.29 New beliefs evidently did not end old conflicts.


THE GLORY OF GLENDALOUGH


Once Christianity became established in Ireland, many native converts joined the clergy and established churches and monasteries. County Wicklow has no shortage of monasteries, abbeys and priories, but one site gained predominance and stood head and shoulders above all others in terms of its monastic significance. Glendalough was one of the most important monasteries in Ireland, and its monastic community flourished right through Ireland’s Golden Age, when the island was known as the Island of Saints and Scholars. This remote Wicklow valley was a huge centre of learning, power and influence during the early Middle Ages, both before and after the Norman conquest of Ireland.30


The illustrious monastery sprang from humble beginnings. According to legend and folklore, Saint Kevin came from a wealthy and noble family of the Dal Mesincorb, one of the Irish royal tribes. The pious youth desired to live in a place of solitude, where he could devote his life to God. Kevin journeyed into the Wicklow Mountains, eventually arriving in the isolated and peaceful valley of Glendalough. According to the Irish Annals, Kevin began his existence as a hermit in the valley about the year AD 530, a century or so after the coming of Christianity. Kevin’s austere asceticism and general holiness attracted many followers, and the monastery began to grow. However, Kevin still yearned for solitude and so he left the running of the monastery to suitable men, appointing each one of them to a separate religious position, before removing himself to the upper part of the valley of Glendalough to continue his hermit-like existence at Tempeall na Scellig, ordering his monks to leave him severely alone so that he could enter into a life of quiet contemplation and meditation while fasting in order to become closer to God. Kevin survived thus for a period of seven years and, according to the Annals of the Four Masters, he died at the age of 120 on 3 June 617.31 The Annals of Ulster give the date as 618.32


Glendalough flourished during Saint Kevin’s lifetime and it continued to attract pilgrims and grow in stature after his death. The parochial and diocesan structure of the early Irish Church was informal, but the site grew in importance and held huge ecclesiastical significance as the see of Glendalough under its own abbot and bishop. Early abbots of Glendalough included Dochumachonoc (d. 683), Dubhgualai (d. 708) and Suibhne (d. 836), and early bishops included Colman (d. 656), Daircill (d. 674) and Nuadha (d. 929).33 Moreover, Ediragal (d. 814) and Dungal (d. 904) actually held both positions.34 The indications are that Glendalough was ecclesiastically multi-functional.35 Diocesan status was confirmed at the synod of Rath Breasail in 1111, when the monastic city of Glendalough was named as one of the five bishoprics of Leinster.36


The monastic ruins in Glendalough are impressive.37 Irish monasteries of the early Middle Ages were unlike the communal buildings of later medieval confraternities in continental Europe. European monks, who often lived according to the Rule of St Benedict, lived, worked and prayed together in one large monastery or abbey, but earlier Celtic Irish monasteries were made up of small individual dwellings. Every monk had his own small cell, with the churches and communal monastic buildings at the centre. Most of the buildings of the old monastery are no longer extant. The individual monks’ cells and the huts of masons, smiths and craftsmen are long gone. Most of these were constructed of wood or wattle and daub. However, in the long term, both of these building materials proved susceptible to the ravages of the weather over many centuries, so these buildings no longer exist at Glendalough. What remains today are ruins of the stone buildings that stood at the centre of the once-proud monastic city.38
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