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Preface


The map of Youghal on the front of this book was drawn in the 1630s, having been commissioned by former President of Munster, Sir George Carew. The original drawing, with its precise lines and neat composition, is the construct of a propaganda-driven desire to suppress the fluid nature of reality. In effect, the map is a lie. Its very cleanliness betrays a murkier design. Yet, the DNA that makes up all propaganda contains a necessary strain of truth, no matter how fragile in this case, to make it believable. This illustration is an impression of the town of Youghal in the 1630s and there is much in the image that represents the reality of early modern Youghal; it was indeed, a walled seaport town. The purpose of creating this image was to promote the idea of Youghal’s progress, its security and its wealth. It represents the success of Youghal’s assimilation into English manners, culture and design. The image is boastful, the town’s seemingly indestructible walls protecting those inside. It also invites those outside, such as merchants, adventurers in Ireland and England, as well as government officials, to muse over the great possibilities the town has to offer them. It was created at a time of high confidence in the belief that the English plantation programmes in Munster had yielded a sort of self-contained Eutopia, a minor jewel, but a jewel nonetheless, in the English Crown. This image has endured over other images and drawings of Youghal, drawings that are far less sterile. Like the story of Walter Raleigh planting the first potato in Ireland at his residence in the town, the image of this map has seeped into the public consciousness and solidified therein as historical fact.


The early modern history of Youghal from the mid-1500s to the mid-1600s is not as neat and clean as the map illustrates. Complex, never anything less than extraordinary, bloody and equally industrious, it is a history of survival, blind ambition and feats and failures from individual as well as national entities. It is also the history of the troubled relationship between Ireland and England. The ebb and flow of cultural assimilation, colonisation and resistance created a volcanic landscape of political and religious tension out of which the town grew to prominence. Populating this volatile and smouldering environment was a host of irrepressible characters and peoples whose stories reveal the unpredictable nature of the early modern period. Irish Heart, English Blood is an attempt to make sense of the social, political and religious tumult that erupted from these dynamics. For almost a century the town of Youghal acted as the theatre that housed the Ireland–England power play. Its history is imbued with shame and sadness, terror and triumph. I believe that in the years between the 1579 Munster rebellion and the witch trial of 1661, in the aftermath of the Restoration of Charles II, Youghal witnessed an unparalleled history that shaped its future for the next 300 years in a way that no history of the town had done before or has done since.


I have attempted to view this period of history through some of the main figures who played a significant role in the town’s formation, such as Gerald Fitzgerald, Walter Raleigh, Edmund Spenser, Richard and Roger Boyle, Murrough O’Brien, Oliver Cromwell and others. All of these men’s lives have been written about extensively elsewhere and while there are some narrative themes that are inevitably touched upon, the focus for this book is their direct involvement in, or effect on, the history of Youghal. Therefore, some general points of national or international historical interest are used only as frameworks to support the primary purpose of the book – to understand how Youghal was affected by the extraordinary events of the times and what role it played in them.


This is not the first history written about early modern Youghal. The most well-known document is Samuel Hayman’s The New Hand-book for Youghal, which combines an ecclesiastical history of the religious buildings in and around Youghal with records taken from the Annals of the Four Masters. Hayman’s content is valuable for research in these particular areas. The other significant and somewhat superior record is Richard Caulfield’s The Council Book of the Corporation of Youghal. This monumental volume of Corporation records from 1610 to 1800 is complemented by the Annals of Youghal, including various letters and correspondences. Without Caulfield’s Trojan work, this book would not have been possible, nor would many other works about Youghal. Caulfield’s history comes closest to helping us understand the everyday life of the town. Details of the town’s social and political workings provide the reader with an insight into the life of the early modern citizen, what the town might have been like in times of war and in times of peace. While Caulfield’s collection of documents lacks a cohesive narrative to stitch them together, Hayman’s history is full of romance, is unapologetically religious and desires to delight the reader as well as inform. Local modern writers, documentarians and historians relating the histories of Youghal have tended to draw more from the Hayman style of historiography with its emphasis on mixing facts with myths and legends. These works, from a plethora of journals, articles, pamphlets and so on, also rely on Caulfield. All of these works offer varying degrees of insight. And while they tend to include a cross-section of differing periods of history from ancient to medieval, modern and early modern they possess value in what might be termed ‘fascinating history and fun facts in heritage stories’ and have, to their great credit, driven a local history revival in recent years. This book attempts to bring together the social, religious and political history of the early modern period only and without the myths and legends, in some cases arguing against them.


Irish Heart, English Blood is the first book since Hayman and Caulfield to relate the history of Youghal’s involvement as a significant player in the relations between Ireland and England in the early modern period. I have tried to write the narrative of the town’s history in a way that has not been done before. To achieve this, and a better understanding of how Youghal came into being, I have relied mostly on Caulfield’s collection of documents, Irish and British national archives as well as historians’ writings on political explorations of the period and studies on the central historical characters. I have also relied on academic journals and articles on various topics from economics and religion to society at large.


For many years I had experienced an ignorance of the history of Youghal, though I grew up next to the town walls. Its history had been hidden to me and countless others for generations and had lapsed into nuggets of ‘tales for tourists’, many of which have clouded the facts about the town’s past and have unfortunately endured as truth. I hope that Irish Heart, English Blood can afford an understanding of that history to people familiar with Youghal, to those beyond it and to those who are interested in the history of the relationship between Ireland and England. I hope, too, that the reader will see below, behind and beyond the ordered lines that create a false impression of Youghal, represented in the 1630s map as well as the false impression of history it has promoted.


Notes on the text


The prologue and epilogue chapters are there to offer the reader some context of the pre and post history of the early modern period into which the focus of the main chapters can be put. I have altered a number of spellings in some of the original quotes to make their reading more accessible. For some of the main figures that are prominent in the town’s history I have chosen to reference them with their original names as opposed to their titles. So, for instance, Murrough O’Brien is referred to as O’Brien and not Lord Inchiquin.




Prologue


In 1761 Youghal harbour was returning revenues to the British Kingdom that put it only second to the cities of Dublin and Cork in economic prosperity. The bay and the harbour were littered with ships from around Europe and America. Harbour trade in Youghal linked England to Newfoundland. Imports were rich in variety and often exotic – from sugar-candy, oranges, ginger and spices to ready-made carriage doors, jewellery, iron and timber, all the products of affluence and industry. Exports included corn, beef, pork and butter. Employment was plentiful in wool manufacturing and pottery. A plethora of small businesses, shops, public houses, inns and services were expanding as was the town itself. Buildings such as the Clock Gate, Mall House and The Red House all grew out of the prosperity of the times. Such was the profitable nature of the society that the historically predominantly Protestant town allowed St Mary’s Catholic Church to be built within its centre. The suburban sprawl decimated the restrictions of the old medieval walls, knocked for progress. By the end of the eighteenth century, Youghal was being likened to Margate and Brighton as the destination for the wealthy who gravitated to Youghal’s long, yawning beach. It was a golden period. The town had reached a social and economic zenith. It was a period of growth not witnessed before or after. The town owed much of its stature to the dynamics of its early modern history, and for a century between the mid-1500s and 1600s it came heavily under the influence of the expanding English empire. Throughout this period its journey to prominence is a pathway laden with bloodied relics, shattered artefacts and torn articles strewn beside a religious, cultural and political tumult. Its history is a story of survival from invasions, wars, rebellions, sieges, natural and man-made disasters, constant change and suspicion.


The remains of Molana Abbey stand on the edge of the great river Blackwater a number of miles east of Youghal. It had been erected during the sixth century by Molanfide or ‘Maelanfaith the prophet’, the son of the King of Munster. The abbey would grow in stature, producing dozens of missionary monks with Rubin of Mac Connadh’s 200 Years of Church Law written there before his death in 725. The monasteries of Ardmore, Molana and Clashmore were then well established. The Gaelic–Celtic chieftains, who had crossed mainland Europe centuries earlier to settle the south coast, were no strangers to Christianity by this time. These farming and fishing communities, populating the banks and hills of the river, had been exposed to the teachings of Christ through Declan, a contemporary of Patrick in the mid-fifth century. Declan had built his monastery at Ardmore, a few miles from Youghal. He may also have built a small church in Youghal on the site of where St Mary’s Collegiate Church stands today. Monks such as Palladius, Patrick and Declan were following the tradition of the apostolic mission: bringing the word of God to the ends of the earth. Just like the apostles, they intended on keeping their distance from the madding crowd while maximising their influence.


The monks, on a mission from the Holy See of Rome, would live humbly while teaching literacy, penitential law, and the gospels. They told the Celtic chieftains a life everlasting awaited them in paradise if they gave up their gods such as Lugh and Dagda for the one true God. They were told of the great altruist-hero Jesus and the sacrifice He had made on their behalf. Many of the Celts found the cultural and religious exchange highly attractive. They also recognised the role of the hero figure as a central theme to the narrative of their own culture. Christianity had made its 500-year journey from Jerusalem via Rome to the British Isles and Ireland.


While Christianity seeped into the culture of the Irish, Youghal’s Gaelic tribe were vulnerable to attack from abroad, being exposed to the open sea. Just as the hunters and gatherers, Celts and Christians had come by sea from mainland Europe and Britain, so would new peoples. With the slow demise of the great Roman Empire ongoing since the mid-400s AD, the Dark Ages brought uncertainty for the farmers and fishermen, but Christianity remained the glue that held some societies together. By the end of the eighth century, Gaelic tribes, now mostly Christian, dominated Ireland’s culture and remained invariably untouched while Europe was in a state of profound change. Migrating European tribes formed and reformed territories. Unknown to the Christian clan at Youghal, expansion and the hunt for new land drove the ambitious Vikings onto the sea toward mainland Europe and the islands of Britain and Ireland. Uncompromising and fiercely combative, the Norse tribes from Denmark and Norway sought routes south, east and west. In around 795 their hunger for conquest brought them to Ireland.


The first wave of Viking conquests and subsequent settlements in the eighth and early ninth centuries occurred along the traditional Celtic sea-trading routes of Youghal, Dublin, Cork, Wexford, Limerick and Waterford. Militarily superior to those that resided by the Blackwater riverbed, the Vikings took the settlement, assimilated and built the first outlines of what would later become the town of Youghal. The Danish Vikings had little respect for the Christian tradition, plundering Molana Abbey and Lismore in 813 and returning to Lismore in 820 for a second ransacking. However, after the plundering and killing and destruction of monasteries, some Vikings settled, intermarried, traded and, like the Celts before them, eventually converted to Christianity. While Viking longphorts were typically wooden with thatched roofs, churches were built of stone. The Youghal longphort had a boundary for protection, a main street and side streets that led to jetties on the water’s edge for the use of fishing, trading and war vessels.


In the following decades a second wave of Vikings arrived in Ireland. The first generation, now called Irish-Viking or Hiberno-Norse, did not welcome the new conquests. The second generation of invaders fought their predecessors to gain superiority and to make the old generation subservient. This created internal feuding and in 869 a fleet of Vikings of the Desi clan from the Dungarvan area sailed into Youghal waters and attacked its fortress. The Desi clan was seeking revenge for the slaughtering of their people in 836. The battle must have been a bloody affair with the clan destroying some of the Youghal Viking fleet as well as torching the wood-and-thatch buildings and timber jetties. It is impossible to identify how successful the Youghal Viking longphort was in the years after its destruction but it can be presumed that reconstruction followed and the Hiberno-Norse society continued to trade and live in the area for at least another 300 years.


The existence of the Hiberno-Norse came under great threat during Brian Ború’s efforts to become High King of Ireland. Though his limited successes at the Battle of Clontarf in 1014 brought him fame, banishment of the Vikings was virtually impossible following centuries of integration into Irish culture. Ironically, the new Vikings and the Hiberno-Norse would both be finally usurped, not by the Gaelic Chieftains, but by their own descendants’ generations after their initial exploits on the high seas.


Despite relentless infighting and attacks from Gaelic-Irish rulers, Youghal remained a desirable location for settlers. Indeed, Youghal had made solid connections to Lismore, Dungarvan, Cork and Waterford, but its first incarnation as a ‘town’ was about to come to an end.


While Brian Ború had struggled to achieve authority over the Hiberno-Norse, similar struggles were being enacted in Britain where the Saxon culture also existed in an uneasy alliance with the Vikings, who had, just as in Ireland, assimilated into English life to become the Anglo-Norse. This particular branch of Viking traded with their brethren who had settled northern France – the Franco-Norse, better known as the Normans. The rise of the Normans would have a profound effect on Irish history and their influence in Youghal is still to be seen in the buildings they constructed there. Though the Viking blood running through the ancestral veins of the Normans had been somewhat tamed by Christianity, their military prowess and ideas of expansion remained. That prowess was now structured in a political hierarchy known as the feudal system.


The Normans were often the best practitioners of the feudal system though it already existed in other countries. The feudal system overarched Norman society with a Bible in one hand and the sword in the other. Their kings, as taught them by the Catholic Church, believed God had appointed them to be Christ’s soldiers on earth. Their mission was to protect the Church while assisting in the conversion of pagans. The kings gave land to barons and lords as well as to the Church. In turn, they gave their loyalty and protection to the king. The peasants worked the land for the lords and paid a tithe (rent). They could never leave, not at least without the lord’s good wishes. This arrangement offered security to the peasant farmers from plunderers, neighbour disputes and possible invasions. When the kings or lords died they were buried in the churches, ensuring a place in eternity and eternal commemoration on earth. The Church, with the nuance, skill and efficiency of an evolutionary gene, had adopted the old Viking hunger for fame and worked it into the Christian story. This mutually beneficial co-existence would propel the Church’s influence over Europe while its kings and lords believed conquest was their divine right. This class system would be the basis from which both tragic history and prosperity came to Youghal.




1


Le Yoghel


The Norman Settlement and


Construction of Youghal


In 1066, only fifty-two years after Brian Ború confronted the Irish Vikings, the Normans crossed the English Channel from France and defeated their Saxon cousins at the Battle of Hastings. The Normans would go on to dominate English culture and inevitably spread their considerably wide wings into Wales and eventually Ireland. While the Normans were establishing settled monarchies under the feudal system, Ireland remained an island of transient clans with varying degrees of influence, undermined by infighting and petty jealousies. Europeans such as the Anglo-Saxons and Normans had witnessed the ashes of the great Roman Empire; indeed, their ancestors fought the great legions toe to toe. They had been exposed to battle strategies, weaponry, construction, Roman law and social structure. The Irish chieftains and the Hiberno-Norse were removed from such powerful influences and had, technologically at least, fallen behind Europe’s progress. While the Irish monks had brought Latin, literature and the concept of settling disputes through penance rather than revenge, this was an ecclesiastical development. They had also brought literacy to Britain in educating the northern English of Mercia and Northumberland.


Ireland’s lack of political structure, military proficiency or a model of singular nationhood left it susceptible to invasion. However, it was not conquest or invasion that brought the Normans to Ireland initially. Under King Henry II and led by Richard de Clare (Strongbow) they were invited by Leinster’s Diarmuid MacMurrough to assist in a political wrangle with his enemies, one of whom was Rory O’Connor. Prior to Strongbow’s arrival, Rory O’Connor’s son Turlough is recorded as taking a great army to the ‘Youghal Road’, possibly between Youghal and Lismore. O’Connor was trying to settle internal disputes with the McCarthys in the Kingdom of Desmond in south Munster following its creation in 1118. Such turmoil would prove an Achilles heel to the Irish upon the Normans’ arrival and play a significant role in the development of medieval Youghal. Strongbow, as requested, assisted MacMurrough, married his daughter Aoife and became King of Leinster in 1171. It opened the door to the Anglo-Normans. King Henry II of England quickly recognised that Strongbow’s rise to power might be a threat to his own and was concerned that the spoils gathered in Ireland should remain under the governance of the Kingdom of England. After all, there was tribute to be paid and land to be seized. Some Irish chieftains who resented Strongbow’s influence supported the king’s concerns about his ascendency to power in Leinster.


Like their Viking ancestors, the Normans settled on the established ports. The main areas to come under Norman influence were concentrated on the eastern and southern coasts initially. King Henry II would finance the expeditions, granting Irish lands to his lords, who would be successful in settling the new territories. The arrival of the Normans was hardly a wholesale military invasion and was driven by lords, barons and earls looking to take opportunities of gaining land in a technologically inferior country. Like the Vikings before them, the Normans found a country that was politically fractured, and so they had no cause to fear any national resistance. When Henry II’s 400 ships landed at Crook, Waterford, on 18 October 1171, they found little objection to their arrival. Henry was met by Irish chiefs, including MacCormac MacCarthy, King of Cork and Desmond, of which Youghal was part. Also present was Malachy O’Phelan, Prince of the Decies, who would later fall foul of two of the most influential Norman Lords.


Battle of the Blackwater


Benevolent relations between the Irish and the Normans were blasted when knight of the realm, Raymund Le Gros, took Waterford from the Hiberno-Norse. This aggressive act marked a significant shift in the power play in Munster. The Desi or ‘Deise’ clan, now supporting its old enemies against a new common adversary, was dealt a further hammer blow in the winter of 1173. Raymund Le Gros and Strongbow, with their superior Norman forces, overran the county. They slaughtered the resisting Malachy O’Phelan, who stood in the way of their plundering treasures at Lismore. By February, the Norman raiders, travelling back to Dungarvan on the river Blackwater, under the command of Adam de Hereford, stalled in Youghal harbour to wait for favourable winds to continue with their booty along the coast. They were intercepted by thirty-two ships under the command of Gilbert, leader of the Cork Hiberno-Norse. A battle ensued. The Hiberno-Norse (Irish) fought with stones and axes while the Norman raiders fought with metal and bolts. It is thought that a Welsh adventurer took the responsibility of boarding Gilbert’s ship, killing him with his sword. Victorious, the Normans continued on to Waterford. McCarthy, the King of Desmond, pursued the Norman fleet to Waterford but was also defeated. The repulsion of McCarthy and the securing of Waterford and the estuary of the river Blackwater allowed the Normans to establish a sound footing on the south coast and in the port of Youghal. It was the end of the Hiberno-Norse longphort and their culture and the beginning of the town of Youghal.


The new arrivals were as efficient in setting about acquiring land and establishing ownership as they were in taking it. Their building programme included castles, churches and walling in the towns. The feudal system ensured the political hierarchy would be shaped as it had been in Europe and Britain. The petty kingdoms, like that of Desmond in south Munster and, later, Ormond in east Munster would come under the control of the Norman lords. As was the practice across Europe, when a lord died he was buried in the church. Some of these churches, like St Mary’s in Youghal, were rebuilt on the ancient Christian sites established by the monks. Being buried on these sacred grounds was a mark of the Norman lords’ divinely appointed, historical lineage as Christian soldiers. They firmly believed their final resting place was the end of the ancestral line that went all the way back through the generations of princes and kings from the cold stones of Ireland to the hallowed halls of Rome and to the ancient sands of Jerusalem. Raymund Le Gros, who had played such a significant role in the Norman arrivals, was buried at Molana Abbey in 1185. Just before his death, he ordered the building of a preceptory (rest home) between Youghal and Glendine overlooking the bay. The house was for members of the Knights Templar, a branch of the crusaders, some of whom had travelled across Europe to the Middle East to defend Christianity and win back the city of Jerusalem from Islamic Turks.


A Norman Town


Youghal, as part of the Barony of Imokilly, came under the distribution of land ownership sanctioned by Henry II. One of the king’s subjects, Lord Fitz-Stephen, was granted land that included the manor of Youghal. He gave it to his half-brother, Maurice Fitz-Gerald. In 1279, before a court in Cork, a final agreement was made between Maurice Fitz-Gerald and Thomas de Clare for the passing over of the town to Thomas’ control.1 So began the family dynasty that would build and later destroy Youghal. The arrival of the Fitzgeralds marked the end of Gaelic nobility’s power in the area.


The Normans brought English traffickers, soldiers and other tradespeople in from Bristol to populate what was quickly becoming the outline of a European-fashioned town. The days would be filled with the sights and sounds of carpentry and masonry. By 1220 the new masters began building on the foundations of St Mary’s Church. The Normans also quickly fortified the town by constructing a technically more robust wall on the outline of the old Viking longphort. The town would be enclosed with fortified gates at the south and north ends. The South Gate would become the most famous landmark of Youghal. It was the site of the imposing Trinity Castle and, centuries later to the present day, the site of the Clock Gate. The main street, with several narrow side streets, was constructed along the pathways cut out during the creation of the Viking longphort. The walls consisted of battlements and towers manned by soldiers and marked out the town from the countryside, creating a busy urban centre. Running high into the hill behind the town, a yawning stretch of steep, descending land filled the space between the imposing towers and the main street below. Dwellers of the town were mainly official, military, religious, trades and mercantile folk as well as labouring residents. The dwellings in Youghal were of typical Norman design. Houses and shops fronted a long rectangular plot of land behind, on which residents could grow fruit and vegetables. The houses and shops were built side by side, facing the main street, and had thatched roofs. Businesses such as blacksmiths, bakers, jewellers, inns, guesthouses and butchers operated out of the houses. Though paving was often built on shop or business fronts the streets were earth and mud and more often than not uneven underfoot. Human waste was dumped on the street and animals wandered freely, though fences were erected to corral cattle, pigs and horses. Curfew was normally called in late evening when the town gates were locked and fires were extinguished. Significant notices, such as the opening and closing of markets, deaths, mass and meetings were announced by a bell or drum.


The town had a self-contained economy and relied heavily on imports and exports, mostly by sea. A lighthouse was erected on a hill on the outskirts of the town at the mouth of the harbour. The St Anne’s nuns were later housed there and given the task of keeping the light ever present for ships and mariners entering the bay.2 Immediately outside the walls, peasant farmers lived in cramped wooden dwellings, toiling to make a life from market trade. Beyond, in the countryside, medieval villages consisted of clusters of animal pens and tiny houses. Some castles dominated these rural landscapes, like those at Mogeely, Killeagh and Barryscourt. The rural Norman lords collected rent from the farmers while families like the Fitzgeralds had the freedom of the use of houses in a number of towns across their lands.


The displaced Gaelic clans were resentful of their Norman masters, but as the decades passed the Normans became integrated into Irish life, often using a mix of Irish, English and French phrasing, wearing Irish traditional clothes and engaging in Irish traditions. Though this assimilation was a social and cultural inevitability, the class system they brought remained inflexible, causing bitterness for the Irish who found life outside the feudal system to be unforgiving. The McCarthy clan, once leaders of Desmond, now populated Kerry and the border of Cork. With great castles cutting into the naked Irish skyline, the Normans dominated large swathes of land, and Youghal, with its burgeoning port, was firmly in the control of the Fitzgerald dynasty. The neighbouring Norman dynasty of the Butlers, in the Kingdom of Ormond, whose land swept east of Waterford and north beyond Kilkenny and Tipperary, kept a close eye on Youghal’s development.


Youghal established a network of trade from abroad but protecting imports was already a difficult task. The new prosperity meant Irish pirates found easy pickings along the southern coast. Youghal was trading with Gascony, as evidenced in the passage below, and its merchants were not best pleased to find their ships being pillaged. They also knew that the looters were destined for towns like Youghal to trade their ill-gotten gains.





Wern Durran, Raymond Arrolan and Arnold de Rupe state that they had loaded a ship with wines at Bordeaux, but that certain Irish malefactors attacked their ship, boarded it, killed everyone in it, and carried off the ship and the goods found in it. They ask that orders might be sent to Waterford, Cork and Youghal, and elsewhere in Ireland and in the king’s realm where the malefactors can be found, to arrest them, and to restore their goods to the petitioners with their damages, informing these towns that if they do not do this, the Seneschal of Gascony will take compensation from the goods and merchandise of those towns in Gascony.3





To improve legal structures in Youghal an inquisition, including a jury, was held in Inchiquin Castle, just outside the town in 1321. The agenda was to identify how much the land in the area and in ‘Le Yoghel’ was worth and who was the rightful next heir. From the beginning, the formal structure of land ownership, division, holding of deeds and setting rents would pass into law. Youghal would no longer be an agrarian backwater but a fully fledged town with legal structures.


The Fitzgerald Dynasty


For the next 400 years the Fitzgerald dynasty, taking the title ‘Earls of Desmond’, much to the chagrin of the McCarthys, continued to build infrastructure and solidify the political composition in Youghal. Over those four centuries the town would witness some of its darkest days while dissatisfaction and resentment remained amongst the native Irish who had witnessed a succession of superior opportunists reshape the kingdoms and change the landscape. Outside the walls of the town, those who owned the manors kept the native Irish as serfs, including the O’Cunnys, O’Kenachis and O’Molondonys. Not only did the serfs pay the lord but also the bishops in what were now the twin towers of governance: the Holy Roman Catholic Church and the Anglo-Norman lords. The monks, who had survived political and cultural strife as well as poverty and the weather, would come to lament the opulence in the houses of bishops. The bishops lived lives of privilege and were entitled to take sons and daughters for work, seize possessions at will, overwrite wills and collect rent. Thus the Catholic Church, with the finances of the Fitzgeralds, continued to grow in Youghal. On either side of the town two abbeys were built: in 1224 the Franciscan South Abbey was constructed and in 1268 the Dominican North Abbey dominated the land beyond the North Gate of the town.


Inside the walls, Youghal was a cosmopolitan centre of trade. Residents with names such as Reginald the Dane, Corgene, Jordan de Excetre, Silvester de Ercedekene and other European descendants showed its cosmopolitan nature. The first charter, undersigned by Edward I on 24 June 1275, reveals just how important Youghal was economically to the Crown and its development as a port. Money gathered from customs on goods such as timber, bark, salt, livestock, sheep, goat and rabbit skins, garlic, onions, soaps, wool, leather, wine, honey, cheese, butter, linen and canvas was to go to the repair of the town walls – a constant concern in terms of security.


The Black Death


No amount of security, money, military power or religious faith could prevent the traumatic demise of the town’s population in one of Europe’s greatest human tragedies in the summer of 1348. The Black Death is thought to have originated in China where it spread to European merchant ships trading in the East. On their return to Italy the highly contagious infection had already afflicted the sailors. Fleas infected rats and then the sailors who infected each other. The contagion swept through Italy and across Europe with devastating effect and bewildering speed, reaching Youghal in late 1348, early 1349. The plague turned the skin black and was most evident by boils the size of golf balls, situated in the groin and armpits, filled with pus and blood. Flu-like symptoms were experienced at the onset with a fever developing at its height. Sufferers vomited blood and found breathing difficult. In some cases the plague killed the carrier in three days. Because the plague was also an airborne disease, the simple exercise of breathing became a fatal action. Conditions in a wintry Youghal could not have helped stem the onrush of the killer plague. Impoverished or non-existent sanitation created a death-inducing environment, particularly in crowded dwellings at close proximity to one another. A port town like Youghal created an ideal setting for the plague to flourish. In fact, the port towns of Cork, Waterford and Youghal, where it is likely the plague was brought into Ireland from England and the Continent, suffered more than the open, rural areas to the north and west.


Though exact numbers of fatalities cannot be quantified, it is estimated that 45 per cent of Youghal’s population was wiped out, which is in line with the overall estimation of 25 million dead across Europe, in just five years. Unfortunately, there are no records of how the town of Youghal reacted to the swift appearance of the plague. It was typical across Europe for walled towns to close their gates to outsiders, some even charging a toll on entry. Suspicions ran high as to the cause of the plague from the wrath of God to the curse of leprosy, demonology to the almost inevitable blaming of the Jews. Infected corpses were often dumped just beyond the town walls as there was little room left in consecrated ground within the town boundary. Mass graves were dug and in some instances ships were filled with the dead and set alight. While this was a practice in Europe, it can reasonably be imagined at the port of Youghal. Desperate to find a cure but devoid of medical knowledge and expertise, people used anything from boiling water to vinegar in a vain effort to arrest the inevitable. The consequences of the plague manifested themselves in the mass confusion populating a near post-apocalyptic landscape. Serfs, who had until now been tied to the land, working for their lords, migrated freely to the towns in search of medicine, work and a place to live. They abandoned the care of crops, leaving some estates tenantless. Kinsalebeg, on the other side of Youghal harbour, is reported as being completely deserted. Without rent and food production, the lords’ income dropped, and some struggled to pay their taxes to the Crown. For a period, the serfs, mostly the native Irish, were able to demand or negotiate better working conditions and pay. This led to competition before a limit was imposed at pre-plague rates.


The port of Youghal, like hundreds all over Ireland, Britain and Europe, witnessed a sharp decline in activity. Food shortage in the town was a direct consequence of slow trade and of a cessation of farming. The breakdown of social structure undermined the feudal system as taxes and food prices steadily rose. Resentments grew between all facets of society. The native Irish chieftains, dislodged and disaffected by the arrival of their Anglo-Norman masters, took advantage of the relative breakdown in law and order with random acts of violence and robbery. Youghal appealed to the Crown for tax relief in an effort to protect the town from ‘rebels’. Fortification of the walls and payment of soldiers was expensive. For many years after, the town was left vulnerable to attack, as was the Barony of Imokilly around it. As late as January 1374 King Edward III signed a charter stating that those governing the town under the Earl of Desmond: the Sovereign and several influential merchant families, would not have to pay subsidies for chasing rebels who were ‘slaying lieges’ in the countryside and who were a threat to the town. The Crown also took on the cost of replenishing the army.4 The Fitzgeralds would, however, be compelled to pay towards the king’s war efforts against France. Outbreaks of the plague would return intermittently throughout the following centuries but none with the rapier-like swiftness and devastation that cut down so many between 1348 and 1353.


[image: images]


The Anglo-Irish


Youghal slowly recovered from the paralysing pandemic and continued to trade. By the start of the fifteenth century the monarchy in England had changed hands twice. The Crown had concerns about keeping the successive Norman dynasties in Ireland, now almost 200 years old, in line with English law. They feared that the Normans were assimilating into Irish culture to the point that they would begin to strive for independence, which, inevitably, some did. Efforts to prevent assimilation were futile. Successive generations born in Ireland would spend time in England being educated and learning the etiquette of the court as well as the practices of war. Their home was Ireland but their politics was English. They would come to be known as the ‘Old English’ or the ‘Anglo-Irish’. However, despite the Crown’s concerns over Anglo-Irish lords’ possible desires for independence, the powerful Youghal merchants, who effectively ran the town’s affairs, had no designs for autonomy. Tied to England by the ropes of sea trade, the town’s very existence depended on a strong and reliable relationship with Westminster. For the Crown, an economically viable port town like Youghal guaranteed a revenue stream that filled the royal coffers. The downside to Youghal’s reputation as an urban centre of some note and its relative wealth was that it became a target for the disenfranchised, namely the poorer Irish clans. On 12 May 1404 Henry IV wrote that ‘The town of Youghal is on all sides surrounded by rebels, who daily destroy the town, and same is partly burned, so that our subjects dare not go outside the said town without a strong guard.’ The king may have protested too much, or at least exaggerated. He referred to the pillagers as rebels, but these agitators had no national design or even identity outside their clanship. They were pirates of the land, forced into roguery by Norman landlords, and full of hunger and envy.


The efforts made to protect the profitable port town, repairing its walls and overseeing its political structure, shows the importance of Youghal to England. Despite continuing spats between the Gaelic Irish and the Anglo-Irish the town continued to prosper into the fifteenth century, and the establishment of a College for Seminarians in 1464 was a significant symbol of such growth. However, more serious developments between successive Earls of Desmond and their neighbours the Ormonds ensured trouble was a constant in Munster and at Youghal’s gates. The Fitzgeralds would also have a less than positive relationship with the Crown. With the borders of their lands propping each other up, the Fitzgeralds of the Desmond dynasty and the Butlers of Ormond were in constant dispute over land ownership and expansion from the very first days of Norman settlement in Munster. Another tumultuous event in central Europe would change the political and religious dynamics across the Continent in the first quarter of the 1500s, an event that would lead to hundreds of years of violence and death in Ireland. It would also polarise the opposition between the Fitzgeralds and the Butlers, and by the end of the 1500s Youghal would lie in ruins.




2


From my Heart I am Sorry


for that Folly


The Fitzgeralds, the Butlers


and the Sacking of Youghal


A few hundred miles south of Youghal Christopher Columbus had undertaken his adventure west across the Atlantic, believing India and its gold could be found by a quicker and safer route. When he arrived at San Salvador in October 1492 the New World was opened up to the expanding empires and seafaring kingdoms of Portugal, Spain, England, the Netherlands and France. These nations would inevitably go to war with one another for the spoils. The slave trade would bring Africans to the Caribbean and later to South America where they would work plantations for their white European masters. The Europeans brought disease, Catholicism, laws, weaponry, land, language, division and the feudal system to the New World. The natives, in awe of the explorers, were no match for gunpowder, horses, armour and the Bible. The Catholic Church expanded as cathedral spires spiked the sky across European horizons; swirling baroque designs celebrating their lavishness. It was an age of arrogance. The pursuit of gold, spices, silks, slaves and land created a drive of exploration on a scale not witnessed before. A rising tide of knowledge and interest in literature, art, science and discovery of a new world swept through the wealthier states in Europe throughout the 1400s. The explosion of confidence in achieving the impossible drove Leonardo Da Vinci to dream of machines centuries ahead of their time, while cartographers busied themselves reconstructing maps. The world itself began to expand beyond the previously narrow confines of mainland Europe and the Middle East.


There would be no such expansion in Ireland; it simply did not have the technology, finances or desire. Neither had England the desire yet to finance Ireland. While the romance of the Renaissance occupied European merchants and princes, life in Munster was often harsh. The province would fall foul of natural disaster in the late 1400s and throughout the 1500s with famine and flu epidemics (English Sweat) claiming the lives of the fragile.5 Heavy and continual rainfall, added to extended droughts, made agricultural life vulnerable to the vagaries of the weather. Such extremes also created health problems for those in the urban centres. Towns like Youghal struggled to keep disease at bay in what was a hotbed of poor and claustrophobic sanitary conditions. Large numbers of cattle died due to disease and the effect on trade in Youghal was considerable.
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