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Preface


This new edition is a major departure from previous editions. I have removed the lengthy ‘interpretations’ sections from each chapter. Critics rightly pointed out that they were too technical and academic for the general public. Readers are encouraged to go to the ‘Bibliography and Further Reading’ section at the end of the book to delve further into Irish history. Debates about the meanings and significance of different aspects and periods of Irish history are among the most vigorous in the historical profession. And differing perceptions of history in Ireland itself, and throughout the Irish diaspora, have fuelled everything from cultural appreciation, to justifications for political movements, to the funding of extremist groups fighting for their specific visions of Ireland’s future.


This book is a history of Ireland (concentrating on the post-1800 period) that will provide students and general readers with enough background to tackle more sophisticated works written by archaeologists, historians, political scientists, economists, and other social scientists.


It would be impossible to cover every issue of Irish history in a short book such as this. Choices have had to be made, and I knowingly sacrificed a few historical subjects in order to focus on those questions I thought most general readers would wish to have covered extensively. Accordingly, topics such as the Irish abroad (the Irish diaspora), Ireland as part of the ‘Celtic fringe’ with Scotland and Wales, Ireland and the rest of Europe (except for very recent decades), and Ireland’s place in the British Empire have received only oblique comment. This book, therefore, is admittedly insular, a true island history. I hope this focus proves acceptable.


In order to keep this book as accessible as possible, I have dispensed with traditional references in the main text, but the context should make clear the sources of my material and quotations. Full details of the books and articles mentioned in the text, as well as others of value, are listed in the Bibliography and Further Reading section at the end of this book.










Pronunciation Guide for Irish Words


The Irish language is an important part of Irish history and Irish identity. It suffered a gradual demise following the English conquest of the island. Strong attempts at reviving and strengthening it started in the late nineteenth century, and it became the official first language of the Republic of Ireland in 1937. It is still taught in schools and still spoken in various regions of the country (known as Gaeltachtaí or Gaeltachts), mainly the west and south.


Often referred to as ‘Gaelic’ (partly because the language is called ‘Gaeilge’ when speaking Irish), ‘Irish’ is a more accurate term because ‘Gaelic’ covers a family of languages, including ‘Scottish Gaelic’ (Gàidhlig). ‘Irish’ is also the specific name for the language in English, in the same way that English speakers say ‘German’ rather than ‘Deutsch.’


A number of Irish words appear in this book, and this pronunciation guide gives phonetic help using ordinary English words and sounds rather than formal linguistic phonetics. For instance, Sinn Féin is listed here as pronounced ‘SHIN FAY-in’, and Éire as ‘AY-ruh’. Words of more than one syllable have been divided by a hyphen where it is felt this will help good pronunciation. The full list of Irish words in this book follows, along with pronunciation guides. Phonetic guides are given when each word first appears in the text. English translations are given for both the literal meaning and the way in which the word is used today. For example, ‘taoiseach’ comes from the old Irish word meaning chieftain, but today refers to the Prime Minister of Éire.


















	Irish words


	Pronunciation


	English translation/meaning











	Connacht


	KON-ukkt


	western province of Ireland







	Conradh na Gaeilge


	KUN-rah nah GWAYL-geh


	Gaelic League







	Cuchulainn


	koo-KULLen


	the mythic warrior and ‘defender of Ulster’







	Cumann na nGaedheal


	KUM-ann nah gway-el


	party [or group, society, circle] of the Irish







	Dáil Éireann


	DAW-il AY-run


	council [or gathering] of Ireland, the lower house of the parliament of Éire







	Éire


	AY-ruh


	Ireland







	Fianna Fáil


	FEE-ana faw-il


	warriors of destiny [or soldiers of Ireland], political party in the Republic of Ireland







	fine


	FINN-uh


	family [or group, race]







	Fine Gael


	FINN-uh gay-il


	tribe of the Irish [or Irish race], political party in the Republic of Ireland







	Gárda Siochána


	Gor-da SHEE-eh-KAW-nah


	guardians of the peace, the police in the Republic of Ireland







	Leinster


	LEN-ster


	eastern province of Ireland







	Munster


	MUN-ster


	southern province of Ireland







	Sinn Féin


	SHIN FAY-in


	ourselves, political party in the Republic of Ireland and Northern Ireland







	taoiseach


	TEE-shokk


	chieftain [or leader] Prime Minister







	tuath


	TOO-ah


	people or community







	Ulster


	ULL-ster


	northern province of Ireland
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Introduction


History shapes human societies, and nowhere is this more true than in Ireland. Irish history gives us more than the story of an island off the western European coast. Interpretations of Irish history have provided various groups of people living there with justification for their ideas of nationality, identity, and culture. Irish history may well be so compelling, and so complex, precisely because historians have never ceased to find new avenues for exploration and argument. Ireland: A Short History tries to present a general narrative of Irish history that will allow readers to move on to more complicated, interpretative works with confidence in the essential history of Ireland. If this book shows how difficult it is to make simple generalizations about Ireland, the Irish, and Irish history, then it will have accomplished its goal.


Chapters one and two provide a brief history of Ireland before 1800. Chapters three to eight examine specific periods and events in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. And chapters nine to eleven complete the history to the present day.


Irish history has attracted a great deal of public attention, especially since the beginning of the Troubles in Northern Ireland. Much of what Irish, British and American politicians and commentators have to say about contemporary Irish problems is given a historical gloss. But the work of professional historians has not received adequate attention in these quarters. In many countries there is a gulf between popular and professional ideas about history. In Ireland, however, some popular ideas about history have been used to justify political extremism and even violence. Many myths and misunderstandings have become solidified into different conceptions of history that can be mobilized to justify contemporary actions and attitudes.


Finally, as if the issue of interpretation were not complicated enough, there needs to be some clarification of geography before embarking on chapter one. Ireland has been traditionally made up of four provinces: Ulster [ULL-ster] in the north, Leinster [LEN-ster] in the east, Munster [MUN-ster] in the south and Connacht [KON-ukkt] in the west. At present, the island is divided politically between Éire [AY-uh] (literally ‘Ireland’) and Northern Ireland. Ireland (often referred to as ‘The Republic’ in order to distinguish it from Northern Ireland) is an independent country made up of Leinster, Munster, Connacht and three counties from Ulster (to make twenty-six counties in total). Northern Ireland comprises the six north-eastern-most counties of Ulster and is part of the United Kingdom of Great Britain. It is governed by its own Assembly for domestic matters, and by the British parliament for broader UK matters.


There are several terms that appear throughout this book which need to be explained here. They relate mainly to politics and religion, but it is essential that they are understood. ‘Nationalist’ refers to someone who desired independence (in varying degrees) from Britain. Nationalists have ranged in opinion from those who wanted Ireland to have control of its domestic affairs but share the monarchy with Great Britain, to those who wanted an Irish republic, completely independent from Britain. Those with the latter view are called ‘republicans’. ‘Unionist’ refers to someone who wanted to retain the link with Great Britain, but even here there were different opinions about how strong that connection should be. ‘Loyalist’ refers to someone who was loyal to the English crown as the monarch of Ireland as well. Loyalists are now also unionist in political opinion, but this has not always been the case. Generally speaking, ‘loyalist’ is used today when referring to extremist groups who oppose a united Ireland. ‘Catholic’ refers to someone who believes in the Catholic religion. Many Catholics were nationalist as well, but some were not, and it is very important not to assume that these two words are synonymous in Irish history and society. For instance, even the New York Times refers to the nationalist Social Democratic Labour Party (SDLP) in Northern Ireland as ‘the Catholic SDLP’. While it is certainly true that most SDLP members are Catholics, and that the SDLP has fought for equal rights for Catholics in Northern Ireland, it is not a religious party. That is, it does not seek to make Catholic doctrine part of public policy. ‘Protestant’ refers to a member of a Protestant religion. While many Protestants (especially those in Northern Ireland) were unionists, this was not universally the case. In fact, many of the most important Irish nationalists from the late eighteenth century to the late nineteenth century were Protestants. Recognizing this subtlety in politics and religion is not just a historical concern. The popular perception of the Troubles in Northern Ireland as a religious conflict is inaccurate because it can give the impression that the two main groups there are fighting over theology and religious doctrine. While religion has played an important part in Northern Ireland’s difficulties, the situation is much more complex than that. Politics and culture are at least as important (perhaps more so) in explaining the divisions there. Finally, the ‘Church of Ireland’ referred to in chapters one to seven is not the Catholic Church (the majority religion in Ireland), but the Anglican Church of Ireland, allied to the Church of England since 1536.










ONE


Ireland: Prehistory to 1534


Understanding early Irish history is difficult. Its very diversity makes simple generalizations impossible and easy assumptions untenable. There are, however, several important themes that stand out. The first is geography, as seen in the physical landscape, the nature of settlement, and the ways that Ireland’s geographic position in Europe has been used for political and dynastic purposes (especially by powerful outsiders). The second is the myriad settlers and invaders over the centuries, and the cultures that they brought to Ireland. And the third is the distinct lack of inevitability in the complicated power struggles between groups in Ireland, and between them and powerful English monarchs, warriors, and settlers. These themes will be discussed generally in this chapter, before slowing down the narrative, starting with chapter two, to examine early modern and modern Irish history more closely for the remainder of this book.


GEOGRAPHY


Ireland’s history has been moulded by its natural geography in important ways. For centuries, many areas of the island were inhospitable. Excessive rain and rugged terrain made early farming difficult. The island was partly made up of mountains, bogs, and small hills called drumlins, which were steep and unsuitable for tillage. Roughly half of the rest of the land in the country was good for farming, but not much of it was connected in large, unified spaces. Small good patches were separated by stretches of barren land, which acted as barriers to the development of any large-scale agriculture. The poor land had its advantages, however. It provided for some grazing, and the more remote areas were havens from invaders and warring factions. Specifically, there were two geographical features that have been important to the rest of Irish history.


First, the north of the country is somewhat different from the south. It is ringed by small mountains in the west, and drumlins and forests along its southern border. Once inside these boundaries, however, the northern land becomes more gentle and accommodating. Its close proximity to Scotland and northern England also made settlement from there more likely than migration from the rest of Ireland. The second major geographical feature is that, in ‘southern Ireland,’ the east is very different from the west. The east has gentler land, less rain, fewer bogs and mountains, and greater potential for communication and trade with the rest of Europe. For long stretches of early Irish history, the west was far more inaccessible from outside. Arable patches of land in the west were generally broken up by mountains and bogs, making large-scale farming and settlement difficult. Both of these features proved to be dividing lines for settlement, economic development and communication as different groups started to populate Ireland.


PREHISTORIC IRELAND


As the glaciers from the last ice age retreated from Europe (c. 8000 BCE), forests grew rapidly, driving out the deer and horses which had grazed on grassy plains during the ice age. This forced early European hunter groups to search further for food, and migration became common. The first inhabitants of Ireland probably came from Scandinavia, through Britain, crossing over to Ireland before it was cut off by the rising ocean (c. 6500 BCE). They settled mainly in the north-east of the country, where food was more plentiful. These were hunters, gatherers and scavengers. By about 3000 BCE, new settlers began arriving in Ireland, bringing with them Neolithic agricultural inventions, more sophisticated tool-making and the domestication of animals. These people founded small settlements and concentrated on basic agriculture, clearing of woodland for space and fuel, tool-making, hunting and rearing animals. The way these people met the day-to-day requirements of living shows that they were relatively sophisticated. This is also evident from their treatment of the dead, which seems to indicate strong religious beliefs. Huge burial monuments dating from this period (3000–1800 BCE) can be found all over Ireland. Long stone burial chambers and ‘dolmens’ (tripods of stone with a capstone) still exist in many parts of the country. These burial chambers often had highly decorative interiors, which indicates how much time was set aside for their planning and construction. Metalworking technology reached Ireland by 2000 BCE. As with other advances, this came largely from the migration of peoples from the Middle East through Europe. Metalworking had many practical applications, ranging from arms (knives, swords and spearheads) to domestic tools and jewellery.


Further improvements in such technology, starting around 800 BCE, brought more sophisticated tools, including early ploughs with wooden and stone blades. Relatively soon thereafter, the Iron Age started in Europe, and it was led by iron-using tribes from central Europe. The Greeks called them keltoi, from which we get the name Celts [kelts]. Their use of superior iron technology meant they were able to bring larger areas under cultivation. And they gradually spread west and north through much of Europe. The Celts came into Ireland in two movements. The first was to the west of Ireland, coming directly across the Atlantic from the European mainland. The second was from northern Britain, settling in the north-east of Ireland. By 150 BCE, the Celts were well-established in Ireland.



EARLY IRISH SOCIETY


Much of early Irish society was concentrated in Ulster and Connacht, and many of the sites of Irish myths and legends have corresponding ancient Celtic settlements. Most of the pre-Celtic groups in Ireland survived the Celtic migration, but were thoroughly Celticized by 450 CE, with a common language and culture. There was much movement, as well as raiding and warring, between the Celtic peoples of Ireland and those of Britain, as well as raiding and warring. By 600–700 CE, however, Ireland was becoming a settled agricultural country, with many small kingdoms called ‘tuatha’ [TOO-ah]. It was a very rural society, with no cities or towns. People lived on small farms. The wealthy and the rulers surrounded their farms with earthen banks for defence, and many of these still survive. The king of each small kingdom was expected to lead the people in war, if necessary, and to preside over regular assemblies and festivals. It was a simple, agrarian life, with no coined money, most trade conducted in bartering, and the value of things related to agricultural products or livestock.


These were law-based societies, centred around the tuath and the ‘fine’ [FINN-uh], the extended family. Most of the laws in this culture were based on its conceptions of ‘the family’ and each family’s relation with other families. There was a great deal of mutual responsibility between fine, and the legal system rarely required the intervention of the chief of the tuath. Although the law tracts surviving from this time do not identify a king of all Ireland, by the fifth century the Uí Néill dynasty from Ulster claimed to be high kings of Tara, the ancient fort near Navan in County Meath. To what extent this family had true power over the rest of the country is open to debate, but the significant thing was that they claimed they did, and a new political phenomenon appeared in Ireland – the idea of a high king. This is not to say, however, that the country was completely united under one ruler. Each successive Uí Néill king had to continue difficult and often divisive negotiations with other kings in order to retain his prominence. Although the island was politically diverse, it was culturally quite unified. The language was more or less the same, and many cultural practices were held in common across the country.


EARLY CHRISTIAN IRELAND


Irish trade with Britain and Europe was fairly extensive in the 400–500 CE period, and Christianity probably came to Ireland through these links. There were, therefore, Christians in Ireland before the arrival of Saint Patrick, the most significant Christian missionary in Irish history. Most of these early Christians came from Roman Britain and Gaul (France), and there were enough of them in Ireland for Rome to appoint a bishop, Palladius, in 431. Patrick succeeded him, but there are different theories about when he arrived in Ireland (tradition says 432, but 456 has also been claimed). Much of what is known about Patrick comes from his own writings. He was a Roman Briton who was captured by Irish raiders when he was sixteen years old. Like other such captives, Patrick was put to work tending sheep. While he was in Ireland, Patrick embraced the Christianity of his captors. After about six years he escaped back to Britain, where he continued to study his new faith. Patrick stayed in Britain for a few years until he had a vision that he was being asked by the Irish to come back to them. Before doing so, he went to study Christianity in depth at monasteries in northern France. He then returned to Ireland via France, and did most of his missionary work in the northern half of the island.


Despite the uncertainty over the precise dates of Patrick’s time in Ireland (432–61, or 456–90), it is clear that he introduced two important religious structures into Ireland: the episcopal system of dividing the country into areas controlled by bishops; and the system of church monasteries. The monasteries flourished, especially after Patrick’s death, but they were austere places. Few of them had stone buildings; most had wooden structures built like a camp or small fort. Monks spent their time working to maintain the monastery, studying religious texts, and making copies of those texts. Students from Britain and the continent came to study in Irish monasteries, and Irish monks went abroad to study and to live in other monasteries. Christian customs and practices were exchanged in this way.


Alongside the monasteries, there was a parallel education system in early Ireland, based not so much on reading and writing, but on memorization of tales and stories. This was the system that educated ancient Irish lawyers and poets. But during the seventh and eighth centuries (600–800), the Latin system of the monasteries and the Irish system of oral teaching began to communicate more and more with each other, and to borrow ideas and methods. The Irish system gradually started training students to read and write. That led to Irish legends being written down for the first time, and for the oral tradition to be established in similar ways to other European oral traditions which were being transcribed at the time. The Latin system was influenced by secular Irish law, and clergymen also started taking roles in noble society.


Despite the fact that traditional Irish stories and lore were pagan, the church did not suppress them. Indeed, much surviving Irish literature was preserved in monasteries. During this period, many monasteries grew in wealth and power, and consequently built more permanent structures. Among these are the existing sites at Clonmacnoise, Armagh, Kildare and Glendalough. Monasteries also diversified their roles. They became places of learning and refuge, as well as religious centres. Books were brought in from other countries, such as Spain, and Irish books were sent to the continent. There was also a flowering of Irish art and carving, and this was the period of illuminated texts such as the Book of Kells (c. 800).


THE AGE OF THE VIKINGS


During the first forty years of the ninth century, Viking (or Norse) ships raided some of the small islands off the coast of mainland Ireland, coastal Irish towns, and river towns further inland. This was part of a larger movement of men out of Scandinavia, raiding and settling all over northern Europe, and eventually as far as the Mediterranean. The Viking invaders of Ireland came mostly from western Norway, via the Orkney Islands off the northern Scottish coast. These Vikings had developed great ‘long ships’ capable of sailing greater distances than previous vessels. Single-ship raids to Britain started in 789, and by 837 entire Viking fleets began landing in Ireland. The Vikings also tried to settle in Ireland, starting in the late 830s. In 841 they established a foothold at the mouth of the Liffey, which eventually became Dublin city. Irish kings were too divided to put up a common defence, and the Vikings made significant inroads to the interior of the island while the native kings fought each other. From 850 onwards, it was common for treaties and alliances to be made between a Norse band and an Irish king in order to defeat another Irish king. Norse settlement-making largely stopped by the end of the ninth century. Viking raids also became less frequent. The Vikings who were in Ireland settled there more or less permanently, and began to intermarry with native Irish groups.


As the threat of Viking invasion began to wane in the late 800s, the native Irish kings of Tara (in modern-day County Meath in the Irish midlands) gradually gained more power. Kings of Tara defeated other regional kings and started to expand their rule. But early in the tenth century, a new wave of Viking invasions came. This is often called ‘The Second Viking Age.’ The Viking town of Waterford was established in 914, and much of the south and south-west of the island was raided from this base. A small native kingdom in the west of Ireland began to expand, however, and repel the Norsemen. They captured the Viking town of Limerick, and then all of Munster by 980. Under their leader, Brian Boru, they began building power in Cashel, in the south. Meanwhile, the king of Tara defeated the Norse in Dublin in 980. But Brian Boru wanted to expand his kingship and he defeated both the king of Tara and his subordinate Dublin Norsemen in 999. After defeating another important Irish king in 1002, Brian declared himself king of all Ireland. He spent the whole of the next decade defeating various other Irish kings in Ulster and Leinster. His armies were victorious over a resistant king in Leinster in the battle of Clontarf (1014), but Brian was slain in the battle. Dynastic wars amongst the Irish kings followed soon after Brian’s death.


Viking invasion and eventual settlement affected Ireland in many ways. Trade increased dramatically between Ireland and Scandinavia. Metal-working and other craft skills were shared more extensively across Ireland, as well as with Britain and some of the European continent. A wider range of goods were traded more extensively than in previous periods. Irish sailing was perfected. Town settlements became more common and Ireland ceased to be a completely rural society. Power and commerce in Ireland moved from the midlands to the east coast because of the increased importance of trade and foreign alliances. Furthermore, many monks and scholars from the Irish interior moved books and other valuables to coastal monasteries and towns to keep them safe from pagans. To prevent these materials being stolen by Viking coastal raids, much of this material was then sent to monasteries in Britain and France. This helped to found a long tradition of exporting Irish scholarship and teaching abroad.


This was also the period of much stone building in Ireland, and some monasteries built tall ‘roundtowers’ in order to protect themselves and their valuable manuscripts from plunder. Many of these towers still survive. Great stone carving also flourished in these years, and many of the famous stone crosses in Ireland today date from this period.


After the disruption of the age of the Vikings, Ireland experienced a religious flowering in the tenth and eleventh centuries. Monastic expansion and increased sophistication in stone carving were all part of a period of strong growth in Irish culture and the arts that lasted through the eleventh and twelfth centuries. It was the high point of Celtic Ireland, before the invasion of the Normans in the late twelfth century. Perhaps one of the most significant changes to take place during this period, however, was reform within the Irish church. Monastic work changed from being based solely on Latin and producing Latin manuscripts, to recording Irish traditions, epics and other poems.


Since the church was largely monastic and therefore somewhat separated from local populations, there had been a general lack of priests to work with the people. In 1152, a crucial church synod was held at Kells (County Meath). Ireland was divided into thirty-six sees (bishoprics) with four archbishoprics. This reform completely changed the nature of Irish Christianity because it started the process of connecting clergy more directly with local people. By the time the Normans arrived in Ireland, therefore, the political and religious culture of the island was diverse and sophisticated. Although not strongly unified geographically, Irish culture at this time was healthy enough to make it almost impossible to overturn. This is perhaps one important reason why the Normans, and subsequent settlers, did not attempt to eradicate it.


NORMAN IRELAND 1169–1300


The Normans were a dynastic group from Normandy in France, with their origins in the Viking bands that had settled there and ruled since the early 900s. Under their leader, William, they invaded and conquered England in 1066. The Norman arrival and settlement of Ireland a hundred years later was one of the most significant events in the history of the island because it established the effective control of the crown of England over Ireland. But the Normans did not ‘invade’ Ireland in the same sense that they invaded England with a plan of attack and massive armies. In Ireland, it all began with a bitter dispute between Dermot MacMurrough of Leinster and Tiernán O’Rourke of Breifne (modern County Leitrim). Between 1156 and 1166, two kings (Murtough MacLochlainn in the north and Rory O’Connor from Connacht in the west) fought for control of Ireland. Dermot MacMurrough supported MacLochlainn and Tiernán O’Rourke supported O’Connor. The battle between these two camps engulfed the whole country. O’Connor eventually won, but O’Rourke did not want to make peace and continued to fight MacMurrough, who fled to seek the help of the English king, Henry II, to try to defeat O’Rourke.


Previously, in 1155, Pope Adrian IV had given Henry permission to go to Ireland and implement religious reform in order to bring Irish Christianity more into line with Rome. At the time, Henry had little inclination to pursue an Irish religious expedition because he was preoccupied with his ongoing dispute with the Archbishop of Canterbury. But when Dermot MacMurrough asked for his help in early 1167, Henry saw an opportunity to conquer Ireland without having to commit himself personally. He therefore allowed MacMurrough to recruit armies in England and Wales. In return, MacMurrough swore fealty to Henry and promised to rule in Ireland under the English king’s name. In Wales, MacMurrough found men willing to fight with him, and gained the important help of Richard FitzGilbert de Clare, also known as Strongbow. In return for helping to conquer Ireland, Strongbow demanded MacMurrough’s daughter in marriage as well as the kingship of Leinster. MacMurrough left Wales, and went back to Ireland with a small force in August 1167, but was defeated by O’Rourke. He then sent messages back to Wales promising great riches and lands for Strongbow and his other allies if they would invade. The first force (without Strongbow) came in May of 1169 and captured Wexford. O’Connor and O’Rourke settled terms with MacMurrough and offered him the kingship of Leinster if there were no further invasions. He agreed, but sent word back to Strongbow in Wales that it was obvious that all of Ireland could be taken. Strongbow came and captured Waterford in August 1170. He married MacMurrough’s daughter immediately and became king of Leinster. His forces then captured Dublin in September 1170. MacMurrough died in May 1171, and Strongbow took over the kingdom.


The Normans were in a very solid position in Ireland under Strongbow. Henry II worried, however, that Strongbow might get too powerful, and prove to be a threat. So he went to Ireland himself in 1171, landing in Waterford and proceeding up to Dublin. Strongbow and the Normans, the Irish, and the remaining Vikings all submitted to Henry in November 1171. Rory O’Connor recognized Henry as king of Ireland in exchange for becoming High King of the unconquered areas of the country. Henry directly controlled Dublin and some of the surrounding areas. Strongbow retained most of Leinster as a vassal to Henry. The rest of the settled part of the country was given to various Normans.


The Norman conquest of Ireland was never as total as the conquest of England in 1066. It was not centrally organized, nor was it complete. Many of the more remote parts of the country were left untouched, and the various Norman lords ruled differently. Roughly three-fourths of the country was controlled by the Normans by 1250. Norman superiority in weaponry, battle strategy, and tactics made them very difficult to defeat. Eventually, under King John (Henry’s son), the Normans built some sort of centralized administration and brought a measure of peace to Ireland. Although the first Irish parliament met at Kilkea Castle (near Castledermot in County Kildare) in 1264, it was made up only of appointed prelates and magnates. The Normans held the first Irish parliament with elected representatives from different parts of the country in 1297 at Dublin. Despite border wars with some native Irish chiefs, this period was one of relative calm. In fact, the Normans usually restored order between quarrelling Irish tribes in many areas. Most native Irish retained their land under the Normans, even though much of the old Irish nobility lost land to them. They established many towns, and built monasteries, abbeys and cathedrals.


By the mid-thirteenth century, Norman influence in Ireland began to decline. This was largely because there had been no comprehensive plan to conquer the country. Two more things made Norman ‘conquest’ difficult. The English wars in Scotland and Wales drew away many great Norman fighters, and there was an increase in native Irish opposition to Norman rule. Throughout the thirteenth century, there were several battles between native Irish and Norman Irish, and the native forces won several important ones, wresting back control of many counties. Subsequently, several victorious native kings agreed to name Brian O’Neill king of Ireland in 1258 – further unifying the native Irish. O’Neill was killed in the battle of Downpatrick in 1260, however, when the Normans were able to convince a number of Irish clans who did not recognize O’Neill as king to join them in attacking him. The idea of a unified Irish kingship died with O’Neill.


Many historians argue that the problem with the Norman rule of Ireland was that it was only half a conquest. English kings never paid full attention to Ireland, and consequently, they left native Irish chiefs in possession of too much of the country. By 1300, therefore, there was a sort of stalemate between the natives and the settlers, but it was an uneasy stalemate which could erupt into violence at any time.


THIRTEENTH- AND FOURTEENTH-CENTURY IRELAND


The thirteenth and fourteenth centuries in Ireland have often been described as peaceful. These centuries also saw the beginning of the Irish legal and monetary systems, based largely on English models. But like the rest of Europe, Ireland suffered greatly from the bubonic plague, which arrived in the winter of 1348–49. It killed about a third of the people. This period also saw native Irish (also called ‘Gaelic’ at the time) art and culture thrive. Many scholars were patronized by Anglo-Irish nobles. There was a good deal of cultural communication between the descendants of the Normans (the Anglo-Irish) and the native Irish. Indeed, some Anglo-Irish wrote poems and stories in the Irish language. There was also much intermarriage, so the connections between the two groups became stronger.


This intermingling began to worry the English government, however, and they attempted to prevent the Anglo-Irish from marrying the native Irish. This proved impossible to enforce, but the revival of Irish Gaelic customs also became a military concern. English monarchs sent money and men were dispatched from England, but never in sufficient numbers to quell the Gaelic chieftains. England was involved in the Hundred Years’ War with France and could not afford to expend precious resources on Ireland. King Richard II, however, finally led his own force to Ireland, landing in October 1394. He forced all the Irish leaders to submit to him the following year. Richard then went back to England, but the Gaelic chiefs rose again, and he was forced to return to Ireland in 1399. While he was fighting in Leinster, the Lancastrian Henry Bolingbroke (later Henry IV) seized the English throne. Richard returned to England to defend his crown but was defeated. Even after his victory over Richard, Henry IV was overwhelmed with domestic problems in England and could not concern himself with Ireland. This meant that when Anglo-Irish lords appealed to him for help in fighting Irish chiefs who were regaining land, he more or less ignored them. The Anglo-Irish were therefore pushed back to the area around Dublin known as ‘the Pale’.


FIFTEENTH- AND SIXTEENTH-CENTURY IRELAND 1400–1534


Despite the Anglo-Irish retreating to ‘the Pale’, politics and power in England remained influential in Ireland during the 1400s and 1500s. The English Wars of the Roses, a bitter dynastic struggle between the competing branches of the Royal House of Plantagenet (the Yorkists and the Lancastrians), broke out in 1455 and lasted until 1487.


Generally speaking, Irish chiefs had supported the Yorkist side during the Wars of the Roses. They also supported the Yorkist pretenders to the English throne after the House of Lancaster had won. The Anglo-Irish in Ireland, generally loyal to the House of Lancaster, either bribed Irish chieftains not to attack their land, or raised taxes on their populations to fund small armies. Richard, Duke of York, was appointed lord lieutenant of Ireland by Henry VI in 1447, arriving in the country two years later. He was an efficient administrator and became quite popular. Many Irish chieftains swore fealty to him. When it became clear that Henry VI was weak, many Irish leaders looked to Richard as a potential king. Richard fought in the Wars of the Roses, but he was defeated and returned to Ireland in 1459. By this time, an Irish parliament had been established. It made him chief governor and declared in 1460 that only laws passed by the Irish parliament were valid in Ireland. That is, English laws were not necessarily valid until they were subsequently passed by the Irish parliament. With the support of Irish chiefs, Richard went back to England but was defeated at the battle of Wakefield in 1460. But the York cause eventually won, and Richard’s son, Edward IV, became king of England in 1461.


Edward IV made the Earl of Desmond, a somewhat Gaelicized Anglo-Irish lord, the chief governor of Ireland. But Desmond became too independent (and too Gaelic) for Edward’s tastes. So the king sent the Earl of Worcester to bring Desmond to heel. Worcester arrived in Ireland in 1467. He charged Desmond with treason and had him beheaded in February 1468. Reaction to Desmond’s execution was swift and strong from both the Gaelic chieftains as well as many Anglo-Irish. Worcester fled back to England, and Desmond’s brother-in-law, the Earl of Kildare, took over. The Kildare Earls ruled for a long time, wisely intermarrying their daughters and sons into Anglo-Irish families and into those of Gaelic chieftains. So, when Henry VII came to the English throne in 1485, the Earls of Kildare presented a potential threat. In May 1487 the Yorkist pretender, Lambert Simnel, crowned himself as ‘Edward VI of England’ (which was a direct challenge to Henry VII) at a ceremony in Dublin. In support, the ‘Great Earl of Kildare’, Gerald More FitzGerald, then sent a force to invade England. It was defeated in 1487, and Simnel was captured. Again, in 1491, a Yorkist pretender came to Ireland to enlist the support of the Earls of Kildare. Clearly Henry VII could not let these threats continue, so he sent Sir Edward Poynings to Ireland in 1494 to bring the country into ‘whole and perfect obedience’.


Poynings summoned the Irish parliament and passed a number of acts in 1494. These created a formal boundary between the Pale and the rest of the country, proscribed the use of Irish customs and laws, and tried to discourage Irish dress and manners. The most significant legislation became known as ‘Poynings’ Law’, which essentially said that the Irish parliament was subordinate to the British one, could only meet when given permission by the King, and could only pass laws that had already been approved by the King. Poynings’ Law was an attempt to prevent another strong Irish earl from using the Irish parliament to gain too much power and threaten England. Poynings had the Great Earl of Kildare arrested on treason, but King Henry VII released him in 1496, and he again controlled most of the country. Kildare changed his sympathies to the Lancastrian House (the Tudors) and was in control of Ireland, although not its official governor or king, until his death in 1513. In 1520, the new English king, Henry VIII, sent the Earl of Surrey to Ireland in an attempt to quell resistance to the crown. But Surrey could not accomplish this without a massive force, and he told Henry that control of Ireland would require a complete conquest.










TWO


An English Conquest? From the Tudors to the Act of Union 1534–1800


THE TUDORS


During the Tudor period (1534–1603), the English crown at last completed the conquest of Ireland.


There were several reasons why the Tudor monarchs wanted to control Ireland, but the most important was the desire to prevent the country from being used by someone trying to usurp British power, or water down its influence in European politics. They also needed Ireland for the expansion of English trade overseas, and as a base to challenge the power of the Spanish, who were building a maritime empire. Henry VIII took the first step in this direction by ending the policy of separation between the Anglo-Irish and the Gaelic Irish. He forcefully put down both the independent Anglo-Irish and Gaelic Irish chiefs, and he sought to end the distinction between the Anglo-Irish and the Gaelic Irish groups. The Tudors wanted a more homogeneous Irish population, based on English customs, manners, and dress. Henry ruthlessly suppressed a rebellion by Thomas FitzGerald, the Anglo-Irish son of the ninth Earl of Kildare, which broke the last remaining Irish claim on self-governance during this period. He then installed a governing council in Ireland, led by a viceroy answerable directly to him. This policy was largely successful, though it required a strong combination of persuasion and force. In 1541, the Irish parliament officially declared Henry King of Ireland. Many of the major Gaelic chiefs swore fealty to the English crown, and much of the old Gaelic world disappeared.
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