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Introduction


The reader will be surprised to learn this book is the first dedicated referenced work on the history of the Irish national flag. It is also a rare, referenced work on many of the other symbols of Irish antiquity – the harp, shamrock, tri-spiral, the emergence of green and more.


There are multiple reasons for this: the time commitment required to exhaust all available sources on such topics is immense, involving multiple countries, languages and endless spelling and grammar deviations. Because of these academic gaps, falsehoods have found favour, particularly in the case of the Irish tricolour. A false flag story is repeated by government bodies, at state events, communicated in our national museums and even taught to our youngest citizens as part of their education.


This is, of course, unacceptable. This must change. The history of a nation is a sacred thing, not to be altered to suit agenda. We might heed the words of Thomas Francis Meagher:




A national flag is the most sacred thing a nation can possess.





Consider the irony that it is Meagher who most benefits from what we can now show to be a false flag story.


The reasons the truth of the flag and other symbols must be protected are clear and many. Brave Irish men and women have fought and died under the flag in the service of the state. They continue to do so.


Proud Republicans dared to dream of a better life for all Irish citizens beneath the flag of an independent nation, backing their words with brave deeds. Irish sporting heroes have sacrificed their time, energy and relationships in the hopes of seeing the tricolour raised, lifting with it the spirits of a nation. Irish men and women justly take pride in actions in the service of their state – a nation with a truly extraordinary journey towards statehood.


Additionally, the false flag story diminishes the actions of deserving patriots from their rightful place in Irish history. Not least, a forgotten female patriot who was the first to fuse green, orange and white.


So too, in the case of the other Irish symbols, misunderstanding is common. The Irish harp, a symbol of remarkable Irish authenticity, saw falsehood impact its potential adoption as the national flag.


How can we share our identity if we cannot stand over it, at a time when this has never been more important?


To that end, this multi-year research project has involved thousands of documents ranging from diaries, books, letters, annals, newspapers and journals to speeches. On this information-gathering journey I have gained a far better understanding of nineteenth-century fashion, the contents of Victorian fruit and veg stalls and the intricacies of floral arrangements than I ever thought possible or necessary. Such is the lot of a researcher hunting for mentions of green, white and orange.


Among the floral dresses, prize produce and award-winning bouquets was the truth of the origins of our tricolour, including previously unpublished source material and events. So too, goes the story of our most cherished symbols, old misconceptions tumbling.


This effort will return to the spotlight many of Ireland’s finest individuals whose actions in the adoption of our tricolour have been excluded or played down with time: from Tone to O’Connell, Smith O’Brien to Pearce and the revelation of Emilia Hamilton.


This journey through Irish identity encompasses generations of patriots, dreamers and schemers, across Irish Volunteers, United Irishmen, Young Irelanders, Fenians, twentieth-century Irish Volunteers, the Irish Republican Brotherhood (IRB) and Clan na Gael, and the struggles they endured.


The true origins of Ireland’s symbols and its current most prominent, the tricolour, are more exciting, absorbing, inclusive and patriotic than anything the falsehoods have implied, involving secret societies, celestial worship, political intrigue, musical appreciation, rebels, revolutions, longstanding slurs and risky unfurlings.


With this in mind, let us walk the road to a republic and discover the symbols loved and lost along the way.









1


The Earliest Irish Symbols: The Irish People and Identity from 4000 BC



The use of symbols in Ireland is almost as old as its human occupation, Ireland’s residents seeing fit to carve and craft emblems that remain important to Irish identity over 5,000 years ago. The Irish tricolour is the latest of these symbols, yet its story spans generations and two centuries. Its inspiration goes back further still, encompassing rebels and rebellions, secret societies, political intrigue and endless human endeavour.


The concept of the first Irish tricolour was firmly based around the idea that green represented Catholic, typically nationalist native Ireland, and orange represented Protestant, typically unionist Ireland, white proposing peace between the two. That a nation would come to be represented by a symbol desiring peace between its two largest factions is demonstrative of the level of animosity that came to exist.


To fully understand the origins of Ireland’s national symbols, we must venture back to Neolithic then Gaelic times, from tri-spirals to harps to shamrocks, to show how the tricolour joined an age-old pantheon of Irish self-identification, many of which enjoy popular use today.


WHAT MAKES THE IRISH


It is a remarkable fact that, based on all current evidence, the first humans to reach and remain in Ireland could only have done so by boat. The island was separated by rising sea levels from mainland Europe 12,000 years ago. The earliest Irish settlers were likely moving north from warmer climates as ice age glaciers retreated, reaching the western edge of what is now Britain, then still attached to the Continent. Ireland would remain alone off Europe’s Atlantic edge for over 3,000 years before Britain was cut off from Europe with the flooding of Doggerland around 6100 BC. The Irish have always been an island people.


It is equally striking that many of the core tenets of modern Irish identity can be traced back some 6,000 years, when Britain was still undergoing this geographic separation. What we consider Irish today began to take shape in the Neolithic period, as daily life came to be defined by a static, agricultural and community-based culture. A deeper connection to the land came to replace the wandering work and nomadic lifestyle of Mesolithic hunter-gatherer societies.


The foundations of Irish farming still in use today arrived around 4000 BC, as early farmers migrating from Anatolia, modern-day Turkey, from 7000 BC populated the Balkans, France and Spain before eventually reaching Britain and Ireland. Remarkably, they brought their animals with them, analysis of human remains showing a distinct dietary change from marine protein to animal and the arrival of wheat and barley. They forever changed how the inhabitants of this island lived their lives. To this day, as much as two-thirds of modern Irish land remains devoted to agriculture.
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Stone-walled field system, Inis Oírr, Aran Islands, first evidenced in Ireland in the Céide Fields, 3500 BC. (Eckhard Pecher, CC BY 2.5, Wikicommons)




Irish farmers have been working the land continuously for six millennia, each generation refining its craft. Animals and farming brought a benefit to rural landscaping, with Neolithic people using stone walls to fence their fields in a design that still signifies the Irish countryside. Sligo’s 5,500-year-old Céide Fields, crafted from local flagstones in a dry-wall construction, are the oldest example in Europe. Despite their age, they differ little from modern efforts.


Another transformative shift was land clearance as forest fell to stone axe, reshaping the Irish landscape. The settled community fostered by farming had more use of permanent housing, making stone foundations a worthwhile effort. From these changes, a deep-rooted attachment with the land, the homestead, became central to Irish identity. Land was not just livelihood; it was legacy and belonging.


These ties endured for a majority of Irish through to the famine years, gradually weakening with the consolidation of large estates and the ability to make a livelihood without land ownership. Yet, for many Irish today, the connection to land and homeplace remains a defining factor of their Irishness. The Irish diaspora stand out for the emotional intensity of their connection to home.


Neolithic farming practices are likely to have dramatically enhanced a respect for the seasons and a reliance upon them. The astronomical calendar became sacrosanct, the giver of all things. An Irish obsession with the seasons and weather may have its roots in Neolithic Ireland, the farmer’s concern for the sky being transmitted into daily conversation, a topic of concern for all.


This seasonal adherence and looking towards the skies would see monumental expression in sites such as Newgrange, a 3200 BC passage tomb aligned to the winter solstice and more than 1,000 years older than the pyramids and Stonehenge. A roofbox over the entrance to the tomb allows the sun to penetrate to the tomb’s rear on 21 December for just seventeen minutes, creeping along the dark 62ft passageway to illuminate a sacred space.


The effort to achieve this is astoundingly impressive, the site using 200,000 tonnes of stone, much of it travelling some distance. The tomb’s mound is the width of a football pitch and as tall as a four-storey building. The sacred chamber to the rear remains watertight, 5,000 years after it was built. The 3ft by 1ft roofbox still captures the sun on its celestial journey to such a perfect alignment that it remains effective five millennia after it was built.


The astronomical and mathematical insight required to align and construct Newgrange is at odds with assumptions of the early Irish as farmers still reliant on stone tools. It is no exaggeration to say they were masters of soil, stone and sky – agriculturists who were raising the largest and most complex ritual structures in Europe, if not the world. Their raising of reverential buildings and burial places contributed to the fabric of the Irish landscape and formed our daily habits.


Ireland’s deep attention to spirituality and ritual is a heavenly homage that has never ebbed. The gods may change, from solar cycles to saints, yet religion and spiritual practice remained a crux of daily life, unchallenged until modern times. A recent shift has seen increased ideas of personal spirituality and values take precedence over formal religious doctrine. Interest remains undiminished, if less regulated.


Historically, Ireland has adopted new belief systems without wholly adapting its cultural foundations, reflecting a long-standing cultural resilience. Christianity’s success was aided by adaptation, a willingness to bend and adopt pre-existing customs and beliefs, a necessity indicative of a long-entrenched culture.


The Neolithic use of communal burial spaces and ritual, likely solstice or astrological worship, indicates a strong fascination with the afterlife and the symbolism of sacred occasions. This symbolic thread and belief system can still be seen in Irish cemeteries and visits to gravesides, pattern and patron saint days of celebratory importance and enduring pondering on existence. These are areas of universal human interest, yet they are especially demonstrable in Irish culture, woven into its fabric and natural landscape over five millennia.


THE FIRST SYMBOL OF IRELAND


What adds a truly remarkable layer to the foundations of Irish experience and identity is the emergence of what we can call Ireland’s first symbol – the tri-spiral. The tri-spiral is a complex symbol made up of one continuous line to form a conjoined triple spiral. It is found at Ireland’s most important archaeological site, Newgrange, in the rear chamber. It also appears outside on kerbstone 52, if not as well defined, a stone known as the guard stone.


On a site where kerbstones are richly decorated with the most prolific Neolithic art collection in the world, it was the inner chamber’s perfectly formed tri-spiral that most intrigued Professor Michael J. O’Kelly of University College Cork. He excavated the site from 1962, discovering a roofbox half-sealed by a block of quartz bearing scratch marks indicative of movement. Having heard tales of strange happenings at the site in late December, O’Kelly made the connection between stone and sky. He headed for the tomb early on 21 December 1967 and watched as the rising sun crept along the passage to illuminate the rear chamber and its tri-spiral. Newgrange had given up its secrets once again, and in so doing posed a new mystery.
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The Newgrange tri-spiral. (Christopher Holt, CC BY 2.0, Wikicommons)




O’Kelly speculated on the meaning of this representation of infinity, a symbol with no beginning and no end. He cautiously commented on the symbol’s possible representation of a vortex – the exact spot where those buried in the tomb would pass from this world to the next on a key date in the year. It was a theory and language that was of its time, the 1960s marked by Star Trek, The Time Tunnel and creative science fiction. Yet the idea of a veil between this world and the afterlife that diminishes at various times of year has other interpretations, from Egypt’s Nabta Playa in the Sahara Desert to Stonehenge and Andean and Mesopotamian cultures.


O’Kelly’s observation of Newgrange being a passage tomb linked to crossing over, or a reduced veil between this world and the next on a key date, is a theme familiar in Ireland today. The annual celebration of Halloween can be traced back 2,500 years, when Samhain was a key date in the Gaelic calendar around 500 BC, with even earlier origins. Later Christian documents that preserved Irish myths and lore implied not just the significance of the date, but its link to spirits and another world. Some modern Irish celebrations weave their way down the millennia.


O’Kelly’s theory for the Newgrange tri-spiral as symbolic of a portal is far from the only theory, with various researchers reviewing the many artworks at Bru Na Boinne suggesting everything from sky maps to musical notation to sea maps, showing routes and harbours used by ancient Egyptians to harvest gold abroad.


In a potentially extraordinary twist, the still-under-excavation 11,000-yearold site of Göbekli Tepe in modern-day Turkey might yet reveal celestial alignment – a remarkable possibility given that Neolithic Ireland, thousands of years later, was home to builders with proven astronomical awareness who had originated from this part of the world. While there is no direct line from Göbekli Tepe to Newgrange and linkage is purely speculative, both sites may be shown to reflect mutual fascination with the heavens, creating the remote possibility that knowledge systems sparked in the Fertile Crescent flowed westward and culminated in the monumental structures built by Irish farmers – an Atlantic ending to the pinnacle of Europe’s megalithic age.


Exactly what the triple motif represented to Ireland’s Neolithic dwellers remains a matter of debate. Its classification as a symbol is a modern interpretation, as we have no evidence that they utilised such motifs as markers of personal or collective identity in the way modern cultures do. In contrast, the later arrival and sustained use of the strikingly similar Celtic triskele, repeated across metalwork, stone carving and manuscripts, clearly marks it as a symbol.


The next Irish arrivals to bring their own symbols were Beaker-associated populations, so named for their distinctive pottery, who reached Ireland via Britain with earlier roots in central Europe and ultimately the Pontic-Caspian steppe. They had advantages in metalworking, such as with copper and gold, which may have contributed to the near complete replacement of the Neolithic gene pool in Ireland, as much as 93 per cent over several hundred years from around 2500 BC. This was not cultural diffusion, this was population swamping by new arrivals with new technology and customs, yet much of daily life was retained, if refined.


These Beaker-associated populations who arrived some 4,500 years ago introduced the R1b-L21 Y-DNA haplogroup, today found in over 85 per cent of Irish men, one of the highest rates globally.1 In Y-DNA terms, Ireland is closest genetically to populations in western Britain and parts of northern Iberia, but notably distinct from Anglo-Saxon England and continental Europe. Research indicates remarkable genetic continuity since the Bronze Age, with limited but identifiable later additions from Viking and Norman sources. Ireland’s maternal genetic lineages show deeper continuity with Neolithic populations.


It is hardly surprising that the further west one goes in Europe and Ireland, this continuity is increasingly evident. If fundamental elements of the Irish way of life began with the Neolithic, we might say the Beaker associated arrivals are the Irish, the genetic foundation of a people who came and were never replaced. They would be modestly augmented, but their relative seclusion is evidenced in multiple ways.


The Beaker associated arrivals brought their own thinking and changes. Their graves were private and individual, unlike the shared large burial sites of Newgrange. It is theorised the Beaker people brought a new perception of individualism to Ireland, which could represent a move to the more hierarchical society we identify today. Nothing suggests an end to the community lifestyle of the Neolithic as their farming practices were retained, but there may have been an elevation and deeper understanding of the self to sit alongside the community element.


There is no evidence for continuing use of the tri-spiral but the Beaker people may have continued solar worship. Their striking gold lunula, crescent-shaped neck ornaments marked with detailed borders and line shapes, are abundant in Ireland with 80 of 100 European examples found here. With no surviving written language, the meaning of the jewellery and symbols is speculated.


Incredibly, DNA advances show us that Steppe-descended Beaker communities were the last significant population influx into Ireland, until the Viking or Anglo-Norman arrival. The Irish developed locally from 2000 BC to 800 AD, largely undisturbed for almost 3,000 years. They would be influenced by trade, cultural exchange and elite emulation, most recognisably by Continental Celtic culture. From around 800 BC to 500 BC, this influence came from regions corresponding to modern-day southern Germany and Switzerland.


Language, art, mythology, spirituality, legal and social structures all evolved at the local level, and were gradually woven into the fabric of Bronze Age Ireland, eventually shaping an identity given various and often exchanged terms today such as Gaelic Ireland, Celtic Ireland or the Celts or Gaels, the latter referring specifically to the Gaelic-speaking people who became dominant in Ireland and later in parts of Scotland and the Isle of Man.


The Gaelic Irish developed their own diverse symbols, style and craft, many still powerful influencers in modern Ireland, largely thanks to their later inclusion in striking monastic documents. The Celtic triskele is the most prominent, a three-armed spiral motif believed to represent triplicity in aspects of Celtic life.


There is no known connection between the Irish tri-spiral of the Neolithic and the familiar triskele of the later Irish Gaels, which likely arrived from Europe through cultural exchange. The device did see more frequent and enduring use in Ireland, perhaps a reflection of its familiarity. We can only imagine the reaction of Irish Druids when they realised there was a symbol deeply reminiscent of the triskele already in Ireland, clearly important to much earlier people at symbolic sites. Unsurprisingly, Newgrange became a sacred site for the Gaels, if a reimagined one.


Newgrange became a home of the gods, the Tuatha Dé Danann, specifi-cally primary figures such as Dagda and Boann. Neolithic sites were once again portals to another world. The tri-spiral of Newgrange fame would see a near replica repeated in sites all over Ireland, starting with metalwork and standing stones before the triskele’s Christian adoption in manuscripts, high crosses and later ornate jewellery such as the Tara Brooch.


The number three also crept into the pantheon of gods when triple deities emerged such as the Morrígan, a goddess of war and death, and Brigid, a goddess of healing and life. The Morrígan, often associated with crows, ravens and the otherworld, could take the form of Badb, Macha and Nemain, each with their own characteristics. Brigid, on the other hand, was said to have three sisters representing a holistic approach – the healer, the poet and the smith, suggesting mastery of the body, mind and material world.


Christianity’s arrival in the well-established world of the Gael in the fifth century saw a relatively swift conversion from pagan ways, taking little more than a century to convert the island, with the influential upper classes first to switch. The change was made easier by the adoption of familiar pagan practices and celebrations, blending the old and the new, rather than a wholesale effort at encouraging abandonment.2


By the seventh century, the religion had expanded to all corners of the island, remote locations like the Skelligs and Spike Island welcoming worshippers. The existing Gaelic culture became a consummate adherent to the new faith, willing to grant power and rights to the Church in a surprisingly happy marriage of new and existing social structures.3 The reciprocal relationship is uncertain but the presence of abbots at the inauguration of Irish kings implies a strengthening of the king’s authority by their endorsement. Caution is urged here as just two pre-Norman descriptions of Irish inaugurations exist. While both demonstrate the attendance of abbots, their role is not defined.4


The goddess Brigid would retain her feast day of 1 February when becoming a saint, the date of the pagan festival of renewal, Imbolc. She retained associations like her connection to holy wells, which were not unique in Ireland but were unique in how they evolved and endured, Ireland having more per capita than any other nation.


The tri-fold aspect of the tri-spiral and triskele also saw continuation in Ireland with the Christian concept of the Holy Trinity, three gods in one, the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. The concept was first recorded in Antioch in AD 180 in modern-day Turkey. It would reach Ireland allegedly through St Patrick following its validation in Christian doctrine at the Councils of Nicaea and Constantinople. While there is no suggestion of a link between the ancient Irish symbolism and this newer Christian adoption, it cannot have hurt conversion efforts to have familiarity retained.


The story of St Patrick using the shamrock as a means to explain the concept of the Trinity would see the three-leaf clover join the pantheon of Irish symbolism, a story to be relayed later. Other symbols would join the Gaelic symbolic range, from Gaelic knots and animal motifs to solar wheels, many seeing adoption and use by Christian monks in Irish manuscripts that were unique and all the more impressive for their use of insular Irish art.


Some supposed Gaelic symbols, such as the Gaelic Tree of Life, are not precisely authenticated, instead being modern interpretations. The Gaelic Irish did revere and tend to a sacred tree, or Bile, but the specific interlocked tree of life symbol seen in tattoo parlours today is a modern interpretation of this sacred concept, rather than an evidenced ancient symbol.5


So too the famous Claddagh ring, often and easily assumed to be an ancient Gaelic symbol. It does have some pedigree in its seventeenth-century design by Galway man Richard Joyce, who was allegedly captured by pirates, with whom he learned to smith before escaping to return to his home village of Claddagh. He combined his new-found skill with local folklore to fashion to a much-loved emblem, two hands around a heart capped by a crown symbolising friendship, love and loyalty.


The well-established civilisation on the island is perhaps best evidenced by the fact that Ireland never fell under Roman rule, an occupation that impacted most of Europe and beyond. Following the Empire’s consolidation under Augustus in 23 BC, the modern area we call England and Wales fell under the Empire’s spell from AD 43, with Hadrian’s Wall marking the northern boundary by AD 122. The enormous cultural change that followed Roman conquest did not touch Ireland’s shores, Gaelic civilisation flourishing uninterrupted.


Ireland was not isolated as it borrowed and bought, traded and talked with its Roman and other European neighbours. Christianity is the clearest example of Rome’s impact in Ireland, yet even this came indirectly and was successful through adaption and compromise rather than brute force. The island to Europe’s Atlantic west would be largely left to its business.


From this relative isolation Ireland experienced a cultural flourishing around AD 400 to 800, one that was still highly influential until the Anglo-Norman arrival. Gaelic Irish society has been described as one of ‘the most significant European cultures of the early Middle ages’, behind only Rome and Greece.6


If the Neolithic builders of Newgrange, who mastered stone and sky, represent Ireland’s first great age, then this era of monastic, scholarly and material mastery can be seen as its second and most significant. A moment of world leadership in art, metallurgy, theology, science and philosophy. An island that had for millennia refined its culture and craft, untouched by Roman occupation, would now return the best of what it had absorbed.


It is to that society we now turn, as the Gaelic Irish adopted or produced many of the symbols we identify today. Ireland was reaching an epoch that would, without exaggeration, influence the world.









2


Gaelic Ireland, its Symbols and Status


Crafts produced in Gaelic Ireland rank among the world’s finest, with local artisans able to draw on a long-established tradition of metallurgy, Celtic and Christian imagery. Within the sanctuary of monastic communities, Irish monks created works of breathtaking beauty, most notably the Book of Kells. This work was most likely started in Iona but is more famously associated with its namesake, the move necessary due to Viking raids.


Within its pages, quality scholarship and thoughtful commentary are complemented by sheer intensity of design, art built on centuries of native creativity and symbolism. Irish Christian documents were unique for blending Celtic symbolism, something apparent in another treasure of the period, the Ardagh Chalice. It was discovered in 1868 as two boys dug potatoes in Limerick. Made of silver, gold, bronze, enamel, glass and rock crystal, it is revered for the quality of its gold filigree and intricate knotwork, trademarks of Irish craftsman of the time.


The Tara Brooch, approximately AD 750, was not actually found at Tara but given the association by a clever Dublin jeweller. It is interesting for not being an item used in any known religious ceremony. Its exceptional detail is thought to imply use by high-status individuals, be they chieftain, noble or abbot. That such effort could be expended on an item of trivial use, not specific to the sanctity of ceremony, tells us a lot about the level of civilisation that had been achieved in late-first-millennium Ireland. These metalworking skills remained evident until at least the twelfth century when the striking Cross of Cong was created.


Ireland’s cultural leadership at this time was not confined to craftwork. The Liber de Ordine Creaturarum, or Book of the Order of Creatures, was long thought to be a Spanish document until new research in the 1950s confirmed its origins as Irish. Later analysis of its references to tides pinpointed the likely creation location as Spike Island, where a monastery remains hidden beneath layers of later British building work, hiding secrets unknown, including a potential scriptorium. Although visually modest, the document is profound, its intellectual breadth demonstrating the Irish were merging biblical interpretation, Neoplatonic philosophy, Christian theology and a rudimentary understanding of natural sciences before their European counterparts.


As Rome fell and Europe moved toward the early Middle Ages, AD 500–1000, previously referred to as the Dark Ages, much of Europe returned to illiteracy and pagan ways. It fell to Irish monks to preserve and revive Latin teaching across Europe. So too in mathematics, Irish monks not only preserved but advanced much of what was lost in Europe. Diciul, who wrote on geography, astronomy and grammar, brought Irish scholarship to France and Italy, where his abilities were lauded widely.
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The Tara Brooch (reverse), a seventh-century Irish penannular brooch crafted from silver, gold, amber and glass and composed of over fifty intricate parts. Displayed in the National Museum of Ireland. (Sailko, CC BY 3.0, Wikicommons)




A little-discussed element of this Gaelic era is the Irish legal system, Brehon Law, a comparatively restorative system when weighted against its punitive, or non-existent, European neighbours. In a modern world where many states apply punishment based on religious doctrine rather than educated human experience, it seems positively modern and advanced in its outlook.


Execution and mutilation were less common and discouraged by the Brehon system, instead justice was delivered by a system of fines and penalties. The Brehon system was intended for application across the entire island, and although this could vary by status, lordship or locality, this intention implies unity and agreement, an understanding of shared existence.


Women had protected status, which was unusual by contemporary European standards, including property ownership, compensation for wrongdoing and in rare cases, divorce. Access and application was poor and not uniform, yet the intention in the legislation is notable. Brehon Law fell short of modern legal systems, not applying to slaves and with less protection for the lowest class, yet its sophisticated and restorative approach represents, at its very least, a high moral concept, making it an outlier in a world of brutal enforcement where punitive punishments often eradicated any sense of justice.


This justice was delivered by brehons, a learned class who inherited their role and passed their judgements and knowledge down orally. Justice was not the preserve of a single king, arbitrary and unpredictable. Brehons were an early form of solicitor and judge, respected and valued for their learned profession.


The brehons were not alone as Irish society revered multiple professional classes and cultural roles, including musicians and poets, in a society that placed extraordinary value on cultural expression. Storytellers were revered and rewarded for their ability. Craftsmen found lifetime work and patronage in supplying tribes and monastic outposts, which were well spread around the country as central hubs of learning and industry.


Warriors were respected for their ability. When not engaged in conflict, they trained or partook in games like hurling. This native Irish sport is the oldest native field sport in the world to remain the number one sport in its nation of origin, being played since the Iron Age.


Irish mythology of this period was rich in origin stories, warrior sagas and poetic epics, its influence perhaps one reason Irish religious philosophy would prove so difficult for Rome to reshape. Rooted in a worldview that saw no sharp divide between the sacred and the earthly, Irish theology retained a cosmological dimension that resisted narrow orthodoxy. Aspects and places within the landscape were divine, some becoming more so at key times of the year as the seasons retained symbolic status and inspired celebratory occasion.


The land was seen as alive, with Irish place names ascribing physical attributes, such as mouth, head and heart, to nature’s spaces. While working the land like their Neolithic forebears, the Gaelic Irish revered their surroundings, sanctifying nature.


While Gaelic Ireland did not have broad social mobility, there was relative flexibility of status in kin-based and professional structures. The later feudal system brought rigid roles tied to landholding, primogeniture and legally entrenched hierarchy, whereas Gaelic Ireland operated through kinship and customary law, with limited advancement possible based on ability within defined social roles and boundaries. The system of tanistry meant the next king was not automatically the eldest son, instead being a group decision based on the merits of multiple candidates. In other aspects of society, talented and hard-working individuals could rise through society in respected roles as poets, brehons or warriors, if always bound by their stratified system.


The later arrival of Anglo-Norman feudalism legislated for curtailed mobility in areas under their control, although application was not universal. Where once land was kin-structured with layered rights, it became the property of a lord, to be worked by a serf. It can be argued that the system of serfdom increased the total population living unfree, although the numbers are difficult to quantify and legislation did not always represent reality. While accepting Gaelic Ireland’s flaws of stratification and the utilisation of slavery, there are signs it was a society feeling its way toward a more participatory, merit-based ethos, while falling well short of modern ideals.


The arrival of Anglo-Norman rule also brought a reduction in the legal protection of culture. Cultural values that had underpinned Gaelic society, from the arts to law to learning, were weakened or displaced within a system increasingly orientated towards landholding, hereditary authority and the consolidation of immense elite power in a single sovereign monarch.


Gaelic Ireland was a society rich in its layers. One law, one religion, one language, shared sport, shared beliefs, shared respect for culture, community, kinship – a place that would reward effort over notions of hereditary bloodline. The Irish language, which emerged as a distinct vernacular around 500 BC, is among the oldest still spoken in Europe. While written forms appeared later, Irish is recorded in the earliest vernacular literature in western Europe, placing it near the top globally among living languages with a continuous literary tradition.


It is little wonder that modern Irish identity for many is hinged on this apex of Gaelic civilisation, when Ireland truly was a land of saints, scholars and so much more. The modern Irish see themselves in the craftmaking, musician-loving, academic, community and social-gathering purveyors of this bygone age. From this place of affection, much of modern Irish symbolism and identity is derived and retained.


[image: ]


‘Irish Guards’ Band Drummer with regimental mascot, Leitrim Boy’, Waterford Barracks, c.1915. (Poole Photographic Collection, courtesy of the National Library of Ireland)




THE ERASURE AND REWRITING OF GAELIC IRELAND


That this period in Irish history is often misunderstood and misrepresented is the result of external slander and internal diminishment. The Anglo-Norman arrivals wasted no time in attempting to discredit the existing Irish population so as to legitimise their land grab, a tactic as old as invasion itself. Gerald of Wales, who published his Topographia Hibernica around 1188, described the Irish as ‘barbarous’ and ‘beasts’ – a filthy people. He would claim the Irish were ‘ignorant of letters, unable to read or write’, a lie all the more preposterous given Ireland’s long mastery of language which had restored literacy to parts of Britain and Europe after the fall of Rome.


His efforts to discredit the Irish Church marks the first intervention in Irish practice, as he stated ‘their Bishops are more interested in warfare than in religion’. Gerald also sought to downplay Irish society in an effort to justify the arrival of what he viewed as a more ‘civilised’ administration. ‘In the common course of things, mankind progresses from the forest to the field, from the field to the town and to the social conditions of citizens,’ he wrote, lamenting that the Irish had not followed this trajectory. But the ‘social condition’ to which Gerald was aspiring of Irish citizens was that of serfdom, arguably a regression in individual rights which increased the number of people living unfree, compared to the existing Irish model of kinship-based organisation with its diversity of societal roles. Gerald’s promotion of an elite-focused, single sovereign system conveniently aligned with the sponsor of his travels to Ireland – King Henry II, the unelected beneficiary of his subject’s labour and land. This was propaganda cloaked as observation, a tactic employed successfully in Ireland for several hundred years.


If war, famine, ethnic cleansing and forced displacement were among the hard instruments of colonisation, then ethnocide, othering and the diminishment of Irish humanity were its soft ones, which fed into the justification of the hard elements. This othering of the Irish and diminishment of character would continue down the centuries, well into the twentieth – choice comments inferring the Irish were violent drunks made in a 1935 British Foreign Office report were criticised by then Taoiseach Éamon de Valera.1


Also, in the twentieth century, and despite independence, a cohort of Irish historians began historical revisionism that deconstructed nationalist narratives. There was some entirely necessary work to be done to correct the academic failings of historians in the nineteenth century, whose haphazard or overexuberant blend of history, legend and myth resulted in inaccuracies. Yet the revisionists had developed their own interpretive priorities.


T.W. Moody, R. Dudley Edwards, D.B. Quinn, T.D. Williams and more would receive their training in British and Anglo-Irish academic traditions that emphasised constitutional history and empiricism. Those who would write Irish history in the twentieth century would dismantle myth.2 It was to be value-free, stripped of heroes; coldly academic and in no danger of feeding any nationalist flames.


The famine, on the rare occasion it got a mention, was to be a series of numbers, devoid of personal experience and of any British responsibility. The work was admirably academic, its inclusions expertly authenticated. But its conclusions, and that which was deliberately excluded, may have been chosen for its potential to stir any nationalist sentiment, rather than its true historical value to the subject at hand. This is not how history should be remembered.


Early efforts claiming to be value-free, such as Robert Kee, made Ireland a troubled neighbour while failing to identify it as a colony. Bradshaw (2024) would call these ‘sins of omission’, as the key ‘catastrophic’ attributes of British history in Ireland, such as the violence inherent in the early modern period and the scale and process of colonisation and dispossession, were downplayed, marginalised and stripped of their truth. Moody turned plantation into a social and economic study, writing out the dispossessed. The Ulster and Munster Plantations became ‘migration’, not the planned extension of colonisation they so clearly were. The reality of social engineering in Ireland could not be accepted.


Ireland’s Gaelic age did not escape this agenda-driven revisionism. It would be claimed as fragmented and backward, violent and warlike. As Simms (1975) argues, when used in isolation, this paints a solely negative image of little nuance. It fails to explain Gaelic Ireland was no more warlike than other lordship led European regions, with less large scale ‘total warfare’ than feudal neighbours.


Gaelic Irish texts seem to reinforce the accusation by detailing every skirmish and encounter that occurred in Gaelic Ireland, yet these are records of occasions of note. Many of the skirmishes involved small bands engaged in equally small operations. Cattle raids framed as engagements were closer to ritualised endeavour, with low or zero fatalities. Many years in the record contain no activity at all. It is not possible to measure against European neighbours as there are no comparable records, but it cannot be assumed that there was an excess of such affairs.


So too the suggestion of a fragmented society is an unnecessary diminishing of a complex reality. Gaelic Ireland was among the more culturally coherent regions in Europe. It shared one law, language, religion, mythology, sporting traditions, social structure and a collective sense of identity. The application of that law did not match its ambition, yet the ambition remained. The idea that the incoming Anglo-Norman system of one king, centralised power, extraordinary concentration of wealth and vassals tied to generational poverty was a universal improvement is suggested in propaganda, but not neccessarily evident in practice.


The only major feature absent by modern nation-state standards was centralised power, with little to suggest this was ever desired or perceived as beneficial.


There was also a strong and enduring concept of ‘we’, an ‘island’, particularly voiced in monastic documents on the Continent. They were proudly the Scoti or gens Scoti, the people of Ireland or the Gaels, ‘we Irish’, from the island of the Gaels. The Annals of Ulster, one of a collection of historical chronicles written by Irish monks recording notable happenings of the period, refer to all island events affecting Eriu, such as plague mortality, as early as AD 664. Irish Law was applicable across the island, differentiating foreigners.


Columbanus would write to Pope Gregory around AD 600:




We Irish, through dwelling at the far ends of the earth, are all disciples of St. Peter and St. Paul … accept my good intention, as I write to the Chair of Peter, in the name of the whole Irish Church … I beseech your Holiness to regard not so much our ignorance as the faith and zeal of the Irish … the character of our people and of the country …3





He would outline his understanding of the distinctions with the neighbouring island: ‘We are all joint members of one body, whether Franks or Britons or Irish or whatever our race be.’4 Even Ireland’s remoteness got a mention: ‘For all we Irish, inhabitants of the world’s edge …’5 Columbanus’s use of the word patria, for father or native land, demonstrates a sense of pride, place and belonging.


In AD 697, ninety bishops and kings from across the island signed Ireland’s Law of the Innocents or Great Law of Birr, enshrining the rights of women, children and clerics to protection from violence in times of conflict. While not the first ever human rights or law document, it is an early European effort to codify humanitarian protection in time of war. That it was an all-island affair demonstrates the levels of cohesion in Irish society and among its various families, who worked together on numerous defining aspects of an advanced and evolving civilisation.


Even Ireland’s ancient myths, predating this period, refer to its tribes as interwoven, following the same rules, the same gods and part of a shared culture, rather than isolated and disassociated and constantly at war. One scribe would sign off his work ‘Is scíth scéla Érenn uili sund’, ‘Here ends all the tales of Ireland’, demonstrating an understanding of the shared collective repository he was part of.


Ireland was developing a participatory and merit-based social and political culture in contrast with rigid monarchies and feudal states elsewhere, where such systems did not necessarily lead to improved living conditions for the bulk of citizens. While not democratic in the Athenian sense, it was a unique model of decentralised, community-based governance where Behon Law demonstrated moral ideals, even if they were far from ideal in their application.


The scale of achievement in Gaelic Ireland across a variety of cultural indicators, the influence and impact made on European neighbours, the forging of an egalitarian, more rounded system of justice and social participation … by measures, the Gaelic Irish were a society of extraordinary value. Ireland’s persistent resistance to single sovereign overseas interference speaks volumes as to the core of Irish identity.


With this understanding of how Ireland developed its earliest systems and symbols, and knowledge of the attempts to discredit the societies that conceived and revered them, we can seek to understand what came to represent the Irish.









3


Early Symbols of Irish Identity


The use of jewellery, body markings and tattoos as personal identifying symbols was joined by tribal flags and totems at least as far back as the Egyptians, Greeks and Assyrians; their use likely extends into darker prehistory. Early examples were three-dimensional carved totems, such as the Egyptian standards used to denote geographic areas, which also saw ceremonial use. The later Eagle standard of Rome, carried at the head of Roman armies, was an extension of this style.
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