



  [image: cover]








  




  [image: ]




  



  




  To Carol




  



  




  CONTENTS




  Cover




  Dedication




  Preface




  Chapter 1: The Irish landscape: the last Ice Age and after




  Chapter 2: Mesolithic Ireland




  Chapter 3: Neolithic Ireland: the first farmers




  Chapter 4: Neolithic megaliths




  Chapter 5: Copper, bronze and gold: 2000–1000 BC




  Chapter 6: Before the Celts




  Chapter 7: The coming of the Celts




  Chapter 8: Preparing for the Otherworld in pre-Christian Celtic Ireland




  Chapter 9: Kings and champions




  Chapter 10: Agricola plans to conquer Ireland




  Chapter 11: Patrick the Briton




  Chapter 12: The early Irish church




  Chapter 13: A land of many kings




  Chapter 14: Poets, judges, nobles, the free and the unfree




  Chapter 15: Homesteads and crannogs




  Chapter 16: Living off the land




  Chapter 17: Saints and scholars




  Chapter 18: ‘Not the work of men but of angels’




  Chapter 19: St Columba, St Columbanus and the wandering Irish




  Chapter 20: The coming of the Vikings




  Chapter 21: The wars of the Gael and the Gall




  Chapter 22: Viking towns and cities




  Chapter 23: Brian Boru and the Battle of Clontarf




  Chapter 24: ‘A trembling sod’




  Chapter 25: The rape of Dervorgilla




  Chapter 26: ‘At Baginbun, Ireland was lost and won’




  Chapter 27: Waterford and Dublin: a tale of two sieges




  Chapter 28: Henry II comes to Ireland




  Chapter 29: The lordship of Ireland




  Chapter 30: Conquests and a failed treaty




  Chapter 31: John, Lord of Ireland




  Chapter 32: ‘Dreading the fury of the king’




  Chapter 33: The English colony




  Chapter 34: Feudal Ireland




  Chapter 35: ‘A great affliction befell the country’




  Chapter 36: Edward Bruce ‘caused the whole of Ireland to tremble’




  Chapter 37: ‘Famine filled the country’




  Chapter 38: The Black Death




  Chapter 39: Gallowglasses




  Chapter 40: ‘More Irish than the Irish themselves’




  Chapter 41: The Statute of Kilkenny




  Chapter 42: ‘Into the land of the savage Irish where King O’Neill reigned supreme’




  Chapter 43: A Catalan pilgrim among the unconquered Irish




  Chapter 44: Richard II’s great expedition to Ireland




  Chapter 45: The Pale




  Chapter 46: Beyond the Pale




  Chapter 47: Garret Mór FitzGerald, the Great Earl of Kildare




  Chapter 48: The decline of the House of Kildare




  Chapter 49: The rebellion of Silken Thomas




  Chapter 50: The church in turmoil




  Chapter 51: ‘Sober ways, politic drifts, and amiable persuasions’




  Chapter 52: Conn Bacach O’Neill visits London




  Chapter 53: Religious strife and plantation




  Chapter 54: Shane the Proud




  Chapter 55: The fall of Shane O’Neill




  Chapter 56: A failed plantation and a bloody feast in Belfast




  Chapter 57: An English queen, a Scottish lady and a dark daughter




  Chapter 58: ‘Warring against a she-tyrant’: holy war in Munster




  Chapter 59: The plantation of Munster




  Chapter 60: The wreck of the Armada




  Chapter 61: The last voyage of the Girona




  Chapter 62: The adventures of Captain Francisco de Cuellar




  Chapter 63: ‘The wild Irish are barbarous and most filthy in their diet’




  Chapter 64: ‘A fit house for an outlaw, a meet bed for a rebel, and an apt cloak for a thief’




  Chapter 65: The capture of Red Hugh O’Donnell




  Chapter 66: The escape of Red Hugh O’Donnell




  Chapter 67: Granuaile: the pirate queen of Connacht




  Chapter 68: Granuaile and the Composition of Connacht




  Chapter 69: The Nine Years War begins




  Chapter 70: ‘Freeing the country from the rod of tyrannical evil’




  Chapter 71: ‘The scurvy fort of Blackwater’




  Chapter 72: ‘A quick end made of a slow proceeding’: the Earl of Essex’s failure




  Chapter 73: Mountjoy and Docwra




  Chapter 74: ‘We spare none of what quality or sex soever’




  Chapter 75: The Battle of Christmas Eve




  Chapter 76: The Treaty of Mellifont




  Chapter 77: ‘Remember, remember, the Fifth of November’




  Chapter 78: ‘I know that they wish to kill him by poison or by any possible means’




  Chapter 79: The Flight of the Earls




  Chapter 80: ‘We would rather have chosen to die in our own country’




  Chapter 81: ‘Bring in colonies of civil people of England and Scotland’




  Chapter 82: A lucky escape, Scottish lairds and the division of Clandeboye




  Chapter 83: Planting Down and Antrim




  Chapter 84: The rebellion of Sir Cahir O’Doherty




  Chapter 85: The plantation of Ulster




  Chapter 86: ‘Make speed, get thee to Ulster’




  Chapter 87: The Londonderry plantation




  Chapter 88: The luck of the draw




  Chapter 89: ‘The heretics intend to vomit out all their poison’




  Chapter 90: Thomas Wentworth and the ‘Graces’




  Chapter 91: The Eagle Wing and the Black Oath




  Chapter 92: Presbyterian anger, Catholic resentment




  Chapter 93: October 1641: the plot that failed




  Chapter 94: The 1641 massacres




  Chapter 95: The Confederation of Kilkenny




  Chapter 96: ‘Your word is Sancta Maria!’




  Chapter 97: ‘The righteous judgment of God’




  Chapter 98: The curse of Cromwell




  Chapter 99: ‘To Hell or Connacht’




  Chapter 100: Priests and tories




  Chapter 101: Restoration Ireland




  Chapter 102: Ormond




  Chapter 103: Work, food and leisure




  Chapter 104: The Popish Plot




  Chapter 105: The trial of Oliver Plunkett




  Chapter 106: ‘Lilliburlero’




  Chapter 107: Three kings and thirteen apprentice boys




  Chapter 108: ‘No surrender!’




  Chapter 109: The Relief of Derry




  Chapter 110: Schomberg




  Chapter 111: The Battle of the Boyne




  Chapter 112: Galloping Hogan, Sarsfield and the walls of Limerick




  Chapter 113: Athlone and Aughrim: June–July 1691




  Chapter 114: Limerick: a second siege and a treaty




  Chapter 115: The Wild Geese




  Chapter 116: The Penal Laws




  Chapter 117: ‘The minority prevailing over the majority’




  Chapter 118: The Protestant Ascendancy




  Chapter 119: John Dunton eats and sleeps in Connemara




  Chapter 120: Wood’s Halfpence and the Drapier




  Chapter 121: A modest proposal




  Chapter 122: 1740: the year of the Great Frost




  Chapter 123: 1741: the ‘Year of the Slaughter’




  Chapter 124: The first performance of Handel’s Messiah




  Chapter 125: The second city of the Empire




  Chapter 126: Dublin: poverty, crime and duels




  Chapter 127: ‘The Irish gentry are an expensive people’




  Chapter 128: ‘A sort of despot’




  Chapter 129: Hearts of Steel, Hearts of Oak




  Chapter 130: Clearing the land




  Chapter 131: The peasantry




  Chapter 132: ‘Superfine cloth, of home manufacture’




  Chapter 133: Ulster’s domestic linen industry




  Chapter 134: Wash-mills, bleach-greens and beetling engines




  Chapter 135: ‘A vast number of people shipping off for Pennsylvania and Boston’




  Chapter 136: The voyage of the Sally




  Chapter 137: The American Revolution and Ireland




  Chapter 138: ‘Free Trade—or Else!’




  Chapter 139: The Dungannon Convention




  Chapter 140: ‘I am now to address a free people’




  Chapter 141: The failure of reform




  Chapter 142: ‘Fourteenth July 1789; Sacred to Liberty’




  Chapter 143: The United Irishmen




  Chapter 144: The Belfast Harp Festival of 1792




  Chapter 145: At war with France




  Chapter 146: Earl Fitzwilliam’s failure




  Chapter 147: Peep o’ Day Boys and Defenders




  Chapter 148: ‘I will blow your soul to the low hills of Hell’




  Chapter 149: ‘The French are in the bay’




  Chapter 150: ‘Nothing but terror will keep them in order’




  Chapter 151: ‘Croppies, lie down!’




  Chapter 152: ‘Rouse, Hibernians, from your slumbers’




  Chapter 153: The Boys of Wexford




  Chapter 154: The Battle of New Ross




  Chapter 155: The rebellion spreads north




  Chapter 156: Rebellion in County Antrim




  Chapter 157: Rebellion in County Down




  Chapter 158: Vinegar Hill




  Chapter 159: The Races of Castlebar




  Chapter 160: The Union proposed




  Chapter 161: ‘Jobbing with the most corrupt people under Heaven’




  Chapter 162: The passing of the Act of Union




  Chapter 163: Robert Emmet




  Chapter 164: ‘Now is your time for liberty!’




  Chapter 165: ‘Let no man write my epitaph’




  Chapter 166: Caravats and Shanavests




  Chapter 167: Ribbonmen, Orangemen and Rockites




  Chapter 168: Emancipation refused




  Chapter 169: The Catholic Association




  Chapter 170: The ‘invasion’ of Ulster




  Chapter 171: The Clare Election




  Chapter 172: ‘Scum condensed of lrish bog!’




  Chapter 173: A social laboratory




  Chapter 174: The Tithe War




  Chapter 175: ‘Property has its duties as well as its rights’




  Chapter 176: The Repealer repulsed




  Chapter 177: Monster meetings




  Chapter 178: A Nation Once Again?




  Chapter 179: ‘The misery of Ireland descends to degrees unknown’




  Chapter 180: ‘So much wretchedness’




  Chapter 181: The census of 1841




  Chapter 182: Phytophthora infestans




  Chapter 183: ‘Give us food, or we perish’




  Chapter 184: The Famine in Skibbereen




  Chapter 185: Fever




  Chapter 186: Emigration




  Chapter 187: The Battle of Widow McCormack’s Cabbage Patch




  Chapter 188: The Fenian Brotherhood




  Chapter 189: ‘The green flag will be flying independently’




  Chapter 190: ‘God Save Ireland!’




  Chapter 191: The growth of Belfast




  Chapter 192: Party fights




  Chapter 193: ‘My mission is to pacify Ireland’




  Chapter 194: ‘Keep a firm grip of your homesteads’




  Chapter 195: The Land War




  Chapter 196: The relief of Captain Boycott




  Chapter 197: Assassination in the Phoenix Park




  Chapter 198: The First Home Rule Bill




  Chapter 199: ‘Is them ’uns bate?’




  Chapter 200: The Belfast riots of 1886




  Chapter 201: Belfast: an imperial city




  Chapter 202: Committee Room 15




  Chapter 203: ‘Keep our noble kingdom whole’




  Chapter 204: The Second Home Rule Bill




  Chapter 205: ‘The country is bleeding to death’




  Chapter 206: Killing Home Rule with kindness




  Chapter 207: ‘De-anglicising the Irish people’




  Chapter 208: Two nations?




  Chapter 209: Cultural revival




  Chapter 210: Home Rule promised




  Chapter 211: The Covenant




  Chapter 212: The great Dublin lock-out




  Chapter 213: The Curragh ‘mutiny’




  Chapter 214: To the brink of civil war




  Chapter 215: ‘Faithful to Erin, we answer her call!’




  Chapter 216: The conspirators prepare




  Chapter 217: ‘We’re going to be slaughtered’




  Chapter 218: Easter Week




  Chapter 219: Executions and internment




  Chapter 220: Sacrifice at the Somme




  Chapter 221: The rise of Sinn Féin




  Chapter 222: The First Dáil




  Chapter 223: Return to violence




  Chapter 224: Terror and reprisal




  Chapter 225: ‘The dreary steeples’




  Chapter 226: Partition




  Chapter 227: ‘Stretch out the hand of forbearance’




  Chapter 228: The Treaty




  Chapter 229: The split




  Chapter 230: Troubles north and south




  Chapter 231: Civil war




  Chapter 232: Green against Green




  Chapter 233: Divided Ulster




  Chapter 234: ‘Not an inch!’




  Chapter 235: Northern Ireland: depression years




  Chapter 236: ‘An empty political formula’




  Chapter 237: The Economic War




  Chapter 238: Democracy in peril




  Chapter 239: ‘Forget the unhappy past’




  Chapter 240: ‘Crying for a happier life’




  Chapter 241: The Emergency




  Chapter 242: The blitz and after




  Chapter 243: The inter-party government




  Chapter 244: The Mother and Child crisis




  Chapter 245: ‘What we have we hold’




  Chapter 246: The vanishing Irish




  Chapter 247: The years of stagnation




  Chapter 248: Church and state and the IRA




  Chapter 249: New brooms north and south




  Chapter 250: The O’Neill–Lemass meeting, 14 January 1965




  Epilogue




  References




  Bibliography




  Copyright




  About the Author




  About Gill & Macmillan




  



  




  

    

      

        

          PREFACE


        


      


    


  




  In 2005 I was asked by BBC Radio Ulster to write 240 five-minute programmes to cover the history of Ireland from earliest

  times to 1939. These episodes were broadcast every weekday for a year in 2006–7. This book is largely based on the scripts for those programmes, together with an additional ten episodes and

  an epilogue to bring the history up to date. The aim of each broadcast was to tell a story from Irish history which was sufficiently self-contained for those listeners who had not heard the

  previous broadcast. In the same way the reader should be able to open this book at random to enjoy a fully understandable snippet of Irish history. The episodes, read in sequence, provide a

  narrative history of Ireland. Only after the last episode of the BBC series had been broadcast did I discover that the whole idea of relating the history of the island in

  numerous short episodes was that of Alison Finch, who subsequently produced all the programmes.




  Trawling through the archives is a core activity for the professional historian. Historians also must consult and build on the scholarly work of their predecessors and contemporaries. In a book

  of this scope, spanning all of the time that humans have been in Ireland, the author is especially reliant on the published findings of specialists. I hope that these writers will consider

  acknowledgment of their work in the references and bibliography in part an expression of my gratitude. It has been a real privilege to be reminded of the vigorous good health of historical research

  in Ireland. Encountering gems, sometimes by accident, which have informed some of the episodes, has been a delight. For example, had I not been a member of the Clogher Historical Society, almost

  certainly I would not have come across the account by Ramon de Perellós, translated by Dorothy M. Carpenter, of his pilgrimage from Catalonia to Lough Derg in 1397 which I used in episodes

  42 and 43.




  I urge young historians not to cast the works of Victorian historians too hastily aside. After all, some, such as Sir John Gilbert, had the opportunity to consult records subsequently destroyed

  in the Four Courts in 1922. Also nineteenth-century historians liked to quote contemporary documents at length—particularly useful for this book where I want the reader to have access to

  voices from the past. Thomas Wright, for example, in his History of Ireland published in 1870, includes long extracts from speeches and correspondence of leading figures in Irish political

  life in the eighteenth century not easily accessible elsewhere. And material useful to the historian can be found beyond libraries and record offices. Here are some examples.




  ‘I got the essay done!’ And a good essay it was too. A police officer in the Royal Ulster Constabulary, he explained with a broad smile that he had written it in the back of a Land

  Rover before going in, truncheon in hand, to deal with rioters in north Belfast. It was April 1969 and I was teaching adult students about the First World War in the Jaffe Centre, a former Jewish

  primary school on Belfast’s Cliftonville Road—a building subsequently reduced to ashes during convulsions accompanying the Drumcree crisis in July 1996. At the end of the class another

  student, Kathleen Page, came up to me with a single sheet of paper: this was a letter written by Herbert Beattie in July 1916 which vividly described the horrors of the first day of the Battle of

  the Somme. An extract from the letter can be read in Episode 220—no doubt the seventeen-year-old’s idiosyncratic spelling enabled the letter to escape his officer’s censoring

  pencil.




  I spent much of my spare time in my teens in the 1950s at the end of the west pier in Dún Laoghaire. Here I fished with former employees of the gasworks, who had been presented with

  orange-painted bicycles on retirement. In the winter dark, while rats formed a great semicircle round us (waiting for us to throw them an undersized whiting or two), one man gave me a vivid account

  of the great Dublin lock-out of 1913 and how members of the Dublin Metropolitan Police batoned people all round him when listening to Jim Larkin in O’Connell Street.




  Shortly after being asked to write articles for a Sunday newspaper to commemorate the fiftieth anniversary of the Battle of the Somme in 1966, I was rushed to hospital to have my appendix

  removed. After the operation I found six veterans of the battle in my ward, and one of them also had fought in the Boer War. Naturally, I recorded as many of their memories as I could. One of them

  recalled little: he was a Catholic who had enlisted in what had been a temperance battalion of the Ulster Volunteer Force, and he drank the tots of rum his comrades refused before going over the

  top. The former water keeper of the Argideen river in west Cork, Johnny Murphy, recounted in detail for me how in his youth a neighbouring family had resisted eviction by boiling up a cauldron of

  porridge and hurling spoonfuls of it at the bailiffs.




  Every home, I say to students, has material of historical interest within it. Included in my own are: photographs of Edward VII’s visit to Dublin in 1907, with the

  GPO in O’Connell Street draped in Union Flags, taken by my maternal grandfather, Donald Whiteside; a photograph I took at the request of a farmer in Co. Wicklow at the

  age of twelve, showing a steam threshing machine in action; a copy of the Baghdad Times in 1922 which contained a detailed account of the bombardment of the Four Courts written by an

  eyewitness, my father, then aged sixteen; and a fragile typescript entitled ‘An Irishman in Iraq: Ten Years in Mesopotamia’, written on the banks of the River Tigris in 1930 by my

  grandfather, Captain James Bardon—no doubt little remains today of the many bridges he built there in the 1920s. Memories and memorabilia do much to enliven the past and—if treated with

  suitable caution—add to our understanding of it.




  I was less than half-way through writing the BBC series when the first episodes were being broadcast. The skill, versatility and enthusiasm of the actors, particularly in

  their interpretation of extracts from annals, letters and other documents from the past, constantly inspired me to greater efforts. I am very grateful to them. They were: Frances Tomelty, James

  Greene, Patrick FitzSymons, Seán Crummey and Richard Dormer. Many years earlier, being unable to read music, I asked Nonie Murray to sing for me eighteenth-century songs and ballads, many of

  them long forgotten and not then available on records. These songs are very different from, for example, the more popular ballads on the 1798 rebellion, composed long after the event. I was

  delighted that she sang some of these for the programmes, and I consider her interpretation of ‘Harry Flood’s Election Song’ to be the finest available. My thanks, too, to Dee

  McDowell for singing twentieth-century ballads, and to Lucy Donnelly and Ellen Colton for their spirited renditions of skipping rhymes and recruiting posters.




  I am particularly grateful to Alison Finch, who by a constant stream of queries worked unceasingly to ensure that listeners—and subsequently readers—who had no previous knowledge of

  Irish history would not encounter obscurities and unexplained terminology. My thanks, too, to Susan Lovell and Peter Johnston for backing one of the most ambitious projects ever undertaken by

  BBC Radio Ulster, and to Bert Tosh and the late Kieran Hegarty for their helpful scrutiny of the scripts before broadcast. The radio series is published as a download by

  BBC Audiobooks and is available at www.audible.co.uk.




  In the 1970s I wrote several documentary entertainments, not for publication but to be performed in a variety of venues by a cast of students and colleagues. They will recognise the reappearance

  of some of the material I compiled then in this book, and their enthusiasm did much to spur me on to further efforts. They include Pat Brown, Norman Wylie, Henry Bell, Dorothy Wiley, Michael

  Collins, Oliver Boylan, Jim McConville, Cathy Clugston and the late Bridgheen McWade. Teaching students—particularly adult students returning to study asking searching questions—has

  constantly helped to shape the way I write. In my last formal year of teaching I am grateful for the lively, intelligent participation of students in the School of History in Queen’s

  University, Belfast, especially Briege Rice and Ruth Patterson Taylor, and in the University of Babeș-Bolyai in Cluj-Napoca, Romania, particularly Narcisa

  Brașoveanu, Ioana Rosa, Lucia Ponoran and Georgian Sas.




  Most sincere thanks are due to the following for many kindnesses, particularly for drawing my attention to useful sources, for reading some of the scripts, or giving me helpful comments as the

  episodes were broadcast: Liam Kennedy and Fearghal McGarry; Kevin Lagan; Ian Green, Sean Connolly and David Hayton; Trevor Parkhill; Bill (W. H.) Crawford; Liviu Cotrau and Adrian Radu; Brendan

  McAllister; Douglas Carson; Patrick Speight; Barbara and Kieran Fagan; Carol and Richard Hawkins; Barbara Carnaghan and Carol Tweedale; Norbert and Margaret Bannon; Máire and Dermot Neary;

  Rosemary McCreery and Martin Godfrey; Babs and Tom McDade; Jane Conroy and John Waddell; Dorothy Barry; Frank Murray; Brian M. Walker; John Hunter; Cecilia Linehan, Margaret Kennedy, Thelma Sheil

  and Bill Brown; Colm Cavanagh; Michael Maultsaid; Patrick Maume; and Brian Lambkin and Kay Muhr. I am also grateful for the assistance of the staffs of the Public Record Office of Northern Ireland,

  the State Paper Office, Belfast Central Library, the National Library and the Linen Hall Library.




  Colm Croker edited the text for this book with painstaking care and sensitivity, displaying in the process an encyclopaedic knowledge of the full course of Irish history.
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          THE IRISH LANDSCAPE: THE LAST ICE AGE AND AFTER


        


      


    


  




  It is an arresting thought that human beings had been living in Australia for 40,000 years before the very first people came to live in Ireland.

  Indeed, Ireland became inhabited very late in all the time that homo sapiens has roamed the Earth. The explanation for this is the last Ice Age.




  Today Ireland is a detached fragment of the Eurasian landmass, from which it is separated by shallow seas. It was not always so, and if the ocean was to drop a mere hundred metres, the country

  would be joined again, not only with Britain but also to the European mainland. Around two million years ago severe cold conditions set in over north-western Europe. The Ice Age had begun. Then the

  ice relented to give way over the last 750,000 years to alternating cycles of warmth and cold.




  The Munsterian Ice Age, lasting between 300,000 and 130,000 years ago, covered the entire country with two great elongated domes of ice, in places a mile thick. After a warm spell of some

  fifteen thousand years during which the woolly mammoth and musk ox roamed over chilly grasslands, the last Ice Age, known as the Midlandian, spread over the northern half of the country, with

  additional ice caps in the Wicklow and the Cork and Kerry mountains. The ice sheets began to dissolve about 15,000 BC, and two thousand years later they had all but

  disappeared. They left behind a landscape which had been scoured and smoothed by flowing ice. Retreating glaciers carved out U-shaped valleys and steep-sided corries. Soil and rocks had been

  shifted enormous distances and dumped as rubble in huge mounds of boulder clay, known as drumlins, in their tens of thousands, particularly around Clew Bay and stretching across southern Ulster

  from Strangford Lough to Donegal Bay. Meltwater flowing under the ice left behind sinuous ridges of gravels, known as eskers; often several miles long and up to twenty metres in height, these

  provided invaluable routeways later on across the boggy midlands.




  The bare earth was first colonised by grasses, sorrels and dwarf willow. Half a millennium later juniper and birch flourished. Reindeer and the giant Irish deer grazed over this tundra. Then

  these pioneering species were all but killed off by a six-hundred-year cold snap known after a Co. Wicklow lough as the Nahanagan stadial. Around 8000 BC the process of

  colonisation had to begin again. As the permafrost melted the tundra, grasslands attracted willow, juniper, birch and hazel, and the larger trees soon followed.




  It was now a race against time for plants and animals to reach Ireland. At first so much water was still locked up in ice further north that land bridges with the European mainland remained

  open. Then sea levels, which had been about sixteen metres lower than they are today, began to rise. Oak, wych-elm, holly, yew, ash, hawthorn, blackthorn and alder made it in time, but the last

  land bridges across the Irish Sea were almost certainly swept away by 8000 BC. Trees such as beech and sycamore remained on the British shore until brought over by man in

  the Middle Ages. Curiously, the strawberry tree seems to have come directly from north-western Spain to Ireland without ever having reached Britain. Animals including brown bears, wild boar,

  wolves, otters, badgers, red deer, stoats, pine martens, red squirrels, mountain hares, wild cats, pigmy shrews and woodmice arrived in time to make their home in Ireland. Fallow and roe deer,

  beavers, weasels, harvest mice, voles and polecats were left behind. The range of freshwater fish was also limited to little more than salmon, trout, arctic char, shad, lampreys and eels. Perch,

  pike and other coarse fish had to await later introduction by monks.




  Were the first people to arrive in Ireland able to travel across land bridges running across the Irish Sea? It seems unlikely that they could walk further than the Isle of Man without getting

  their feet wet. The climate which greeted the first humans was much like our own, but the landscape was dramatically different.




  A dense forest canopy covered the island so completely that a red squirrel could travel from Ireland’s most northerly point, Malin Head, to Mizen Head in Co. Cork without ever having to

  touch the ground. Sessile oaks and wych-elms dominated the wild wood, particularly on the rich glacial soils; ash was locally prominent on light limestone ground, especially in Co. Fermanagh; hazel

  woods flourished on thinner soils and, in season, provided rich feeding for wild boar; alder preferred the wetter lough margins; and the Scots pine, once Ireland’s most dominant tree, was

  confined to hill slopes and the western seaboard. Only the highest peaks, the loughs, the rivers and peat bogs, beginning to form as the rains became more persistent, were bereft of trees.
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          MESOLITHIC IRELAND


        


      


    


  




  Just south of Coleraine a great ridge of basalt lies in the path of the Bann, and, after a serene passage from Lough Beg, the river is funnelled

  between bluffs to cascade in rapids and through weirs and sluices into a long estuary leading north-west to the Atlantic. Here in 1973, where waters draining off nearly half the surface of Ulster

  meet the tide, archaeologists began to unearth evidence of the very first human presence in Ireland.




  Worked flints had been brought to the surface the year before close to Mount Sandel Fort near Coleraine when land was being prepared for a new housing estate. In 1973 Peter Woodman and his team

  of archaeologists began what seemed a routine investigation only to discover—after the carbon dating of charred hazelnut shells—that human beings had dwelt here between 7000 and 6500

  BC. The generally accepted date of the arrival of people in Ireland had been put back by more than a thousand years. Over five seasons the site was meticulously excavated

  and its contents sieved, sifted and chemically analysed by specialists. Their findings cast a unique shaft of light back over nine millennia to focus on life in a Mesolithic encampment in

  Ireland.




  In an artificially enlarged hollow the remains of four large huts were found. The slope of the post-holes showed that large saplings had been driven into the ground in a rough circle and bent

  over to form a domed roof by being lashed together. Lighter branches may have been interwoven to add strength and rigidity. Then each hut was covered with bark or deer hide and reinforced against

  the north wind with grass turfs lifted from inside. Around six metres wide, each hut gave shelter to perhaps a dozen people gathered a round a bowl-shaped hearth in the centre.




  The last ice sheets had retreated only about three thousand years earlier, and the sea level was around five metres lower than it is today. The falls and rapids by Mount Sandel must then have

  made a majestic sight; below them, in early summer, salmon waited in thousands for a flood to take them upstream to spawn, and sea bass foraged at high tide in pursuit of crabs, flounder and

  smolts. Scale-shaped flints found in abundance almost certainly had been set in poles to harpoon these fish, together with myriads of eels moving down from Lough Neagh in autumn. Autumn too was the

  season for gathering hazelnuts: these were supplemented by crab-apple, goosegrass, vetches and the seeds of water lilies—these last resemble popcorn when dropped into hot fat. In midwinter

  wild pigs, fattened on the abundant hazel nuts, began their rutting, and male yearlings, driven out by mature boars, were vulnerable then to hunting parties armed with flint-tipped spears and

  arrows. This too was the time for trapping birds in the forest and overwintering wildfowl.




  Flint had to be carried from as far away as the beaches of Portrush in Co. Antrim and Downhill in Co. Londonderry, and was utilised to give service for as long as possible. At a tool-working

  area to the west of the hollow, flint cores were roughed out and fashioned into picks and axes, while the smaller blades struck from them were shaped into knives, arrowheads, hide-scrapers, awls

  and harpoon flakes. One axe had traces of red ochre on its surface, which gives a hint that these people painted themselves on ceremonial occasions.




  Clearly these people of the Middle Stone Age moved about in bands from place to place. The coastline has yielded up the most numerous sites, concentrated around Strangford Lough, along the

  Antrim coast, around Dublin and Wicklow, as far south as the Dingle peninsula and as far west as Galway Bay. Here shellfish, limpets in particular, formed a central part of the diet.




  The Antrim coast was particularly attractive because here in the chalk layers is the largest area of exposed flint on the island. Elsewhere in Ireland these early inhabitants used chert, like

  flint formed of silicon dioxide but found embedded in carboniferous limestone. Certainly this was the case at Lough Boora, a major Middle Stone Age site in Co. Offaly, where chert was fashioned

  into implements very similar to those found at Mount Sandel.




  For at least three thousand years these hunter-gatherers lived undisturbed in Ireland. Over the whole island these Stone Age people may not have numbered more than a couple of thousand.

  Certainly they made little impression on the landscape. During those three thousand years the rains became more persistent, cold winters and hot summers became less frequent, and oak, alder and elm

  began to tower over the hazel. Pine and birch woods covered the hills and mountains. The only technological advance that these early inhabitants made in these millennia was an increase in the size

  of the stone implements they made.
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          NEOLITHIC IRELAND: THE FIRST FARMERS


        


      


    


  




  From around 4000 BC a dramatic transformation of the Irish economy began. Until then a small scattered population had lived

  exclusively by foraging, trapping and hunting. Now they began to clear the land of trees to create pastures for domestic stock and cultivation ridges for growing cereals.




  Intrepid family groups began to venture across the Irish Sea and the North Channel in dug-out canoes and skin-covered boats. The perils of crossing the sea in frail craft with frightened and

  thirsty horned beasts can be imagined. Some of these people were newcomers, but it may be that some of the original inhabitants had learned of these farming techniques—first developed in the

  Middle East—and crossed over to obtain grain, cattle, sheep and pigs from Britain.




  On landing, the first task was to find a stand of elm, a reliable guide to fertile and easily worked soil. Perhaps because conditions were generally too wet in Britain and Ireland for burning

  the forests, farmers there preferred to spread out through the wood girdling the trees with their stone axes, causing them to die back and open up the canopy. Meanwhile the women and children put

  up shelters and gathered leaves, twigs and other fodder to carry the cattle and sheep through their first critical winter. When the clearings lost their fertility, the farmers simply moved on to

  create new pastures.




  In the fourth millennium BC farming was helped by a significant improvement in the climate, with average temperatures one or two degrees centigrade higher than present

  temperatures. The tree line was around three hundred metres higher than today, and this allowed these people to till the soil and graze their stock on high ground. The main crops were barley and

  emmer wheat, and, when cut with stone edged sickles, the cereals were ground with rubbing-stones on saddle querns and eaten as gruel or bread and perhaps converted into fermented drinks.




  The flaked flint axe-heads of Mesolithic settlers could not easily cope with the task of ring-barking and tree-felling. Heavier polished axe-heads replaced them, and it has recently been

  demonstrated that one person using one of these axes can cut down a young birch tree in fifteen minutes. In a bog at Roosky, Co. Longford, one axe-head was found still in its haft of alder.

  Archaeologists have recorded no fewer than 18,000 axes in Ireland fashioned from a wide variety of rock types including mudstone, shale, schist and sandstone. The most highly prized stone was

  porcellanite, formed sixty million years earlier when hot Antrim lavas poured over clays to compress them into this hard china-like stone. Specialist factories emerged at Tievebulliagh, Co. Antrim,

  and on Rathlin Island; from here polished porcellanite axe-heads were traded as far away as Dorset and the Shetlands.




  As techniques improved and the population rose communities became more settled. Substantial houses began to replace simple huts and shelters. At Ballynagilly, near Cookstown in Co. Tyrone, the

  oldest Neolithic house in either Britain or Ireland was found in 1969. This rectangular dwelling, six metres by six and a half metres, was partly made of wattle-and-daub walls, the remainder

  consisting of radially split oak placed upright in trench foundations. Substantial posts evidently marked the position of thatched roof supports. During construction work on a natural gas pipeline

  at Tankardstown in Co. Limerick in 1988 a similar house was unearthed, except that it was built entirely of oak planking with corner posts and external roof supports. Even more sophisticated

  dwellings were excavated at Lough Gur in Co. Limerick. The largest possessed a stone-lined damp-proof course and cavity walls insulated with brushwood and rushes.




  These early Neolithic farmers generally moved on when the fields they created had lost their fertility, but not always. One of the most remarkable discoveries in recent times is a complex

  settlement in north Mayo known as the Céide Fields. Here a series of rectangular fields had been created by a series of low stone walls, some as long as two kilometres. An enormous amount of

  labour and co-operative effort must have been required over several centuries. Cultivating cereals in the smaller fields and keeping cattle in the large ones, this area was intensively farmed

  between 3700 and 3200 BC.




  On nearly all excavated Neolithic sites fragments of pottery were found. Even the earliest pots, known as Carinated Bowls, were carefully fashioned from well-kneaded clay from which air bubbles

  and grit had been removed; the finished vessels were then meticulously polished before firing. Distinctive styles emerged, named by archaeologists as Lyles Hill ware, Goodland pottery, Carrowkeel

  ware, Grooved Ware and the like, with lugs, incised ornament and cord-impressed decoration. Many pots have been located at ritual sites, demonstrating that belief in the afterlife was powerful in

  Neolithic Ireland.
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          NEOLITHIC MEGALITHS


        


      


    


  




  Just west of Sligo town on the top of Knocknarea mountain glistens a massive cairn visible from many miles around. Known as Queen Maeve’s

  tomb, this is just about the largest Stone Age monument to be seen anywhere in Europe. Clearly, over many years, a well-organised community struggled uphill with tens of thousands of great rocks to

  create this artificial mound as a monument to their dead. What is more, this enormous monument erected in the fourth millennium BC is no mere heap of stones: almost

  certainly it contains a carefully constructed passage grave which has yet to be excavated.




  As Neolithic farmers removed much of Ireland’s forest canopy, cleared the scrub, worked the ground with stone-shod adzes and wooden ploughs for crops of corn, and tended their herds, they

  created settled communities which grew in numbers and wealth. Firmly believing in an afterlife and laying claim to the lands they occupied, they venerated the bones of their ancestors.

  Archaeologists call these monuments megaliths, after the Greek words for large stones. More than 1,200 megalithic monuments have been identified in Ireland.




  The Carrowmore complex, on flat land looking up at Knocknarea, is the largest megalithic cemetery in the whole of Europe. To view the array of around eighty-five portal tombs, passage graves and

  chambered burial mounds is an awesome experience.




  Court cairns, the earliest megalithic monuments, were probably temples of a kind, where farming communities paid respect to departed ancestors and invoked magical help to ensure good harvests.

  One of the most impressive court tombs is at Creevykeel in Co. Sligo; it has a characteristic semicircular forecourt constructed with massive stones and paved with cobbles, leading to a

  wedge-shaped mound seventy metres long with chambers for the dead roofed with large flat slabs.




  Portal tombs, or dolmens, are the most splendid and striking reminders of Ireland’s Stone Age farmers, particularly when seen against the skyline. Built of three or more great upright

  stones, carrying a massive capstone sloping downwards towards the back, these above-ground graves were described incorrectly in the nineteenth century as ‘druids’ altars’.

  Capstones of enormous size, sometimes brought from a considerable distance, had to be placed on the stone uprights, presumably hauled up earthen or stone ramps by men using oxen, ropes, timber

  sledges and rollers, and then lifted in stages by means of levers and platforms raised gradually to the required height. The capstone at Brownshill, Co. Carlow, is estimated to weigh a hundred

  tons.




  The most awe-inspiring creations of Neolithic farmers in Ireland are the passage tombs, regarded as the first great achievements of monumental architecture in prehistoric Europe. The most

  magnificent are to be found in the huge necropolis in the Boyne Valley, Co. Meath. This includes Dowth and Knowth, the latter being a great tomb of carefully layered sods, shale, clay and stones,

  surrounded by eighteen smaller graves. Here in the large mound two long passages were carefully given an equinoctial orientation: one to receive the sun when it rose on 20–21 March, the

  spring equinox marking the start of the sowing season; and the other on the 22–23 September equinox, to celebrate the harvest. A flint macehead, exquisitely carved with sunken lozenge-shaped

  facets and spirals, was found at the entrance, where stones richly decorated with spirals, circles, boxed rectangles and arcs were placed.




  On top of a small hillock overlooking the Boyne is the finest passage grave of them all—Newgrange. Towards the end of the fourth millennium BC a great mound, just

  over 103 metres in diameter, was raised using some 200,000 tons of material from the Boyne a kilometre away, faced all over with slabs of sparkling white quartz and surrounded by ninety-seven

  kerbstones, many of them elaborately carved. The twenty-four-metre passage rises gently to a burial chamber with three niches, each containing shallow stone basins. Archaeologists were astonished

  at the dryness of the passage and the chamber: the slabs forming the roof slope slightly downwards from the centre to prevent damp percolating down, and they had not only been caulked with sea sand

  and burnt soil but also etched with grooves to drain off rain water.




  It was at the winter solstice in 1968 that Professor Michael O’Kelly discovered the most renowned feature of Newgrange. He noticed that the sun, as it rose above the horizon to the

  south-east at 8.58 a.m., cast a pencil-thin beam of light into the centre of the burial chamber, striking the triple-spiral motif carved in the deepest recess of the tomb. Seventeen minutes later

  it was gone. The ray of sunlight reaches here only on the day of the winter solstice. Only a highly organised and sophisticated society, equipped as it was with little more than stone, could have

  created such a powerfully moving way of delivering the message that the dead could look forward to a new life beyond, just as nature began a fresh period of growth after the depths of

  midwinter.
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          COPPER, BRONZE AND GOLD: 2000–1000 BC


        


      


    


  




  In 1962 the geologist John Jackson began to explore one of the very few prehistoric copper mines to survive in Europe, Mount Gabriel in west Cork.

  The miners had cut a total of twenty-five mineshafts into the hill, then lit fires as far along the shafts as they would stay alight, and finally thrown water on to the hot rock to shatter it. With

  the use of large cobbles collected from the sea shore, grooved to give anchorage to ropes, the broken rock was scooped out, smashed and made ready for the furnace. First the ore had to be roasted

  gently to burn out the sulphur, and then more fiercely fired with charcoal fanned with bellows. The total weight of copper and bronze objects found and dated to the early Bronze Age is around 750

  kilograms—impressive enough in itself—but this is only a tiny proportion of what was produced: Jackson estimated that the prehistoric mines in this south-western corner of Ireland

  produced no fewer than 370 tonnes of finished copper. Copper is made stronger and more malleable and turned into bronze when it is mixed with other metals. At this early stage it seems that

  arsenic, available close by, was the main additive.




  Most evocative of a bygone culture shining across the centuries are the astonishingly rich finds of gold made in Ireland. Gold almost certainly was panned in the beds of streams flowing off

  ancient igneous rocks, particularly in Co. Wicklow. As the last millennium BC progressed, so the quantity and quality of gold objects in Ireland increased remarkably. The

  finds from this period are among the most elaborately decorated to be found anywhere in Europe.




  The largest gold hoard to be found anywhere outside the eastern Mediterranean was unearthed close to the hillfort of Mooghaun in the 1850s. Known as the ‘Great Clare Find’, the 146

  ornaments included a great number of pennanular bracelets with expanded terminals and dress fastenings so heavy that they must have been a burden to wear.




  Another hoard discovered at Gorteenreagh, also in Co. Clare, included a gold lock-ring hair fastener so perfectly and intricately fashioned that modern jewellers are convinced it would be almost

  impossible to copy. It consists of two conical shapes and a tube with a neat slit into which locks of hair were enclosed. Only after microscopic examination was it discovered that the tiny

  concentric lines on the cones were made up of perfectly laid wires a mere third of a millimetre wide.




  The quality of the gold-working was matched by that of the bronze-smiths. The craft of the bronze worker was well illustrated by the discovery in the 1820s of a hoard of over two hundred objects

  in a bog at Dowris in Co. Offaly. Dating from around 700 BC, it included twenty-six beautifully crafted bronze horns which can be blown either at the side or at the end to

  produce a powerful sound similar to that of an Australian didjeridoo. These seem to have been modelled on cattle horns and may have been connected with the widespread fertility cult centred on the

  bull. This is probably the explanation for round bronze objects thought to represent a bull’s scrotum.




  The Dowris hoard also contained fine swords, socketed axes, razors and a set of tools for a carpenter, including gouges, chisels and knives. Expertly crafted from riveted sheets of bronze is a

  great cauldron with two large rings so that it could be suspended over a fire and then carried to a feast, fully laden and suspended from a pole on the shoulders of two strong men. A beautiful

  flesh-hook, decorated with birds, found at Dunaverney, Co. Antrim, was no doubt for guests to fish out pieces of stewed meat from such cauldrons.




  The archaeological finds from the last millennium BC are dominated by bronze weapons, including a fearsome eighty-centimetre-long rapier from Lissane in Co. Down. Copper

  was now mixed with lead and with tin, most of it thought to have been found in the beds of Co. Wicklow streams, but the rest undoubtedly imported from Cornwall. New methods of core casting, using

  twin-valved moulds, made it possible to construct spear-heads with hollow sockets for secure fastening on shafts, and axe-heads with raised flanges for hammering onto handles. Numerous shields date

  from this period, many made of leather stretched while wet on wooden moulds and then hammered on—experiments have shown that these shields provided a more effective defence than bronze.




  A new and deadlier slashing sword also makes its appearance. Clearly this was a time of more intensive warfare. And why have so many valuable objects been found secreted in the ground? There is

  mounting evidence that this was a period of growing social turmoil, and that precious gold and bronze pieces were left as votive offerings to appease the deities in times of trouble.
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          BEFORE THE CELTS


        


      


    


  




  What caused peoples in Ireland to place so many precious objects, including heavy gold ornaments, deep in the soil? The answer seems to be that

  rapid change dislocated communities, bringing about circumstances they could not explain, so that they felt the need to appease the gods by ever more generous offerings.




  Climatic change certainly created problems. The winds came more regularly from the Atlantic, bringing persistent rains. Cultivated soils became leached of their fertility, and slowly peat bogs

  extended, driving communities downhill where the stiff clays were more difficult to work. At the same time the population of Ireland was rising, and disputes over the possession of land almost

  certainly intensified.




  An elaborate complex of paired stone circles and alignments at Beaghmore, on the southern slopes of the Sperrin Mountains, seems to have been a ceremonial site where the aid of the gods was

  invoked to maintain fertility. Here the soil was becoming exhausted from overgrazing around 1500 BC.




  Stone circles from the Bronze Age are found all over Ireland, particularly in Ulster and the south-west. Some have stones of modest size, as at Drumskinny in Co. Fermanagh, while others, such as

  the Ballynoe stone circle in Co. Down, are constructed from boulders weighing many tons. Some stones are taller than the rest and are set with flat stones to point to particular features aligned

  with the rising and setting of the sun on days of special significance such as the solstice and equinox. Standing stones are sometimes associated with these circles, but others, including the

  seven-metre stone at Punchestown in Co. Kildare, mysteriously stand alone.




  The Giant’s Ring, by the Lagan river outside Belfast, was clearly a place of ritual importance. Here a great bank four metres high encircles a flat area two hundred metres across, with a

  portal tomb in the middle. We can only speculate about the ancient rituals performed in such places. There are some five hundred wedge-shaped tombs in Ireland, and here and elsewhere the broken

  remains of flat-bottomed beakers have been found in such quantity that archaeologists for long referred to the Bronze Age inhabitants of Ireland as ‘Beaker People’.




  Careful examination of pollen shows that cereal crops became more widespread and that the land was more intensively cultivated. The great forest canopy was much reduced, and there is evidence

  that some woodland was carefully managed. Trees, such as hazel and ash, were not uprooted but coppiced close to ground level so that, after three or four years, tall, straight branches grew up to

  be harvested for fencing, posts, axe handles, spear shafts and firewood.




  The fine beaker ware, carefully decorated, was favoured for votive offerings, but these people also mixed grit into the clay before it was coiled and smoothed into everyday pots capable of

  withstanding heat during cooking. A speciality of Bronze Age Ireland was the fulacht fiadh, a cooking place constructed close to a stream. A rectangular trough was dug into the ground and

  lined with oak planks. This was first filled with water, and stones heated in a fire close by were then thrown into the water and replenished with further hot stones until it boiled. An experiment

  carried out by Professor Michael O’Kelly, at a site at Ballyvourney, Co. Cork, demonstrated that water could be brought to the boil in half an hour and that hot stones added every few minutes

  kept the water simmering merrily. Following the modern recipe of twenty minutes to the pound and twenty minutes over, he cooked a straw-wrapped ten-pound leg of mutton to perfection.




  Metal-working had begun in Ireland around 2000 BC, at a time when Egypt’s second golden age of the Middle Kingdom flourished, the Hittites were invading Anatolia,

  the Mycenaeans were advancing into Greece, and the Minoan sea empire centred on Knossos was approaching its zenith. By the middle of the last millennium BC Hittite power was

  but a memory, Knossos was in ruins, and the Mycenaeans, once conquerors, were now the vanquished. Barbarians from the north and east, advancing on horseback and with superior metallurgical skills,

  were transforming the ancient cradles of civilisation.




  These convulsions sent shock waves westwards to the Atlantic seaboard. Pushed from behind and seeking fresh lands by the sword, fresh arrivals in Ireland brought with them new cultures and more

  sophisticated weaponry. Perhaps it was they who led bands of warriors to construct imposing stone forts with elaborate chevaux-de-frise defences at places such as Dún Aengus on a high

  cliff edge on Inishmore in the Aran Islands, off the coast of Co. Galway.




  One of the most exquisite votive offerings of gold to be found in Ireland was the Broighter hoard, secreted in a bog in Co. Londonderry. It includes a charming model boat with oars, a cup,

  necklaces, and a torc with intricate, swirling patterns; this latter object, with its distinctive style and mode of execution, demonstrates indisputably that the Celts had arrived in Ireland.
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          THE COMING OF THE CELTS


        


      


    


  




  The Celts were the first people north of the Alps to emerge into recorded history. Their distinctive culture evolved during the second millennium

  BC between the east bank of the Rhine and Bohemia. Then it spread south-east into the Balkans, north towards Denmark, and west to France, northern Spain, Portugal, the

  Netherlands and Britain. By around 500 BC the Celts dominated much of the northern half of Europe. They sacked Rome in 390 BC and looted the temple

  of the oracle at Delphi in 278 BC, crossing the Hellespont to conquer a province of Anatolia thereafter.




  The Greeks called them Celts, the Romans named them Gauls, and they left their mark in placids across Europe and beyond. Examples include Galicia, the north-western province of Spain, and

  Galati in Romania, and later St Paul was to write epistles to the Galatians in what is now the state of Turkey. They named the Rhine, the Danube and many of the great rivers of the continent. The

  cult of Lug spread across Europe, and places as far apart as Louth, León, London, Leiden, Lyon and Legnica preserve the memory of devotion to this Celtic sun god.




  When did the Celts come to Ireland? A clear answer cannot be given because they do not seem to have formed a distinct race. Celtic civilisation may have been created by a people in central

  Europe, but it was primarily a culture—a language and a way of life—spread from one people to another. Archaeologists have searched in vain for evidence of dramatic invasions of

  Ireland, and they now prefer to think of a steady infiltration from Britain and the European mainland over the centuries. The first Celtic-speakers may have come to Ireland as early as 1000

  BC. They were arriving in greater numbers from about 500 BC; equipped with iron weapons, led by nobles on horseback or in chariots, and commanding

  the countryside from their hillforts, they brought the native peoples of Ireland under subjection.




  The most successful piece of propaganda ever produced in Ireland was Lebor Gabála Érenn (‘The Book of the Taking of Ireland’), compiled in the eleventh century,

  but drawing on traditions going back several centuries earlier. This was an elaborate attempt to reconcile ideas the Irish had of their remote origins with the Bible, in particular the Book of

  Genesis. According to this account, Ireland was successively inhabited by five blood-related invading groups.




  The first to come was Cessair, granddaughter of Noah, who arrived with three men and fifty maidens. Of that party only Fintan survived the Flood. Then after a gap of three hundred years another

  group led by Partholón landed in Ireland, but all except one died of plague. The third invasion was led by Nemed, a ruler of the Scythians in Greece. In Ireland they were oppressed by evil

  monster spirits, the Fomoirí, better known as the Formorians. They were forced back to Greece, where they made boats out of their bags, and calling themselves the Fir Bolg (literally, the

  ‘bag men’), they made a successful return. Their five leaders became kings of the five provinces of Ireland.




  The fourth invasion was by the Tuatha Dé Danann, who had learned the arts of magic in the northern world. They defeated the Fir Bolg at the Battle of Moytura, and, in a second battle in

  the same place, they routed the Formorians. The Dé Danann hero Lug the Long-Handed slew the Formorian Balar of the Baleful Eye at Moytura and was rewarded by becoming the King of Ireland for

  forty years.




  The last conquest recorded in the Lebor Gabála was achieved by the Gaels. Fénius, a descendent of Japheth son of Noah, was at the Tower of Babel, where he selected the best

  elements of all the languages there to create the Irish language. His descendent, Goídil, who gave his name to the Gaels, had Pharaoh’s daughter Scotta as his mother. His grandson,

  Éber Scott, after wandering the world, conquered Spain. One winter evening, from a tall tower, Ireland was seen on the horizon. Soon afterwards the sons of Míl, the ruler of Spain,

  led a successful invasion, and their descendents, the Gaels, ruled Ireland since that time.




  All of this is, of course, nonsense. The word ‘Gael’ was originally a Welsh word for the Irish. The term ‘Scot’ had nothing to do with Pharaoh’s daughter, but was

  the Roman word for an Irishman. The Fir Bolg were probably Belgae, a group of tribes conquered by Julius Caesar. What is remarkable is that much of this confabulated pseudo-history was believed for

  centuries to come. Right up to the nineteenth century both scholars and politicians referred to the early Irish as Milesians (after Míl), and it was only later that the terms

  ‘Celts’ and ‘Celtic’ were preferred. However, the Lebor Gabála, in its account of the Tuatha Dé Danann, does provide a very comprehensive description of

  the gods of the Irish before the coming of Christianity.
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          PREPARING FOR THE OTHERWORLD IN PRE-CHRISTIAN CELTIC IRELAND


        


      


    


  




  The Tuatha Dé Danann, in effect, were the gods of the pre-Christian Celts in Ireland. These were to become the sídhe who, when

  conquered, became invisible and lived in fairy mounds. Lir was one of their kings and the story of his children—changed into swans by his third wife Aoife—is one of the most poignant in

  western literature. Lir’s son, Manannán mac Lir, was god of the sea. The greatest of the gods was the Dagda, who had beaten off the monster Formorians when they attacked in a magical

  mist. The best-loved was Lug the Long-Handed, the god of sun and fertility. Maeve—who appears as Queen Mab in Shakespeare’s plays—was the goddess of drunkenness. Which god is

  represented by the so-called Tandragee Idol from Co. Armagh is not known; certainly he looks ferocious with a horned helmet and a threatening right arm.




  In Ireland the Celtic year began with Samhain, now Hallowe’en, when cattle had been brought in from their summer grazing; this was a time when spirits flew free between the real

  world and the other world. Imbolg, the first day of February, marked the start of the lambing season; and the feast of Bealtine, at the start of May, was for the purification of

  cattle driven ceremoniously between two fires. Lughnasa, the first day of August, celebrated the harvest and paid homage to Lug the sun god.




  It is now becoming clear that the ancient capitals of Ireland were ritual rather than political sites. These include: Emain Macha (or Navan Fort) near Armagh, the capital of Ulster; Cruachain

  (or Rathcroghan) in Co. Roscommon, the capital of Connacht; Dún Ailinne near Kilcullen, Co. Kildare, the capital of Leinster; and Tara in Co. Meath, long regarded as the capital of Ireland.

  It is clear that they were not constructed for military purposes as the ditch in each of the locations was placed inside rather than outside the great circular earthen enclosures. If defence

  was needed, it was against hostile spirits from the Otherworld.




  At Emain Macha archaeologists found evidence that a great circular temple, forty-three metres in diameter, had been built, probably by a whole community acting together. Held up by concentric

  rows of posts thicker than telegraph poles and steadied by horizontal planks, the roof had been covered with a cairn of stones enveloped with sods. Then the whole structure had been deliberately

  set on fire. No one knows why. Had this been a ritual to invoke the aid of the gods while the kingdom was under attack? Remains of a similar structure were found at Dún Ailinne, and it may

  have provided tiered seating for large numbers of devotees until it too was purposely destroyed.




  No king of importance could hope to rule with authority unless fully initiated at one of these ancient sites. Lia Fáil, the Stone of Destiny, can still be seen at Tara—it was said

  to cry out in approval when the rightful king was inaugurated. Whether the Turoe Stone from Co. Galway was an oracle, a totem or a phallic symbol is impossible to say: a glacial erratic granite

  boulder, it is covered in swirling Celtic art motifs similar to those etched on metal objects. As in other parts of Celtic Europe, Ireland has produced two- and three-headed figures. The finest was

  found at Corleck in Co. Cavan, a block of local sandstone carved with three faces, each one different but all wide-eyed and thin-lipped.




  Like their continental counterparts, the Celts in Ireland assuaged the anger of the gods by casting their valuables into sacred pools. Had they not done so, the archaeological record would be

  very much the poorer. One of these pools, close to Emain Macha, yielded up four large bronze horns magnificently decorated in the Celtic style known as La Tène after a site in Switzerland.

  First developed in central Europe, this imaginative art, in contrast with the realism and natural beauty preferred by Greek and Roman artists, delighted in restless symbols and intricate

  curvilinear patterns. The earliest examples of this art can be seen on bronze scabbards from Lisnacrogher, Co. Antrim. Iron, of course, tended to rust away completely, and fewer than two dozen

  swords have survived from this period. Irish craftsmen added their own stamp to this style, most notably by using the compass to create arc patterns. This artistry is well displayed in the trumpet

  curves and tiny bird’s heads on the Bann Disc (now the symbol of the Ulster Museum) and portions of the so-called Petrie Crown, found in Co. Cork, which include a solar symbol, the sun

  represented by a wheel, and a stylised depiction of the boat of the sun drawn across the heavens by birds.




  In hoards deliberately placed in rivers, lakes and pools after around 300 BC, bronze horse-bits are the commonest surviving metal artefacts. It demonstrates the crucial

  role of the horse in helping to keep the ruling caste in power.




  



  




  

    

      

        

          
Episode 9 [image: ]





          KINGS AND CHAMPIONS


        


      


    


  




  At the dawn of the Christian era Ireland was firmly under the domination of Celtic-speaking military rulers. They enforced their rule from

  well-defended forts where high-born men served as a warrior elite riding on horseback, equipped with lances, throwing-spears and short iron swords held in richly decorated bronze scabbards, and

  defended with large round shields. They were eager for fame, to beat their opponents in single combat and return to the banqueting hall to claim the ‘champion’s portion’ at the

  ensuing feast.




  The oldest vernacular epic in western European literature is the Táin Bó Cuailgne, ‘The Cattle Raid of Cooley’: it tells how Queen Maeve of Connacht made war on

  King Conor Mac Nessa of Ulster to win possession of the Brown Bull of Cuailgne, and how, during a long campaign, the champion Cúchulainn single-handedly held back the men of Connacht by

  Ferdia’s Ford. The earliest versions of the Táin are believed to have been written down in monasteries in the eighth century, and some verse sections are thought to date from

  two centuries earlier. It probably had a long oral existence before being committed to vellum. Fedelm, a girl who declared herself to be the woman poet of Connacht, drew up to Queen Maeve in her

  chariot and told her of her vision of Cúchulainn and of his prowess:




  

    

      

        

          

            

              I see a battle; a blond man




              with much blood about his belt




              and a hero-halo round his head.




              His brow is full of victories.




              A noble countenance I see,




              Working effect on womenfolk;




              a young man of sweet colouring;




              a form dragonish in fray.




              His great valour brings to mind




              Cúchulainn of Muirthemne,




              The hound of Culann, full of fame.




              Who he is I cannot tell




              But I see, now, the whole host




              Coloured crimson by his hand.




              Whole hosts he will destroy,




              making dense massacre.




              In thousands you will yield your heads.




              I am Fedelm. I hide nothing.


            


          


        


      


    


  




  The Táin and other tales in the Ulster Cycle at their best possess arresting power, vividly graphic yet stylised, in which stark reality and magic intertwine and the principal

  characters are ordinary mortals able on occasion to act like gods. From these epic tales the historian gets a vivid picture of an aristocratic Iron Age society remarkably similar in many respects

  to Celtic Gaul as described by Roman writers. To what extent these stories are based on actual events is difficult to say.




  There are remains of at least eighty hillforts dating from this period. Constructed usually of unmortared stone and with one, two or three defensive ramparts, commanding a clear view of the

  surrounding countryside, many remain imposing structures to this day. Some of the most notable examples include a remarkable cluster around Baltinglass in Co. Wicklow, the massive circular defences

  of Staigue Fort in Co. Kerry, and the Grianán of Aileach, on high ground at the base of the Inishowen peninsula, built massively of stone with inset stairways, wall passages and triple

  earthen bank defences. A remarkable series of earthworks runs across southern Ulster, beginning as the so-called Dane’s Cast near Scarva, Co. Down, continuing (double-banked and

  double-ditched, eight metres high) as the Dorsey in south Armagh, reappearing in Co. Monaghan as the Worm Ditch and intermittently as the Black Pig’s Dyke to Donegal Bay. Tree-ring analysis

  shows that timber for the Dorsey had been felled in 95 BC. Almost certainly these defences were designed to close off routeways to the north and to impede the driving of

  stolen cattle southwards.




  The High-Kings of Tara never ruled the whole island; indeed, until the eleventh century the title was little more than an honorary one. Ireland then was a land of many kingdoms, all with

  constantly shifting frontiers. Early kingdoms were given tribal names. Examples include: the Ciarraige, the ‘black-haired people’, who named Kerry; the Dartraige, the

  ‘calf people’, who named both a barony in Monaghan and the Dartry Mountains in Co. Leitrim; and the Conn Maicne Mara, the ‘sons of the wolves of the sea’, from whom

  the Connemara region derives its name. Later peoples called themselves after gods, and their tribal names have the suffix –achta, meaning ‘followers of’ as in the

  Connachta, ‘the followers of Conn’, who gave their name to the western province of Ireland.




  Meanwhile the Celtic domination of Europe north of the Alps was collapsing before the might of Rome. By 133 BC the Roman conquest of Spain was complete, and in 59

  BC Julius Caesar began his conquest of Gaul. In 56 BC the Veneti were overwhelmed in Armorica and the Belgae were in retreat. Caesar invaded Britain

  in 55 BC, and three years later, in his account of the Gallic wars, he was the first to apply the word ‘Hibernia’ to Ireland.




  By AD 43 the Emperor Claudius had conquered Britain. Roman legions penetrated Caledonia as far as the Highland Line. Just across the sea to the west lay

  Hibernia—would this island be a worthy addition to the Empire?
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          AGRICOLA PLANS TO CONQUER IRELAND


        


      


    


  




  In AD 82 Gnaeus Julius Agricola, governor of Britain, summoned his fleet into the Solway Firth to take aboard his waiting

  cohorts. Ireland was directly across the sea, and this land he meant to conquer—a climax to a dazzling career the Empire would not forget. Posted to Britain as military tribune twenty-one

  years before, Agricola had been in the thick of the fighting with the Iceni and Brigantes during Boudicca’s uprising. Placed in command of the xxth Legion, he directed the Irish Sea flotilla

  for a time; perhaps it had been then that the notion that Ireland was worthy of conquest had formed in his mind. Now, having returned after distinguished service as a governor in Gaul and a consul

  in Rome, Agricola swept all before him: in the fastness of Snowdonia he reduced the Ordovices to abject submission, and then, pressing relentlessly northwards into Caledonia, he reached the base of

  the Highlands, harried the Inner Isles with his fleet, and ordered the erection of a network of castella.




  The Roman Empire knew little enough about this island of Hibernia on the north-west edge of its world. Sailing directions, written by a sea captain of the Greek colony of Massilia about 525

  BC, referred to Ireland as the ‘Sacred Isle’ two days’ voyage from Armorica and significantly larger than Britain. However, Himilco, the Carthaginian,

  journeying to the ‘Tin Isles of Scilly’ around 480 BC, warned of dense seaweed entanglements and threatening sea monsters beyond. It was the epic voyage of

  Pytheas, another Greek from Massilia, who visited Norway and circumnavigated Britain about 300 BC, which gave Mediterranean traders Ireland’s correct position; this

  explorer’s account does not survive, but it seems to have formed the basis of Ptolemy’s map of Ireland, prepared in the second century AD. Known only from a

  fifteenth-century copy, this map includes some identifiable names, such as Buvinda (the River Boyne), Senos (the River Shannon), Logia (the Lagan or Belfast Lough),

  Isamnion (Navan Fort) and Volunti (the Ulaid, the people of Ulster). Even after Julius Caesar invaded Britain in 55 BC, the Greek geographer and historian

  Strabo was asserting that the Irish ‘think it decent to eat up their dead parents’, but fifty years later Pomponius Mela was better informed about Ireland:




  

    

      Its climate is unfavourable for the maturing of crops, but there is such a profuse growth of grass, and this is as sweet as it is rich, that the cattle can sate themselves

      in a short part of the day.


    


  




  The historian Tacitus was a more acute observer, and his descriptions of the Britons and continental Celts in the first century AD dovetail remarkably well with the

  picture presented in the early Irish law tracts and heroic tales. For information about the Celts of the British Isles, Tacitus relied on his father-in-law, Agricola:




  

    

      Ireland is small in comparison with Britain, but larger than the islands of the Mediterranean. In soil and climate, and in the character and civilisation of its inhabitants,

      it is much like Britain; and its approaches and harbours have now become better known from merchants who trade there.


    


  




  And it is from Tacitus that we learn that the invasion of Ireland was planned with a king in exile:




  

    

      Agricola received in friendly fashion an Irish petty king who had been driven out in a civil war, and kept him for use when opportunity offered. I have often heard him say

      that Ireland could be conquered and held by one legion and a modest force of auxiliary troops; and that it would be advantageous in dealing with Britain too if Roman forces were on all sides

      and the spectacle of freedom were, so to say, banished out of sight.


    


  




  Was this Irish king, Tuathail Techtmar, forced to seek aid in Britain to recover his throne? We cannot be certain. However, Agricola’s invasion was not to be: a legion of

  Germans stationed in Galloway mutinied, and there was disturbing news of Pictish rebellion. The Emperor Domitian ordered his governor north, and later, after Agricola’s recall, the Romans

  retired behind Hadrian’s Wall. Ireland would not become part of the Roman Empire after all.




  Yet there are tantalising indications that the influence of Rome on Ireland was greater than previously thought. It seems likely that bands of soldiers who had served in the legions sailed to

  Ireland to conquer lands for themselves there. In 1842 the stamp, or trademark, of an oculist—an eye specialist who travelled with Roman legions—was found by the River Suir in Co.

  Tipperary. Simple everyday Roman items—such as ladles, nail-cleaners, brooches, a lead seal and an iron barrel padlock—have been found in places as far apart as Bantry in Co. Cork and

  Clogher in Co. Tyrone. Several Roman burial sites have been unearthed, including one at Stoneyford in Co. Kilkenny containing the cremated ashes of a woman in a glass urn, together with her bronze

  mirror and cosmetics phial.
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          PATRICK THE BRITON


        


      


    


  




  There is good reason to believe that some of the most powerful kingdoms in Ireland at the beginning of the Christian era were carved out by warrior

  tribes driven west from Gaul and Britain by Roman expansion.




  By the beginning of the fifth century the situation had changed dramatically. The Roman Empire was reeling under the attack of German-speaking peoples from central and northern Europe seeking

  new corn lands and pastures. Legion after legion was withdrawn from the outposts to defend Rome, itself weakened by civil dissensions. In Britain the towns and villas fell into decay, bath-houses

  were abandoned, the great sewers of York became blocked with excrement, and the once-thriving town of Winchester became completely deserted.




  From the north came the Picts, from the east the Angles and Saxons and from the west the Irish. Irish raiders found rich pickings. In 1854 a hoard of Roman loot was found at Ballinrees, just

  west of Coleraine, including 1,500 silver coins, silver ingots and silver bars weighing five kilograms. Five hundred silver coins were unearthed near the Giant’s Causeway, three hundred more

  nearby at Bushmills, and in 1940 pieces of cut silver plate and four silver ingots were discovered at Balline in Co. Limerick. Coins dated these raids to the early fifth century.




  Roman Britain in its death throes had become Christian. From there and from Gaul Christianity had been brought by traders and others to the south of Ireland. We know this because in 431 Pope

  Celestine sent a churchman from Auxerre, Palladius Patricius, as a bishop to ‘the Irish believing in Christ’. Of the first missionaries we know very little except that Iserninus founded

  a church at Kilashee near Naas in Co. Kildare and that others were established at Aghade in Co. Carlow and Kilcullen in Co. Kildare by another evangelist named Auxilius. Unquestionably, however,

  the main credit for bringing Christianity to Ireland must go to the man we now know as St Patrick, the author of the very first document in Irish history, his own autobiographical

  Confessio.




  Patrick was not yet sixteen when he was seized by Irish pirates from Bannaventum Taburniae, a Romanised town somewhere in western Britain. Once in Ireland, he was sold as a slave and taken

  200,000 paces—that is, 200 miles—westwards, probably to Tirawley in north Co. Mayo. There he herded sheep and cattle for six years. In his extreme loneliness he turned to God for

  comfort:




  

    

      The love of God and the fear of Him came to me more and more, and my faith increased, and my spirit was stirred, so that in one day I used to say up to a hundred prayers and

      at night as many, and I stayed in the forests and on the mountains, and before daylight I used to be roused to prayer in snow and frost and rain.


    


  




  One night, Patrick tells us, he heard a voice bidding him to return to his fatherland. A ship was waiting for him, he was told. Not doubting that this was God speaking to him, Patrick obeyed and

  fled his master. For two hundred miles he trudged alone along the cattle tracks until he came to the Irish Sea, where, indeed, a ship was making ready to sail. After much persuasion, the captain

  agreed to take him. Once across the sea, Patrick walked with the ship’s crew through dense, uninhabited forests. Angry and disappointed at not finding anyone to trade with or to rob, the

  captain turned to Patrick:




  

    

      You say your God is great and all powerful, so why can’t you pray for us, for we are in danger from hunger, so that it is going to be hard for us to see any other man

      again.


    


  




  Patrick replied:




  

    

      Turn from your own faith with your whole heart to my Lord God, for nothing is impossible to him, so that today he will send you food on your journey until you are

      satisfied.


    


  




  Shortly afterwards a herd of wild pigs appeared and some were killed by the sailors—just in time for many of them had collapsed from hunger.




  Somehow Patrick found his home again. His parents joyfully embraced their long-lost son and pleaded with him not to leave them again. But Patrick could not forget the land which had enslaved

  him. One night in a dream Patrick tells us that he saw a man coming from Ireland with many letters. One he handed to Patrick entitled Vox Hiberniae, the Voice of the Irish. As he began to

  read he seemed to hear the people he had known in Ireland calling with one voice: ‘We beg you, holy boy, to come and walk among us once again.’ Many years later Patrick could still

  recall: ‘It completely broke my heart, and I could read no more and woke up.’ Patrick had no doubt now what he should do: he must return to Ireland and preach the Gospel there.
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          THE EARLY IRISH CHURCH


        


      


    


  




  Assailed though they were by heathens from all sides, the Romanised Britons managed for long to maintain a vigorously evangelical church. And it

  was this church that clearly gave Patrick full support for his determination to bring Christianity to the Irish. He returned to his studies, somewhat embarrassed at the poor quality of his Latin as

  he sat as a mature student in classes with much younger boys—‘I have not studied like the others,’ he wrote, admitting that his Latin was always simple and cumbersome. He took

  holy orders, was appointed Bishop of the Irish by the British church, and returned to Ireland.




  Patrick’s very humility frustrates the inquiry of historians: his writings give no clues about the location of his British home, or when he came back to Ireland, or where he preached. It

  is quite clear that he preached to Irish people who knew nothing of Christianity. It is likely that he carried out his work mainly in the northern half of Ireland, for it is there that places

  traditionally associated with him are located, including Armagh, Templepatrick, Saul, Downpatrick, Lough Derg and Croagh Patrick. The new religion was particularly successful among the ruling

  class, and early churches tended to be located close to royal sites—Armagh, for example, was within sight of the capital of the kingdom of Ulster, Emain Macha. Of course, conversion was not

  instantaneous, and old beliefs and traditions survived for centuries after Patrick’s time. Patrick expressed delight at the success of his mission: ‘I cannot be silent about the great

  benefits and the great grace which the Lord has deigned to bestow upon me in the land of captivity.’




  Though there were later stories told about Patrick’s contests with druids, there is no record of anyone being martyred for acceptance of Christianity, except when a British prince made an

  assault on an Irish Christian community. In his ‘Letter against Coroticus’ Patrick expressed his anger and grief that British Christians could slay his Irish converts. They were




  

    

      newly baptised, in their white clothing—the oil still shining on their heads—cruelly butchered and slaughtered by the sword.... Greedy wolves, they have glutted

      themselves with the congregation of the Lord, which indeed was increasing splendidly in Ireland, with the closest care, and made up of the sons of Irish raiders and the daughters of kings who

      had become monks and virgins of Christ—I cannot say how many! So may the wrong done not please you! And even into Hell may it give you no pleasure!


    


  




  Early native tradition firmly establishes Patrick as Ireland’s apostle. The Annals of Ulster state that Patrick died on 17 March 492 in the 120th year of his age. This need not be taken

  seriously, and, indeed, his mission cannot be confidently dated: it was probably some time in the middle or late fifth century.




  Patrick seems to have established a church along the lines of that which prevailed in the western Roman Empire in his final years. In other words, there were churches with parishes grouped

  together in dioceses ruled by bishops and with boundaries similar to those of Irish kingdoms of the time. Ireland, however, had no towns to form the centre of parishes and no cities capable of

  being capitals of dioceses. Fairly soon after Patrick’s death monasteries became the favoured type of Christian community in Ireland. Much of the inspiration came from the flourishing Coptic

  Christian monasteries which flourished in north Africa. Here men like St Anthony cut themselves off from the temptations of the cities and settled in desert valleys and barren mountains.




  The earliest monastic foundations in Ireland were established by Finian at Clonard and Ciarán at Clonmacnoise in the early sixth century, though most members of both these communities

  were wiped out by plague in 548 and 549. Local kings vied with one another to be patrons of monasteries, and their founders became revered for centuries to come. Their forebears had cast precious

  objects into sacred pools; now they made grants of land to monasteries. Some monasteries soon became the nearest equivalent Ireland had to towns, with substantial populations, thriving markets,

  schools and even prisons. The management of them usually passed to hereditary lay abbots, and some became so worldly that they even went to war with one another—two hundred were killed in 760

  in a battle between the monasteries of Birr and Clonmacnoise.




  The best-known Irish monasteries, however, became celebrated for their strict discipline and asceticism. These included those set up by the Céli Dé (the ‘Vassals of

  God’), who strictly observed canonical hours, with two monks remaining in church all night between the offices keeping up a round of prayer. They were advised to ‘bestow no friendship

  or confidence on womankind’, and no travel, work or food preparation was permitted on the Sabbath.




  Whether they were worldly or ascetic, Irish monasteries became famous centres of scholarship. Even though Ireland had never been a Roman province and Latin was for everyone there a foreign

  language, Irish monasteries played a pivotal role in preserving and celebrating the civilisation of the classical world now overwhelmed by Germanic conquerors from the north.
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          A LAND OF MANY KINGS


        


      


    


  




  Many Irish people claim to be descended from kings. It is not altogether preposterous. From the beginning of the Christian era to the coming of the

  Normans in the twelfth century there were probably no fewer than 150 kings in Ireland at any given date—a remarkably high number when the population was probably no more than half a

  million.




  Each king ruled over a tribal kingdom, a population group which formed a distinct political entity known as a tuath, which literally means a people. According to the law tracts, there

  were three grades of kings: rí tuaithe, king of a tuath; ruirí, king over several petty kingdoms; and rí ruirech, king of a province.




  Irish people were intensely conscious of status, and family trees were carefully memorised and recorded. The family group containing those who were rígdamnaí, literally

  ‘king-material’, was limited to the derbfine, which means ‘certain family’; even so, this was a very large group which included first cousins and extended over four

  generations. Succession was further complicated by the fact that Irish kings usually had more than one wife, and right into the late sixteenth century they often practised what could be described

  as serial monogamy—sending one wife back to her father after a few years and taking on another. The last High-King of Ireland, Rory O’Connor, had six wives, and Hugh O’Neill, the

  last Earl of Tyrone, had five. Even with high levels of infant mortality, this meant that, on the death of a king, fierce succession disputes could ensue. As a result, many ruling families

  attempted to reduce the possibility of such disputes by appointing a tánaiste, a word meaning ‘second’ or ‘expected heir’. An eighth-century tract asks:

  ‘Tánaiste of a king, why is he so called? Because the whole tuath looks to him for kingship without strife.’




  The reality was that in any kingdom a man might make himself king so long as he was popular enough and powerful enough to do so. Certainly dynasties were constantly rising and falling. Ruling

  families usually named themselves after an ancestor, real or imagined. In Connacht, for example, in the eighth century the dominant rulers were the Uí Fiachrach, ‘descendants of

  Fiacra’. Over time this family split into two groups fighting each other for supremacy, one based around the River Moy and the other in the south of the province. Then they were challenged by

  another dynasty, the Uí Briúin of Roscommon. After triumphing, the Uí Briúin split into several branches: the ancestors of the O’Flahertys of Lough Corrib and

  Connemara, the O’Rourkes of Bréifne in Leitrim and Cavan, and the O’Connors of Roscommon who by the twelfth century were rulers of Connacht and supplied the last high-king.




  Once a king was chosen by the high-born, he was not crowned but inaugurated in a ceremony usually held on an ancient Neolithic or Bronze Age site, such as Tara in Meath or Carnfree in Roscommon.

  The site had to include a special slab or flagstone (such as the Scottish Stone of Scone) and a sacred tree or doire, a grove of oak trees, which appears in many placids—for

  example, Derrygonnelly in Co. Fermanagh, means the ‘oak grove of the O’Connollys’ and was an inauguration site. In pre-Christian times the king was the priest of his people, and

  the inauguration was a kind of marriage between him and the kingdom, which was considered female. Indeed, the word feis, which now means a feast or festival, used to mean a marriage. In the

  twelfth century Gerald of Wales enjoyed horrifying his readers with descriptions of the barbarities of the Irish. In his Topography he gives an account of an inauguration ceremony of the

  O’Donnell kings in Donegal:




  

    

      A white mare is brought forward into the middle of the assembly. He who is to be inaugurated embraces the animal before all, professing himself to be a beast also. The mare

      is then killed immediately, cut up in pieces, and boiled in water. A bath is prepared for the man afterwards in the same water. He sits in the bath surrounded by all his people and quaffs and

      drinks of the water in which he is bathed dipping his mouth into it. When this unrighteous rite has been carried out, his kingship has been conferred.


    


  




  This may not have been pure invention: similar rites are recorded in other parts of the Indo-European world, and bathing in broth with miraculous results is described in

  ‘The Cattle-Raid of Cooley’. Other descriptions of inauguration ceremonies involve the handing of a hazel wand to the king by a leading chieftain, often from an ousted dynasty, the

  procession of clergy and nobles carrying holy relics round the king in circular motion, and the ceremonial fitting of a shoe. The climax was the recitation of a poem in praise of the new monarch

  composed by a revered member of society, the file, or poet.
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          POETS, JUDGES, NOBLES, THE FREE AND THE UNFREE


        


      


    


  




  Equal in status to the warrior nobility were the filí, the poets. These in pagan times had been druids, and, even long after the

  introduction of Christianity, they were credited with supernatural powers of divination. The honour of a king or nobleman could be destroyed by the satire of a poet, and this was much feared.

  Failure to pay him properly for a poem might produce a satire in response, and in the old Irish tales such a satire could bring the victim’s face up in blisters. The poet had to master the

  craft of poetry, praise his patron and be learned in history and literature. He was honoured and feared like the brahmin at the other end of the Indo-European world.




  Poets were members of a highly privileged caste known as the áes dána, the ‘men of art’, which also included judges, jurists, bards, metalworkers and

  genealogists. They preserved the vernacular lore and, with the introduction of writing, were able to enrich it with the new Latin learning. They surrendered their most obvious pagan functions with

  the arrival of Christianity, but survived remarkably well until the overthrow of the Gaelic order in the seventeenth century.




  Much of what we know about early Christian Irish society is derived from the Brehon Laws, a name derived from the brithemain, a word meaning ‘judges’. Most of them are

  contained in a lawbook called Senchas Már, loosely translated as ‘the great collection of ancient tradition’. Compiled in the seventh century, these laws show that the

  Irish were obsessed by status. Everyone had their enech, or ‘honour-price’, which, since the Irish had no currency, was calculated in cattle. The lowest was a sét,

  equal to a heifer; a cumal equalled seven milch cows; and the honour-price of a king of a tuath was seven cumals—the price that would have to be paid to the family of a king if

  he was gravely wronged. Failure to abide by a legal judgment, for example if a debt had not been paid, could be advertised by the victim going on hunger-strike outside the wrongdoer’s door,

  and this disgrace might lead to the loss of an honour-price. It was laid down:




  

    

      He who does not give a pledge to fasting is an evader of all. He who disregards all things is paid neither by God nor man.


    


  




  The status of noblemen depended on the number of clients they could maintain, in addition to lands and property. They formed the warrior class, travelling to the battlefield on horseback or by

  chariot. Conflicts in early Christian Ireland were numerous, but most of the lower classes were exempt from them, though they might face ruin and death following cattle-raids.




  It was the custom of kings and nobles to send their children to be fostered by others, partly to promote good relations with neighbours. Girls were sent away between the ages of seven and

  fourteen, and boys between seven and seventeen. They called their foster-parents aite and muime, which can be exactly translated as ‘daddy’ and ‘mammy’ and

  which illustrates the powerful bond that existed between foster-parents and their charges.




  The advent of Christianity notwithstanding, the Brehon Laws fully recognised relationships which were strongly disapproved of by the church. Divorce could be obtained with relative ease, and

  elaborate laws were set out on how the property of the divorced should be divided. It was much more difficult for women to cast aside their husbands, and if they left without good cause, they lost

  all rights in society. It was much easier for men: the laws not only permitted regular marriage but also less formal unions and the use of concubines. Boys born of concubines made no demands on

  property and could become loyal servants and fighting-men. Using the Old Testament as justification, more than one wife was permitted. Wives could be passed on from one husband to the next. The

  famous Gormlaith was first the wife of Olaf, King of Dublin, then of Malachy, King of Meath, then of Brian Boru, and was later offered to Sigurd the Fat of the Orkneys.




  Below the nemed, the ‘sacred’ classes of kings, men of the arts and the nobility, were the sóer, the ‘free’ who were high-ranking commoners, and the

  dóer, the unfree, who were utterly dependent on those above them for access to land. Manual labour was despised by the aristocracy—a king could lose his honour-price if seen

  with an axe or a spade—and so the functioning of the economy depended heavily on farmers with many obligations.
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          HOMESTEADS AND CRANNOGS


        


      


    


  




  In modern Irish baile means a town, but in earlier times this word, which has left its mark on so many of our placids, and is anglicised

  as ‘bally’, simply meant a settlement. In fact, until the coming of the Vikings, there were no towns in Ireland at all. The settlement pattern was entirely dispersed and rural, and the

  economy depended almost entirely on farming.




  Around 45,000 remains of ringforts have been identified in Ireland. Strictly speaking, these were not forts but circular enclosed homesteads of varying size. In rocky or mountainous areas, where

  the fort was known as a caiseal or cathair, the wall was made of unmortared stone without a surrounding ditch. The word ráth referred to a ringfort with an earthen

  bank—and occasionally two or three—surrounded by a ditch, and the term lios was applied to the enclosed space inside. These elements appear in placids in their tens of

  thousands:




  

    

      Cahersiveen: ‘little Saibh’s fort’; Caherdaniel: ‘Donal’s fort’; Cahermore: ‘big fort’; and there are

      places called Caher or Cahir in the counties of Tipperary, Clare and Cork.




      Cashelreagh: ‘grey fort’; Moygashel: ‘fort of the plain’; Cashelbane: ‘white fort’; Cashleen: ‘little

      fort’; and there dozens of places simply called Cashel, in, for example, the counties of Donegal, Tipperary, Londonderry, Down, Carlow and Laois.




      Rathdrum: ‘hill fort’; Rathfriland: ‘Fraoile’s fort’; Rathglass: ‘green fort’; Rathcoole:

      ‘Cumhal’s fort’; Rathlin O’Birne: ‘O’Byrne’s little fort’; and Rathmore, meaning ‘large fort’, is found in several

      counties including Antrim, Meath, Tyrone, Limerick, Kerry and Kildare.




      Lisnaskea: ‘fort of the hawthorns’; Lissycasey: ‘O’Casey’s fort’; Lisduff: ‘black fort’; Lislea:

      ‘grey fort’; Lismore: ‘big fort’; Lisnamuck: ‘fort of the pig’; Listowel: ‘Tuathal’s fort’; Lisheen:

      ‘little fort’.


    


  




  The earthen and stone circular banks and walls would have kept out wolves and would-be cattle-thieves and marauders, but not a determined attack. These were simply the homes of extended

  families, and the enclosure served as a farmyard for chickens and pigs and for activities such as butter-churning. Inside the enclosure there was room for around six houses; generally these were

  round, though some, for example at Carraig Aille in Co. Limerick and Leacanabuile in Co. Kerry, were rectangular. Excavations in 1984 at the Deer Park Farms near Glenarm in Co. Antrim found that

  people had lived there continuously between the sixth and tenth centuries. The houses here had been constructed of two concentric rings of hazel wattles, strengthened with thick upright posts, to

  create a kind of cavity wall filled with straw, grass, moss and heather for insulation—and one house had a thatch of reeds woven into the circular outer wall for added comfort. The wattle

  walls were designed to slope inwards to form a roof which was then covered with reeds or straw. The people who lived in these houses liked to see the sun rise in the morning, and nearly all

  ringforts have entrances facing east.




  A feature of later ringforts which for long intrigued archaeologists was what they termed a ‘souterrain’. A souterrain was an underground passage leading to a chamber, carefully

  drained, lined with stone flags, provided with ventilation shafts, and roofed with stone lintels covered over with grass sods. It now seems certain that these were temporary hiding-places for use

  if the homestead was attacked, and that valuables—such as an imported glass vessel found in one at Mullaroe, Co. Sligo—and precious seedcorn and food, which needed to be kept cool in

  summer, were stored here. The poor may not have been able to afford to maintain ringforts, and archaeologists are increasingly coming across more modest dwellings without any embankments, for

  example at Ballynavenooragh on the slopes of Mount Brandon on the Dingle peninsula.




  The remains of some two thousand lake dwellings have been identified in Ireland. Known as ‘crannogs’, these were wholly or partly artificial made of split timber (sometimes fitted

  together with pegs) and layers of soil, brushwood, peat and stones retained by a timber palisade. Many were found with remains of landing-stages, jetties and dugout boats. Since considerable

  resources of labour were needed to build them, these were dwelling-places for the better-off and were designed for defence. Lagore crannog in Co. Meath, for example, was the residence of the Kings

  of South Brega between the seventh and tenth centuries. Here there had evidently been a massacre, as broken skulls and a great many weapons were found. Some crannogs may have served as the

  equivalent of holiday homes for the wealthy where recreations such as fishing, wildfowling and hunting could be carried on. Possibly because they were making so many valuable and portable objects,

  metalworkers seem to have found crannogs secure places for practising their crafts. Many luxury decorated bronze and silver pieces have been found on crannogs, and one at Bofeenaun in Co. Mayo was

  entirely devoted to iron forging and smithing. The main activity of the vast majority living in the Irish countryside was, of course, the production of food.
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          LIVING OFF THE LAND


        


      


    


  




  Ringforts have generally been found in clusters of two or three, hinting that they were the homesteads of a derbfine, a four-generation

  lineage group—in other words, a large extended family. These farming communities gave every indication of being complex family co-operatives. Visiting Ireland in the twelfth century, Gerald

  of Wales had a poor opinion of Irish farming practices:




  

    

      They use fields generally as a pasture.... Little is cultivated, and even less sown. The fields cultivated are so few because of the neglect of those who cultivate them....

      For given only to leisure, and devoted only to laziness, they think that the greatest pleasure is not to work.... This people is, then, a barbarous people ...


    


  




  Archaeologists, using aerial photography, pollen analysis, dendrochronology and other sophisticated techniques, have proved Gerald wrong. In plots close to the ringfort, onions, carrots,

  parsnips, cabbages, chives, leeks and beans were grown. In rectangular fields, carefully fenced against domestic animals, red deer and wild boar, the ground was turned over to cultivate corn. The

  poor used no more than a spade, a simple wooden implement with an iron sheath. Most extended families, however, could put together a team of four oxen yoked abreast to draw a plough, which from the

  tenth century onwards was fitted with a heavy share to cut the furrow and a coulter for turning the sod. Harrowing to break up the clods was done with a horse, since oxen were too slow for this

  task. Whole families turned out for harvesting in September to cut the corn close to the ear with iron-socketed or tanged reaping-hooks. After being stacked in a rick in the ringfort enclosure, the

  corn was threshed with flails. Ireland’s wet climate meant that in most years the corn had to be dried in kilns before being winnowed to remove the chaff.




  For most people corn meant two- or six-eared barley, though in the wetter north-west oats were preferred. In Ireland’s uncertain climate wheat was a luxury grain, grown mostly in the

  south-east, to be eaten by kings and nobles. A miracle attributed to several Irish saints was that they turned fields of barley into wheat. The laborious task of grinding corn was assigned to women

  using the rotary quern which, in early Christian times, replaced the saddle quern. Many families, however, were prepared to pay for the use of a corn mill. Probably the most sophisticated engines

  available in Ireland at the time, these mills were two-storey structures built over a stream: water, released by sluice-gates down a millrace, poured onto the dished paddles of a horizontal wheel

  to turn the millstone above. Recent examples from Strangford Lough show that the wheels there were rotated by the power of the ebbing tide.




  Cattle formed the mainstay of the mixed Irish farming economy. White animals with red ears were especially prized, but most were small and black like the modern Kerry breed. Male calves were

  slaughtered for meat and to supply the monasteries with vellum, except for those kept for breeding and to draw ploughs. Milch cows were worth twice as much as heifers and were slaughtered only when

  they were past their best. Cattle were driven out onto common pastures, herded and protected by dogs, and cows were milked for butter- and cheese-making. There was no-hay making; instead, in the

  autumn the cattle were put into fields that had been fenced off over the summer, where they were able to graze the long stubble left after the harvest. Animals which could not be kept fed over the

  winter were slaughtered then to provide not only meat for salting but also leather, sinew, tallow, bone and horn. Sheep were less important and were kept for their dark wool more than for their

  meat. Pigs, long-legged and shaggy, driven out into the woods to fatten up on acorns, were highly prized.




  A curious feature of early Christian Ireland is the almost total absence of pottery. Instead bowls and platters were made from turned wood; baskets were much used; and barrels and butter-churns

  were constructed from staved wood. The Irish ate barley in the form of gruel and bread, oatcakes and porridge, butter—fresh when in season, heavily salted during the winter—buttermilk

  curds, meat when they could get it, vegetables from the gardens, and cultivated apples from fenced-off orchards. Fresh milk was a luxury, and generally food was washed down with home-made ale and

  buttermilk. The woods provided wild garlic, raspberries, blackberries and hazelnuts. Though the wild boar was hunted to extinction by the twelfth century, much game—especially red deer, hares

  and wildfowl—was consumed. Salmon, trout and eels also found favour, but it took the Vikings to teach the Irish how to enjoy sea fish. Shellfish were despised as food fit only for the

  destitute. Famine and disease were never too far away, and when they struck they triggered dislocating movements of population. The plague of 1084, which the annals stated killed one in four, was

  seen to be the work of




  

    

      demons which came from the northern isles of the world, three battalions of them, and there were three thousand in each battalion.... This is the way they were seen by Mac

      Gilla Lugáin: wherever their heat and fury reached, there their poison was taken, for there was a sword of fire in each of them, and each of them was as high as the clouds of the

      sky.


    


  




  These words were written in a monastery, an establishment which by this time was developing into the nearest equivalent Ireland had to a town.
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          SAINTS AND SCHOLARS


        


      


    


  




  Eight miles out beyond the rugged Iveragh peninsula in south-west Kerry the lonely island of Skellig Michael, a pyramid of bare rock, rises to a

  peak seven hundred feet above the Atlantic Ocean. In winter, gales howl round its crags and gigantic waves thunder at the base of is cliffs. Even in summer the sea is rarely calm, and it is not

  easy to make a landing. Only sea-pinks and a few other hardy plants can survive in its thin soil. This is, perhaps, the most desolate place in Ireland, fit only for fish-hunting gannets and

  puffins. Yet nearly one and a half thousand years ago Skellig rock was chosen by Irish monks as a site for their monastery, where they would leave behind the world of violence and the temptation of

  ambition and riches.




  Lacking both timber and mortar, they used only the rock around them. On the brow of a five-hundred-foot precipice the monks placed pieces of hewn rock on the ground to form flat terraces which

  they surrounded with great drystone walls. Then on the highest terrace they erected six beehive-shaped cells nestling against the rock. So perfectly were these stones fitted together that even

  today the driving rain cannot penetrate the uncemented walls and corbelled roofs.




  Inside the cells, where the monks studied and slept, the walls are carefully smoothed, with built-in stone cupboards and stone hooks for book satchels, and the floors are paved and drained. Two

  oratories, looking like upturned boats, built in much the same way as the cells and decorated with simple crosses, served as places of worship. In summer, when great shoals of mackerel broke the

  surface of the ocean in pursuit of sprats, and when sea-birds nested on the rock, the monks could survive on gulls’ eggs, fish and herbs grown in the scanty soil of the monastery garden.

  During winter gales they must have hungered, and no doubt some of the monks buried in the tiny graveyard died of starvation.




  The greatest Irish monasteries, such as Monasterboice in Co. Louth and Clonmacnoise in Co. Offaly, were placed on fertile lands, where, patronised by kings, they became centres of wealth and

  population as well as of craftsmanship and scholarship. However, many Irish were determined to remove themselves from worldly temptation: they joined communities on remote mountainsides and on lake

  and sea islands, though none were perhaps as desolate as Skellig.




  These ascetic monks and nuns ate only one meal a day, and only on very special occasions were they allowed to eat meat. The ‘Good Rule of Bangor’, written by Columbanus, detailed the

  regime for the ascetic religious life:




  

    

      Let the monks’ food be poor and taken in the evening, and their drink such as to avoid drunkenness, so that it may both maintain life and not harm their souls:

      vegetables, beans, flour mixed with water, together with a small loaf of bread, lest the stomach be burdened and the mind confused. We must fast daily, just as we must feed daily.


    


  




  Stiff penalties were laid down for those who dared to break the demanding rules:




  

    

      Him who has not waited for grace at table and has not responded Amen, it is ordained to correct with six blows. Likewise him who has spoken while eating it is ordained to

      correct with six blows. Let him who has cut the table with a knife be corrected with ten blows. He who with unclean hands receives the blessed bread, with twelve blows.


    


  




  The main purpose of the monastic life was worship by constant prayer, psalms and songs of praise:




  

    

      Those who have gone before us have appointed three Psalms at each of the day-time hours. But at night-fall twelve Psalms are chanted, and at mid-night likewise; but towards

      morning twenty-four are appointed.


    


  




  Part of each day was spent in private study and in the scriptorium—the thirst for scholarship seems to have been as strong as that for the simple life. Many of the monks

  composed religious poems and hymns:




  

    

      

        

          

            

              Raise your voice in praise, O people!




              Praise the Lord God everywhere




              Since the little birds must praise Him—




              They who have no soul but air.


            


          


        


      


    


  




  Manuscripts from early Christian Ireland are frequently embellished with little poems in praise of nature, often written in the margins, such as this one:




  

    

      

        

          

            

              A hedge of trees is all around;




              The blackbird’s praise I shall not hide;




              Above my book so smoothly lined




              The birds are singing far and wide.




              In a green cloak of bushy boughs




              The cuckoo pipes his melodies—




              Be good to me, God, on Judgment Day!—




              How well I write beneath the trees!


            


          


        


      


    


  




  Irish monks were particularly fond of writing invocations—perhaps in the style formerly composed by pagan druids. This one, rewritten by Mrs Alexander in Victorian times,

  has become a favourite hymn:




  

    

      

        

          Be thou my vision, O Lord of my heart,




          Naught be all else to me, save that thou art;




          Thou my best thought in the day and the night,




          Waking or sleeping, thy presence my light ...
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          ‘NOT THE WORK OF MEN BUT OF ANGELS’


        


      


    


  




  From the Roman Empire which they helped to destroy the Irish obtained Christianity and, with it, the art of writing. The earliest known form of the

  Irish language is carved in Ogam, a primitive script made up of groupings of notches on the angular corner of stones. Irish monks soon learned the Latin script and began to write it in a distinct

  native style.




  The Romans wrote on Egyptian papyrus, but this material made from Nile reeds disintegrated quickly in the damp Irish climate. While other parts of Europe were moving over to parchment, made from

  sheepskin, the Irish preferred the more expensive skins of new-born calves which, after being tanned and carefully scraped free of hair, were turned into smooth and almost luminous vellum.




  The earliest surviving Irish manuscript is a copy of the Psalms, known as the Cathach (the ‘Battler’), because it was later carried into battle as a talisman by the

  O’Donnells. An ancient tradition, which may well be true, attributes the writing of the Cathach to Colmcille himself. And most of the great illuminated Irish manuscripts were written

  and decorated in monasteries founded by him.




  Monks cut their own goose quills and prepared inks from carefully collected pigments. The Irish developed their own unique insular half-uncial, majuscule and miniscule script and specialised in

  enlarged capital letters at the beginning of paragraphs. In time these capital letters increased in size and elaboration. Scribes often tried to relieve this arduous work by scribbling in the

  margins, for example:




  

    

      Let no reader blame this writing for my arm is cramped from too much work.


    


  




  Another wrote:




  

    

      Alas! My hand! O my breast, Holy Virgin! This page is difficult.


    


  




  —but he seems to have recovered a few pages later when he tells us:




  

    

      The third hour. Time for dinner!


    


  




  Another exclaims:




  

    

      I am sad without food today! A blessing on the soul of Fergus! Amen. I am very cold! ... Love lasts while the money lasts.


    


  




  Another cut himself, probably sharpening his quill, and drew a black circle round the blot of blood on the page with this note:




  

    

      Blood from the finger of Melaghlin.


    


  




  ‘Goodbye, little book,’ a scribe had written when he finished his creation, and another concludes with these words:




  

    

      This is sad! O little book!—A day will come in truth, when someone over thy page will say, ‘The hand that wrote it is no more’.




      Other scribes wrote verse:


    


  




  

    

      

        

          

            

              My hand is weary with writing,




              My sharp quill is not steady,




              My slender-beaked pen juts forth




              A black draught of dark-blue ink.




              A stream of the wisdom of blessed God




              Springs from my fair-brown shapely hand: On the page it squirts its draught




              Of ink of the green-skinned holly.




              My little dripping pen travels




              Across the plain of shining books,




              Without ceasing for the wealth of the great—




              Whence my hand is weary with writing.


            


          


        


      


    


  




  The greatest achievements of early Christian Ireland are the magnificent illuminated Gospels and other sacred texts. The Book of Durrow, completed around 670, was the first to include a

  so-called carpet page, an abstract design based on intricate Celtic interlacing. The high point of manuscript illumination was reached in the Book of Kells, which combines strong sweeping

  compositions with astonishingly detailed, almost microscopic, ornament. The most admired page combines the sacred chi-rho monogram with images of Christ, the Resurrection and the Eucharist;

  and the stately rounded script is punctuated with scenes such as cats pursuing mice, an otter seizing a fish, a cock with hens, and a greyhound hunting. It has a good claim to be the most beautiful

  book executed during the first millennium. Overseas, Gospels and commentaries almost as accomplished can be found in greatest number in the monastery founded by St Gall in Switzerland, carried

  there by Irish pilgrims or written there by Irish scribes. After examining the Book of Kildare, now lost, Gerald of Wales came to the conclusion that it was ‘not the work of men but of

  angels’.




  The greatest Irish monasteries developed into sophisticated communities served by, among others, specialist craftsmen. These men produced superlative metalwork of extraordinary refinement and

  delicacy. These were liturgical vessels and reliquaries, that is, containers for holy bells, bishops’ staffs and a wide range of saints’ relics. These include the Ardagh Chalice, the

  Cross of Cong and, found as recently as 1980, the altar service found at Derrynaflan in Co. Tipperary, including an outstandingly beautiful chalice.




  The most distinctive reminders of early Christian Ireland are the high crosses characterised by a ring of stone that connects the arms to the upright. Erected in the precincts of monasteries,

  they depicted not only the crucifixion but also a wide range of scenes illustrating episodes from the Old and New Testaments. The one at Kells, Co. Meath, may have been put up to give thanks for

  the safe transfer to that site of the monastic community of Iona, which had fallen prey to Viking attack.
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          ST COLUMBA, ST COLUMBANUS AND THE WANDERING IRISH


        


      


    


  




  It was from the little kingdom of Dál Riata in the extreme north-east of Ireland that the Gaelic colonisation of Scotland began towards the

  end of the fifth century. Argyll means ‘eastern province of the Gael’, and it was here that the first settlements were made. For more than a century territory on both sides of the

  Straits of Moyle—the North Channel—formed one kingdom ruled by a dynasty tracing ancestry from Fergus Mór mac Erc. By the middle of the sixth century Bruide, King of the Picts,

  threatened to overwhelm the Irish interlopers, and so Dál Riata turned for help to the Northern Uí Néill, the most powerful dynastic group in northern Ireland. The necessary

  pact was sealed at Druim Ceit at Mullagh near Derry in 575.




  The man who negotiated this alliance was an Uí Néill prince and a renowned churchman, Columcille, St Columba. Born at Gartan in Donegal, Columba studied under Finnian at Moville in

  Co. Down and at Clonard on the Boyne and returned to build his own monastery at Derry in 546. The high-born Columba could draw on impressive resources. In addition, the Dál Riata king,

  Aedán mac Gabráin, granted Columba the island of Iona off the west of Scotland for a new foundation. For the next two centuries and longer Iona was to be the most famous centre of

  Christian learning in the Celtic world. A poem attributed to Columba illustrates his devotion to scholarship:




  

    

      

        

          

            

              I send my little pen dripping unceasingly




              Over an assemblage of books of great beauty,




              To enrich the possessions of men of art—




              Whence my hand is weary with writing.


            


          


        


      


    


  




  It was in Iona that King Oswald, the Anglo-Saxon King of Northumbria, took refuge during a challenge to his power. Travelling from the island by currach and by foot, St Aidan converted the king,

  began the evangelisation of his people, and established a celebrated monastery on Lindisfarne.




  Some Irish monks simply put out to sea and let the wind take them away. This is how the Irish came to be the very first humans to set foot in Iceland. One monk there, describing the midnight

  sun, reported that it was so bright he could see the lice on his hair-shirt.




  As a centre of learning and Christian zeal, Bangor in north Down rivalled Iona. Its founder Comgall seems to have worked with Columba. The ‘Good Rule of Bangor’ included these

  words:




  

    

      Blessed family of Bangor, founded on unerring faith, adorned with salvation’s hope, perfect in charity. Ship never distressed though beaten by waves; fully prepared

      for nuptials, spouse for the sovereign Lord. House full of delicious things and built on a rock; and no less the true vine brought out of Egypt’s land.


    


  




  The text of the ‘Good Rule’ is not to be found in Ireland, but in Milan—evidence that the great Irish mission to the European mainland had begun.




  Towards the end of the sixth century, by the ruined Roman fort of Annegray in the Vosges mountains, Irish pilgrims halted after travelling more than nine hundred miles from Bangor. Here, under

  the direction of their leader, Columbanus, they built three monasteries




  In his forthright condemnation of the worldliness of the Frankish church, Columbanus aroused the hostility of Theoderic, King of Burgundy. Forced to move on, the Irish monks struck overland to

  the Rhine, where they made their way upstream. This inspired Columbanus to write his ‘boat song’:




  

    

      

        

          

            

              Lo, little bark on twin-horned Rhine




              From forests hewn to skim the brine.




              Heave, lads, and let the echoes ring.




              The tempests howl, the storms dismay,




              But manly strength can win the day




              Heave, lads, and let the echoes ring.




              The king of virtues vowed a prize




              For him who wins, for him who tries.




              Think, lads, of Christ and echo him.


            


          


        


      


    


  




  When they reached Lake Constance, they preached to Germans, who had not heard the Gospel before, and founded a monastery at Bregenz. The restless Columbanus was eager to travel on, but Gall, one

  of the Bangor monks, stayed to become the local patron saint—a church, a town and a canton in Switzerland are called St Gallen to this day. Columbanus pressed on to northern Italy to found

  another monastery at Bobbio, where his tomb can still be seen. He inspired a great flood of Irish pilgrims and scholars to make their way to the European mainland in the decades to come.
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          THE COMING OF THE VIKINGS


        


      


    


  




  For almost a thousand years, unlike almost every other part of Europe, Ireland was free from large-scale invasion. Then, in the year 795, Rathlin

  Island was attacked. Within the next few years a succession of undefended monasteries along the coast fell victim to Viking raids.




  

    

      There was an astonishing and awfully great oppression over all Erinn, throughout its breadth, by powerful azure Norsemen, and by fierce hard-hearted Danes, during a

      lengthened period, and for a long time, for the space of eight score and ten years, or, according to some authorities, two hundred years.


    


  




  So wrote the author of Cogadh Gaedhel re Gallaibh (‘Wars of the Irish with the Foreigners’) at the beginning of his long history of the impact of the Viking

  raids on his country. So frequent and devastating were the assaults that one monk wrote in the margin of his manuscript a poem in thanks for the storm raging outside:




  

    

      

        

          

            

              Fierce and wild is the wind tonight,




              It tosses the tresses of the sea to white;




              On such a night I take my ease;




              Fierce Northmen only course the quiet seas.


            


          


        


      


    


  




  Once the Frankish emperor Charlemagne had broken up the fleets of Frisian pirates in the North Sea, nothing formidable stood in the way of the Vikings, leaving them masters of the north

  Atlantic. Their longships, some over seventy feet long, were well designed to cope with the hazards of the ocean: built of seasoned overlapping oak planks, riveted with iron, and bound to the ribs

  with tough pine roots, their hulls could not only flex to the swell but also, with their shallow draught, negotiate treacherous mud banks at the mouths of rivers. Churches and monasteries suffered

  most in the early attacks, the raiders being attracted to them not only by precious liturgical vessels and reliquaries but also by their rich stores of butter and corn. Since the records were

  written by monks, the Northmen were viewed as black-hearted barbarians by the chroniclers:




  

    

      In a word, although there were an hundred hard-steeled iron heads on one neck, and an hundred sharp, ready, cool, never-rusting, brazen tongues on each head, and an hundred

      garrulous, loud, unceasing voices from each tongue, they could not recount, or narrate, or enumerate, or tell, what all the Gaedhil suffered in common, both men and women, laity and clergy, old

      and young, noble and ignoble, of hardship and of injury, and of oppression, in every house, from these valiant, wrathful, foreign, purely pagan people.


    


  




  Ruled by a disorganised multiplicity of kings frequently in conflict with one another, the Irish were unable to put up a united resistance to the Vikings. In addition, these raiders—most

  of them Norse rather than Danes—were more formidably armed than the Irish, their helmets being fitted with protective nose pieces, their torsos covered in flexible coats of mail, and their

  weaponry comprising fearsome battle-axes and long slashing swords edged with superbly welded hard steel. Shallows and waterfalls proved no protection—the invaders simply carried their

  longships past such obstructions to navigable water upstream.




  The Northmen were not always victorious. For the year 811 the Annals of Ulster have this terse entry:




  

    

      A slaughter of the heathens by the Ulaid.


    


  




  This must have been a significant achievement, because the same victory was recorded in the court of Charlemagne. A major fresh assault was launched in 821, when great numbers

  of women were seized at Howth and even the seemingly impregnable Skellig rock was attacked. In 837 two formidable fleets, each made up of sixty ships, penetrated the Liffey and Boyne rivers. The

  Book of Leinster recorded this campaigning and, in particular, the exploits of one Viking leader, Turgeis:




  

    

      There came a great royal fleet into the north of Ireland with Turgeis. This Turgeis assumed the sovereignty of the foreigners of Ireland. A fleet of them took possession of

      Lough Neagh. Another fleet took possession of Louth. Another on Lough Ree.




      Moreover, Armagh was plundered by them three times in the same month, and Turgeis himself took he abbacy of Armagh; and Forannan, Abbot of Armagh, was driven away and went to Munster, and

      the Shrine of Patrick with him.... After this came Turgeis upon Lough Ree, and from thence were plundered Meath and Connacht; and Clonmacnoise and Clonfert, and the churches of Lough Derg in

      like manner. Clonmacnoise was taken by his wife. It was on the altar of the great church she used to make prophecies.... There came great sea-belched shoals of foreigners into Munster, so that

      there was not a point thereof without a fleet. A fleet carried off Forannan and they broke the shrine of Patrick.


    


  




  Longford is in the very heart of Ireland, yet it is named after a defended stockade for longships brought far up the River Shannon. It seemed that no part of Ireland was safe from the Vikings.

  Some of these Northmen, indeed, had decided to stay and make Ireland their home.
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          THE WARS OF THE GAEL AND THE GALL


        


      


    


  




  In the year 837 a fleet of over sixty longships from the Orkneys and the Western Isles passed the headland of Howth and steered into the shelter of

  Dublin Bay. The striped woollen sails were reefed down, the helmsmen raised their deep steering oars, warriors slung out their shields over the gunwales, and, seated on heavy carved chests, they

  sculled in unison towards the mouth of the Liffey river.




  As the men invoked the aid of Odin and Thor, and shook great iron rattles to ward off evil spirits, the grim dragon carvings adorning the high prows struck terror into the settlements on the

  south bank of the estuary. For the churches clustered round the Poddle, a stream flowing into the Liffey from the south-west, there could be but poor defence against these Norse in their iron

  mail-shirts, wielding their battle-axes. No doubt these churches yielded a rich booty of precious vestments, reliquaries and book covers to be taken back to the lands of the far north.




  Four years later these Vikings returned; but this time they had come not to raid but to stay. By the black pool—in Irish Dubh Linn—formed where the Poddle met the Liffey, they

  pulled their longships ashore onto a dry bank, covered them, lashed them down, and erected a stockade around their vessels for protection. Here a ridge of well-drained ground provided an obvious

  place for the Norse to overwinter and build a stronghold. This is where Dublin Castle now stands. With the coming of every summer, more bands of Northmen arrived and settled there, making it the

  principal colony of the Vikings in Ireland.




  Just upstream from this stronghold, the Irish had made a crossing-place: hurdles of interwoven saplings, sunk with great boulders, gave a firm footing for people and cattle wading across the

  Liffey at low tide. This was Áth Cliath, the ‘ford of hurdles’. Áth Cliath and Dubh Linn together held a key position, for it was there that the

  principal routeways from Munster, Leinster, Connacht and Ulster converged. For the Norse, their stronghold was a base from which attacks could be directed not only deep into the fertile plains of

  Kildare but also against the neighbouring island of Britain.




  In 857 Olaf the White, the first recorded ruler of Viking Dublin, joined forces with Ivar the Boneless, son of the Danish warrior-king, Ragnar Hairy-Britches; together they harried Scotland and

  Northumbria. When Olaf was slain in a skirmish, Ivar won the leadership of all the Norse in Ireland and the Danes in York. Too great an interest in Britain, however, held dangers for the foreigners

  of Dublin. Irish kings sank their differences and threw themselves with great force upon Dublin:




  

    

      902: The expulsion of the Unbelievers from Ireland, i.e. from their ship-fortress at Dublin, by Maelfindia son of Flannacán with the men of Brega, and Cerball son of

      Muirecán with his Leinstermen. They left a great part of their fleet, and escaped half dead, wounded and broken.


    


  




  Dublin, however, was too valuable a base to abandon altogether. The grandsons of Ivar the Boneless, Ragnall and Sitric the Squinty, in 914 launched the most terrifying Viking

  invasion Ireland had yet seen:




  

    

      The whole of Munster became filled with immense floods and countless sea-vomiting of ships, boats and fleets.... There was no place in Erinn without numerous fleets of Danes

      and pirates; so that they made spoil-land, and sword-land, and conquered land of her.


    


  




  After three years Sitric the Squinty, advancing north from Waterford up the Barrow river, recovered Dublin for the Vikings after fierce conflicts:




  

    

      Though numerous were the oft-victorious clans of the many-familied Erinn, yet not one of them was able to give relief, alleviation, or deliverance from that oppression, and

      tyranny, from the numbers and multitudes, and the cruelty and the wrath of the brutal, ferocious, untamed, implacable hordes, by whom that oppression was inflicted, because of the excellence of

      their polished, ample, treble, heavy, trusty, glittering corselets; and their hardy, strong valiant swords; and their well-riveted long spears; and their ready, brilliant arms of valour

      besides.


    


  




  Niall Glúndubh, of the Uí Néill dynasty, put together a formidable coalition, and with a great host he advanced on Dublin. There, outside the city walls in

  919, he was utterly routed by the Northmen and slain, along with twelve other Irish kings. The Annals of Ulster lamented:




  

    

      

        

          

            

              Mournful today is virginal Ireland




              Without a mighty king in command of hostages;




              It is to view the heaven and not to see the sun




              To behold Niall’s plain without Niall.


            


          


        


      


    


  




  These Vikings had come to stay. They made Dublin into a great trading city, a central port of call on a great semicircular trade route extending from the Mediterranean to Norway and Iceland and

  beyond. In one of the Icelandic sagas this advice was given:




  

    

      

        

          

            

              Fare thou south to Dublin,




              That track is most renowned.
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          VIKING TOWNS AND CITIES


        


      


    


  




  It was not only in Dublin that the Vikings made permanent settlements in Ireland. All along the southern and eastern coasts they converted their

  temporary ship-fortresses into the island’s first towns. The ferocity of resistance from the Uí Néill and the Ulaid—who on more than one occasion actually defeated the

  Northmen on their own element, the sea—probably explains why they managed only to establish toe-holds in Ulster, at Larne, Ballyholme, Strangford and Carlingford. Limerick, on the Shannon

  estuary, and Waterford, where the Suir, Barrow and Nore rivers meet to join the sea, became great cities. Many coastal place names are of Old Norse origin and indicate where the Vikings built their

  towns:




  

    

      Wexford: ‘fjord of Veig’; Wicklow: ‘Viking meadow’; Arklow: ‘Arnkell’s meadow’; Carling ford:

      ‘the hag’s fjord’; Helvick: ‘safe inlet’; Saltee: ‘salt island’; Strang ford: ‘rough fjord’; Waterford:

      ‘windy fjord’; Dursey: ‘deer island’; Smerwick: ‘butter bay’.


    


  




  Dublin, however, was always pre-eminent; here the Vikings not only built a city but also settled the country around it. The Irish called it Fine Gall, ‘foreign

  people’, and Ireland’s most recently created county council has been named Fingal after it. Here there are numerous placids of Viking origin:




  

    

      Howth: ‘rocky headland’; Oxmantown: ‘the town of the men from the east’; Skerries: ‘rocks’; Dalkey:

      ‘dagger island’; Lambay: ‘lamb’s island’; Ireland’s Eye: ‘Ireland’s island’; Leixlip: ‘salmon leap’.


    


  




  Indeed, Ireland is the name the Vikings gave to the land of Erinn. In addition, a great many Norse words were adopted by the Irish and incorporated into Gaelic, including

  the words for market, anchor, helmet, boat, button, garden, banner, rudder and penny—the Vikings of Dublin were the first to mint coins in Ireland.




  There had been high-kings in Ireland since the beginning of the island’s recorded history, but none had ever governed the whole country. When the Vikings had begun their attacks at the end

  of the eighth century, they faced not one strong ruler but many kings. The men from the north never conquered all of Ireland—indeed, their invasions seem to have encouraged several more

  powerful rulers to make the high-kingship a reality.




  Limerick, on the estuary of the River Shannon, the Vikings made into one of their great cities. It was in the course of seemingly endless wars that the men of a small neighbouring kingdom,

  Dál Cais, sacked Limerick in the year 967. The annalistic composition entitled The Wars of the Gael with the Gall proudly recorded this Irish triumph:




  

    

      They carried off their jewels and their best property, and their saddles beautiful and foreign; their gold and their silver; their beautifully woven cloth of all colours;

      and their satins and silken cloth. They carried away their soft, youthful, bright, matchless girls; their blooming silk-clad young women; and their active, large and well-formed boys. The fort

      and the good town they reduced to a cloud of smoke and to red fire afterwards.


    


  




  Helped by this booty, the men of Dál Cais extended their power. Under the command of their leader, Brian, they seized control of the whole of Munster. After many campaigns and battles,

  the other kingdoms of Ireland, one by one, yielded. Everywhere the advancing warlord was known as Brian Boru, ‘Brian of the Tributes’. In the year 999 Brian overwhelmed a combined army

  of Dublin Vikings and Leinstermen. When Máel Mórda, King of Leinster, and Sitric Silkenbeard, King of Dublin, submitted, Brian Boru was acknowledged as High-King of Ireland—the

  first high-king ever to win the support of every part of the island. For the first time for many generations Ireland was at peace. Brian Boru made a circuit of the whole country in 1005, and,

  according to the annals, he sent out fleets from Dublin and Waterford to levy tribute from the Welsh, the Saxons and the Scots. He gave generous gifts to the church, to the needy and to scholars.

  For almost fifteen years Brian Boru ruled as the unchallenged High-King of Ireland. But Brian had made enemies. He had won his crown not by birth, but by the sword.
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          BRIAN BORU AND THE BATTLE OF CLONTARF


        


      


    


  




  Nothing irked Máel Mórda, King of Leinster, more than a journey to pay homage to Brian at his palace at Kincora. Brian had made his

  sister Gormflaith his queen, only to cast her aside for another. Finally, insulted by Brian’s arrogant son Murchad during a game of chess, the King of Leinster could stand it no longer. He

  rode off without so much as bidding farewell to the high-king, back to his fort at Naas. And when Brian sent a messenger after him to call him back, Máel Mórda lashed at the fellow

  with his yew horse-switch, smashing his skull to pieces.




  There was no turning back now. Brian had sworn revenge; and Máel Mórda would no longer submit Leinster to Brian’s authority. Sitric Silkenbeard too resented the many

  humiliating defeats he had suffered at Brian’s hands and the loss of his city’s independence. Dublin was the mightiest Viking city in Ireland. It had become a Viking kingdom even before

  Denmark, Norway and Sweden had kings. To throw off Brian’s yoke would be a real prize.




  That very year, 1013, had not King Sven of Denmark conquered all of England? Might not the Northmen win a kingdom to match it in Ireland? The King of Dublin and the King of Leinster knew they

  could not win without help. Longships—one of them with Sitric aboard—left Dublin to sail across the Irish Sea and to the Hebrides and beyond. After many months they returned with firm

  offers of support.




  Good Friday, 23 April 1014: this day the fate not only of Dublin but of all Ireland would be decided, and, whatever the outcome, this conflict would be long remembered in the island’s

  annals and in the sagas of the Northmen. Looking east towards Howth from the fortified earthen wall along the southern Liffey shore, Sitric Silkenbeard could see silhouetted against the rising sun

  the massed prows of longships stretching round into the bay. His heart leaped to see these Vikings he had summoned fall in behind their captains on the foreshore. There were, it is said, fighting

  men from as far away as Norway and France; King Brodar of the Isle of Man, with his long black hair tucked into his belt; and Earl Sigurd the Fat of the Orkneys.




  

    

      Now on the one side of that battle [wrote the Irish annalist] were the shouting, hateful, powerful, wrestling, murderous, hostile Northmen. These had for the purposes of

      combat, sharp, swift, fatal arrows, which had been anointed and browned in the blood of dragons and toads, and the water snakes of hell. They had with them hideous, barbarous quivers; and

      polished yellow-shining bows; and strong, broad, green, sharp, rough, dark spears, in the stout, bold, hard hands of pirates. They had also with them polished, pliable, triple-plated, heavy,

      stout corselets of double-refined iron, and heroic, heavy, hard-striking, strong, powerful, stout swords.


    


  




  This day, along with King Máel Mórda and all his men of Leinster, these Northmen would do battle not only with Irishmen from a host of kingdoms but also with Brian’s Viking

  subjects from Limerick and Waterford. This would not be a simple battle between Irishmen and Northmen: Irish would fight Irish, and Vikings would fight Vikings.




  As Sitric’s warriors set out for Dubhghall’s Bridge, built to span the deepest channel of the Liffey at Áth Cliath, the ‘ford of hurdles’, the King of

  Dublin remained behind to command the city’s defence. Brian too would not be a combatant, for he was now over seventy years old; as he prayed in his tent for victory his son Murchad led out a

  mighty host—the men of Munster, the Norse of Limerick and Waterford, Ospak of Man, and Connacht allies. The Dublin army, advancing north-east, crossed the Tolka stream and drew up in

  formation at Clontarf with their backs to the sea to stand beside their allies from overseas.




  Challenges by champions to engage in single combat began the battle; then, to the sound of horrible war-cries, the two sides closed in:




  

    

      And there was fought between them a battle furious, bloody, repulsive, crimson, gory, boisterous, manly, rough, fierce, unmerciful, hostile, on both sides; and they began to

      hew and cleave, and stab, and cut, to slaughter, to mutilate each other ...


    


  




  Never before had so great a battle been fought on Irish soil. Never before had so many men of noble birth lost their lives in one engagement in Ireland: among them were Murchad, Earl Sigurd, the

  Mormaer of Mar, Máel Mórda, and the two kings leading the Connacht forces. Late in the afternoon the Leinster-Norse army began to fall back to Dubhghall’s Bridge and into the

  advancing tide, and here there was a fearful slaughter:




  

    

      They retreated therefore to the sea, like a herd of cows in heat, from sun, and from gadflies and from insects; and they were pursued closely, rapidly and lightly; and the

      foreigners were drowned in great numbers in the sea, and they lay in heaps and hundreds ...


    


  




  Brodar of Man escaped the massacre on the shore and hacked his way through the lines to reach Brian’s tent; there he swept aside the bodyguard and, with one blow of his battle-axe, cleft

  the head of the old king in two. The enraged Munster warriors pursued Brodar, formed a ring around him with branches, cut open his belly, tied his entrails to a tree, and led him round it till he

  died.




  Long after, tales of the battle were recited by northern firesides; Valkyries were seen weaving a web of battle with swords on a loom of death; and in the Icelandic Njal’s Saga Earl

  Gilli spoke of his vision before the battle:




  

    

      

        

          

            

              I have been where warriors wrestled,




              High in Erin sang the sword,




              Boss to boss met many bucklers;




              Steel rang sharp on rattling helm;




              I can tell of all their struggle;




              Sigurd fell in flight of spears;




              Brian fell, but kept his kingdom




              Ere he lost one drop of blood.
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          ‘A TREMBLING SOD’


        


      


    


  




  The assassination of Brian Boru at the moment of victory made certain that, for a long time to come, all Ireland would not be ruled by one man.

  Brian had made the high-kingship a reality, and now the provincial kings were locked in a violent and inconclusive contest to become the ruler of the whole island. Brian’s death also ensured

  that the Vikings would stay. Indeed, their towns and cities continued to grow, and the Northmen did much to promote the modernisation of Ireland by drawing the country more closely into European

  trade networks. The Norse settlements became like other Irish kingdoms, and they were perpetually involved in interprovincial power struggles. No contender for the high-kingship had any hope of

  succeeding without the support of Dublin, which in the eleventh century became perhaps the most prosperous and populous city in the Viking world.




  Historians began to understand the real importance of Viking Dublin in the 1970s. At that time wholesale clearance to build new civic offices at Wood Quay presented archaeologists with an

  unrivalled opportunity. The finds were dramatic enough in themselves, but what gave the excavations international importance was the extraordinary level of preservation: wood, sally rods, leather

  cloth and other fragile organic substances had survived to such a degree that the structure of dwellings, pathways and workshops could be plainly seen. Olivia O’Leary of the Irish

  Times reported on the work in progress:




  

    

      Down on the site, workers pace their little sections like children on a beach tip-toe around the ankle-high walls of their sand castles. The whole outlines of wooden houses

      are there. The post and wattle walls come to a foot and more above the ground; the posts are sturdy, about the thickness of your fist, and the wattle twigs wind around them like basket-work

      cemented with mud ... there are mounds of mussel and cockle shells there. The workers say there was a distinct odour from the cesspits when they were first opened and human turds are carefully

      removed to the finds tray along with bronze cloakpins and bone combs.


    


  




  The meticulous removal of centuries-old detritus revealed the extent to which Viking Dublin had become a city of specialised craftsworkers. Tools, generally of iron, were

  numerous: hammers, a woodworker’s plane with its iron blade, axes, drawknives, chisels, punches, awls, boring-bits, tongs, shears, with hones and rotating grindstones for giving a sharp edge

  to them. Glass linen-smoothers, wooden beetles, weighted spindles, wooden reels, sewing-needles of bronze, bone and iron, and hundreds of fragments of fine woven cloth revealed a sophisticated

  level of textile-making. The finding of board games, model wooden longships and bone whistles for children captured the public imagination, and the unearthing of a hitherto unknown section of

  Viking city wall—with remains of severed heads, a babe in arms, and a tenth-century pet terrier on the old shoreline—kept the excavations in the headlines.




  Sitric Silkenbeard’s father, King Olaf Cuarán, had been baptised in 979 and his people soon after. Sitric himself built Dublin’s first cathedral, Christ Church, in

  1038—it was probably constructed in wood. It dominated the high ground above the Liffey, overlooking a crowded and thriving community. Some had houses made of wooden planking thrust into the

  soil, but most were content with thatched dwellings of post and wattle, daubed with mud and manure to keep out the wind and the rain. Here, in good times, rich stews simmered on central hearths. In

  fair weather, away from the acrid smoke of their cramped dwellings, women, with their hair tied back in fine nets, spun yarn deftly with spindle and whorl, and craftsmen plied their trades:

  carpenters with their chisels; turners with lathes; leatherworkers with punch and awl; tanners curing hides with oak bark in deep wicker-lined pits; cutlers sharpening blades on revolving hones;

  bronze-workers etching intricate designs on bone trial pieces; and comb-makers shaping slivers of antler cast by red deer in the neighbouring woods. Here merchants sold earthenware jars of wine,

  and bought slaves, hides, and exquisitely worked Irish silver and bronze. The city must also have been a shipbuilding centre, for the remains of the largest Viking ship ever found was discovered to

  have been made of oak from Dublin.




  Dublin was such a prize that the King of Norway, Magnus Barelegs (so called because he gave up trews to wear an Irish tunic), seized the city in 1102 and declared: ‘Why should I return

  home since my heart is in Dublin? There is an Irish girl whom I love better than myself.’ However, Magnus was killed in the following year in a skirmish near Downpatrick. Henceforth, the

  struggle to rule the whole island would be left to Irish kings. So fierce was their warring that one annalist declared they were making Ireland ‘a trembling sod’.
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          THE RAPE OF DERVORGILLA


        


      


    


  




  For a century and a half after the Battle of Clontarf the provincial kings of Ireland vied with one another and fought one another to become the

  High-King of Ireland. The descendants of Brian Boru, the O’Briens, quickly lost power to Dermot mac Máel na mBó, King of Leinster. Dermot seized Dublin in 1052 and in time

  forced most of the kings of Ireland to acknowledge him as high-king. In addition, he used Dublin’s formidable fleet of longships to dominate the Irish Sea and become ruler of the Isle of Man

  and the Western Isles. Harold Godwinson spent the winter of 1051–2 in Ireland under Dermot’s protection, and after Harold had been defeated and killed at the Battle of Hastings in 1066

  his sons found refuge with this powerful Irish high-king.




  When Dermot was killed in battle in 1072, he was described by an annalist as the ‘King of Ireland with opposition’. All succeeding high-kings, winning control of most but never all

  of Ireland, could be described as ‘kings with opposition’. Dermot’s replacement was a grandson of Brian Boru, Turlough O’Brien. His son Murtagh O’Brien succeeded him

  in 1086 and came very close to being the ruler of all Ireland. The most tenacious opposition always seemed to come from Ulster, and for a time an Uí Néill ruler, Donal MacLochlainn,

  became high-king.




  Not only did Irish kings wage war against one another in contest for the high-kingship, but, within each dynasty, there were constant succession disputes—this was almost inevitable when,

  by Irish law, all sons and grandsons had a claim on the throne when a king died. In these ruthless struggles, defeated claimants were frequently ritually blinded or otherwise maimed.




  In 1151 the annals record a great battle at Móin Mór in north Cork and claimed that 7,000 Munstermen were killed. This marked the rise of Turlough O’Connor, King of Connacht,

  who defeated the O’Briens and divided Munster in two, into Thomond (north Munster) and Desmond (south Munster).




  It might be possible to pass over this dreary, seemingly interminable warfare but for the fact that it was to lead to the coming of the Normans to Ireland. That story begins with a deadly

  conflict between Tiernan O’Rourke, the one-eyed King of Bréifne, and Dermot MacMurrough, King of Leinster. Their quarrel was principally over the rich pastures of the kingdom of Meath,

  but it was further embittered by the love between Dermot and Tiernan’s wife, Dervorgilla. One night in 1152 hooves thundered away from the Bréifne capital of Dromahair as Dermot

  carried off Dervorgilla together with a great prey of cattle. This humiliation burned in Tiernan’s memory and filled his heart with vengeful hatred to his dying day. The events were recorded

  by Gerald of Wales a few years later:




  

    

      On an occasion when O’Rourke had gone off on an expedition to far distant parts, his wife, whom he had left on an island, was abducted by the aforesaid Dermot, who had

      long been burning with love for her and took advantage of her husband’s absence. No doubt she was abducted because she wanted to be and, since ‘woman is always a fickle and

      inconstant creature’, she herself arranged that she should become the kidnapper’s prize.




      Almost all the world’s most notable catastrophes have been caused by women, witness Mark Antony and Troy. King O’Rourke was stirred to extreme anger on two counts, of which

      however the disgrace, rather than the loss of his wife, grieved him more deeply, and he vented all the venom of his fury with a view to revenge.
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