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​Chapter 1: The Unfinished Conquest
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There is a particular kind of ruin that tells you more about a country than any of its intact monuments, and Ireland in the early seventeenth century was full of them. Along the rivers of Leinster and the drumlin country of the midlands stood the broken keeps of Norman lords whose names had, over four centuries, become as Irish as the rain — towers built by men who had crossed the sea to conquer and had instead been absorbed, generation by generation, into the very people they came to subdue. To an English administrator arriving in Dublin in the 1630s, fresh from a kingdom that understood itself as settled, ordered, and finished, these ruins were an affront. They were evidence of an old failure, a conquest begun and never completed, a colonial project that had run for four hundred and fifty years without producing the one thing colonial projects are meant to produce: a colonized population that stays colonized. Ireland, by 1630, was not a subdued island. It was an unfinished one. And the war that would tear it apart eleven years later cannot be understood except as the final, catastrophic reckoning of that unfinished business — the moment when four and a half centuries of half-measures, failed absorptions, and abandoned settlements collided all at once with a new and much more thorough kind of colonization, one that had no patience for half-measures at all.

To understand why the Irish Confederate Wars broke out in 1641 with such force, and why they consumed the island so completely for the eleven years that followed, it is necessary to go back nearly five hundred years, to a beach in Bannow Bay in County Wexford, and to a marriage that was as much a conquest as any battle.

​The Deposition of a King

In 1166, Dermot MacMurrough, King of Leinster, lost his kingdom. He had ruled it, more or less successfully, for over three decades, but his reign had made him enemies, and in that year a coalition of rival Irish kings — led by the newly ascendant High King Ruaidrí Ua Conchobair of Connacht — drove him from his territory. MacMurrough did what defeated Irish kings had done for centuries when domestic alliances failed them: he went abroad in search of a patron who could restore him by force. What made his exile different from those of his predecessors was where he went and whom he found.

He crossed to England, sought out King Henry II, and secured from him something short of an army but valuable nonetheless — royal permission to recruit mercenaries from among Henry's Anglo-Norman barons. It was a modest concession, the kind of thing kings grant when they want to keep their options open without committing resources of their own. Henry had no particular interest in Ireland in 1166; his attention was consumed by his continental holdings and by the slow-burning quarrel with Thomas Becket that would eventually cost the archbishop his life. But he had no objection to letting an ambitious and impoverished nobility test its fortunes on Ireland's western frontier, and among the barons who took up MacMurrough's invitation was Richard de Clare, second Earl of Pembroke — a man better remembered by the nickname his contemporaries gave him for the pale color of his hair and, some said, the coldness of his temperament: Strongbow.

The bargain MacMurrough struck with Strongbow was, in its way, the founding transaction of English involvement in Ireland, and it is worth pausing on its terms because they established a pattern that would recur, in various disguises, for the next five centuries. In exchange for military assistance in recovering his kingdom, MacMurrough offered Strongbow the hand of his daughter Aoife in marriage, together with the promise that Strongbow would succeed him as King of Leinster upon his death. It was an act of extraordinary political recklessness, though MacMurrough could hardly have known it at the time. He was attempting to use a foreign military patron to settle an internal Irish quarrel, and in doing so he was writing his own kingdom into an inheritance that would pass, not to an Irish successor bound by the customary laws of Gaelic succession, but to a Norman baron bound by the entirely different logic of feudal primogeniture. Strongbow landed at Baginbun in 1170 with a modest but formidably equipped force of knights and archers, and the results were immediate and shattering. Waterford fell. Dublin fell. MacMurrough was restored to Leinster, and when he died the following year, Strongbow claimed the kingdom as his own, exactly as promised.

It was at this point that Henry II, who had been content to let his barons test their luck on an island he had shown no prior interest in annexing, discovered that one of the most powerful lords in his own kingdom now controlled an independent Irish kingdom with its own army, its own revenues, and no particular obligation to defer to the English crown. The prospect of an over-mighty subject carving out a sovereign Irish fiefdom was intolerable to a king who had spent much of his reign consolidating royal authority against precisely this kind of baronial independence, and in 1171 Henry crossed to Ireland himself, at the head of a far larger force than Strongbow had commanded, ostensibly to bring his unruly vassal to heel and, not incidentally, to establish his own overlordship over the entire island. He succeeded in both aims well enough to satisfy the chronicles, receiving the submission of Strongbow and a substantial number of Irish kings who calculated, correctly as it turned out, that accommodation with a distant English king was preferable to continued war against an entrenched Norman baron on their own doorstep. Henry left Ireland after a matter of months, his overlordship acknowledged but scarcely institutionalized, and in doing so he set the essential pattern for English rule in Ireland for the next four hundred years: an assertion of ultimate sovereignty from London, married to an actual, lived reality of control that was partial, contested, and administered at one remove through a colonial nobility whose loyalties would prove, over time, considerably more complicated than the crown's charters implied.

​The Incomplete Conquest

What followed the initial Norman invasion was neither the swift, total conquest that later English administrators liked to imagine as their birthright, nor the total failure that Irish nationalist historiography would sometimes claim in reaction. It was something messier and more interesting: a centuries-long process of partial colonization, in which Norman and later English settlement pushed outward from an administrative core around Dublin — the region that would come to be called the Pale — while huge swaths of the island, particularly in the west, the northwest, and much of Ulster, remained under the effective control of Gaelic Irish lordships that acknowledged English overlordship in the most nominal terms, when they acknowledged it at all.

The reasons for this incompleteness were partly military and partly demographic. Ireland was not, geographically, a country that lent itself to easy conquest. Its interior was thick with bog, forest, and difficult terrain that neutralized the advantages of heavy cavalry and fortified strongpoints on which Norman military dominance elsewhere in Europe had depended. Gaelic Irish warfare, adapted over centuries to this landscape, relied on mobility, raiding, and a network of alliances between lordships that could absorb the loss of a single battle without collapsing entirely — a style of resistance that proved maddeningly difficult for conventional medieval armies to extinguish. But the deeper reason for the incompleteness of the conquest was simpler and more human: there were never enough settlers. The Norman colonization of Ireland was, from the beginning, an aristocratic and military project rather than a demographic one. It transplanted lords, knights, and their retinues, along with some measure of English and Welsh tenant farmers in the more secure eastern regions, but it never approached the kind of wholesale population replacement that would later be attempted, with far greater ruthlessness and far greater resources, in the plantations of the seventeenth century. A colonization built primarily around a transplanted aristocracy is a colonization that depends, for its long-term survival, on that aristocracy either remaining permanently and militantly distinct from the population it rules, or accepting some degree of assimilation as the price of security and local legitimacy. In Ireland, decade after decade, generation after generation, the Norman lordships chose — or drifted into, which amounts to the same thing over enough time — the second course.

This process of assimilation is the single most important fact about medieval Ireland for understanding the crisis of the seventeenth century, and it deserves to be traced with some care, because the categories it produced would still be doing deadly political work four hundred years later.

​The Making of the Old English

The descendants of the original Norman conquerors did not remain a foreign garrison caste, sealed off from the society around them by law, language, and custom, the way later English administrators would have preferred and the way subsequent Tudor and Stuart policy tried, with escalating desperation, to ensure never happened again. Instead, over the twelfth, thirteenth, and fourteenth centuries, they underwent a slow and largely unplanned transformation that contemporaries eventually described, with a mixture of alarm and resignation, as having become Hiberniores Hibernis ipsis — more Irish than the Irish themselves.

The mechanisms of this transformation were unremarkable in themselves, which is precisely what made them so powerful. Norman lords, established on Irish estates far from the direct oversight of Dublin Castle or Westminster, married into the families of neighboring Gaelic Irish lordships, not as an occasional exception but as an increasingly routine feature of aristocratic diplomacy. They fostered their children with Irish families, a Gaelic custom of child-rearing that created bonds of loyalty and affection that frequently outlasted any sense of ethnic distinction. They adopted Irish dress, patronized Irish poets and brehon lawyers alongside their own household clergy, and in many cases came to speak Irish as readily as, or more readily than, the Norman French or English of their forebears. Great Norman dynasties — the Burkes of Connacht, the FitzGeralds of Kildare and Desmond, the Butlers of Ormond — became, within a few generations, indistinguishable in most practical respects from the Gaelic lordships around them, adopting Gaelic titles, Gaelic modes of warfare, and Gaelic patterns of clientship even as they retained, at least on parchment, their original Norman surnames and their nominal allegiance to the English crown.

The English administration in Dublin watched this assimilation with mounting horror throughout the fourteenth century, and its attempt to arrest it produced one of the most revealing documents of medieval Irish history: the Statutes of Kilkenny, enacted in 1366. The statutes are worth dwelling on because they articulate, with unusual bluntness, the anxiety that would haunt English policy in Ireland for the next two and a half centuries — the fear that the colonizer, left unsupervised for too long, would be absorbed by the colonized rather than the reverse. The statutes prohibited intermarriage between English settlers and the Gaelic Irish, forbade the English from adopting Irish names, Irish dress, or the Irish language, banned the fostering of English children among Irish families, and outlawed English patronage of Irish poets, storytellers, and musicians, all on the explicit grounds that these practices had already produced a dangerous degree of degeneracy among the settler population. That such comprehensive legislation was thought necessary is itself the clearest possible evidence of how far the assimilation had already proceeded by the mid-fourteenth century, and the statutes' near-total failure to reverse the trend over the following generations is equally clear evidence of how weak the instruments of central English authority in Ireland actually were, set against the accumulated weight of a century and a half of intermarriage, fosterage, and cultural exchange that no parchment prohibition was going to undo.

By the fifteenth century, the practical reach of the English crown in Ireland had contracted to a fraction of the island — an area radiating out from Dublin that came to be known, with a certain grim precision, as the Pale, beyond whose defensive ditches and fortifications English common law and English administration held only the loosest and most theoretical sway. Beyond the Pale, effective power was distributed among a patchwork of Gaelic Irish lordships and Old English magnate families — the term Old English beginning, by this point, to be a more accurate description than any suggestion of continued Englishness in custom or loyalty — who governed their territories according to a blend of Gaelic brehon law and their own inherited feudal privileges, paid only irregular and often nominal tribute to Dublin, and conducted relations with one another, and occasionally with Dublin itself, through the same shifting web of alliance, marriage, fosterage, and periodic warfare that governed relations among purely Gaelic lordships. The great Anglo-Norman earldoms of Kildare, Desmond, and Ormond had, by the close of the medieval period, become power brokers whose loyalty to the crown was real but conditional, mediated always by their own dynastic interests and their deep entanglement with the Gaelic Irish world around them. It was a form of colonial rule, if the term can even be stretched to cover it, that had essentially stalled — neither completing its conquest of the island nor withdrawing from it, but settling into an uneasy, centuries-long equilibrium in which formal English sovereignty coexisted with a reality of devolved, hybridized, and only loosely supervised local power.

​The Two Catholic Irelands

It is essential, in setting out the structure of this equilibrium, to understand that it produced not one but two distinct populations who would, by the early seventeenth century, be forced into an uneasy and ultimately catastrophic alliance — an alliance whose internal tensions would do as much to determine the course and outcome of the Confederate Wars as any battle fought against a Protestant enemy.

The first of these populations was the Gaelic Irish proper: the descendants of the indigenous population and aristocracy who had never been conquered by, or assimilated into, the Norman settlement at all, whose lordships in Ulster, Connacht, and much of Munster had persisted through the medieval period with their own dynastic structures, their own legal system under the brehon lawyers, their own language, and their own deep historical memory of dispossession at Norman and, later, English hands. Families like the O'Neills of Tyrone, the O'Donnells of Tyrconnell, and the great Connacht dynasties represented a political and cultural world that had absorbed successive waves of external pressure — Norman, and later Tudor — without ever being fully subdued by them, a world whose leaders, by the late sixteenth century, would come to see themselves as the last defenders of an authentically Irish and authentically Catholic civilization against an English state that was growing, with each passing decade, more aggressively Protestant and more administratively thorough in its ambitions.

The second population was the Old English: the descendants of the original Norman conquerors, transformed by four centuries of intermarriage and cultural exchange into a community that was, by any reasonable definition, thoroughly Irish in custom, loyalty to place, and increasingly in language, while remaining acutely conscious of its distinct origins, its historical role as the crown's instrument of governance in Ireland, and its own considerable landed wealth and legal privilege within the English constitutional order. The Old English were concentrated most heavily in the Pale itself and in the walled towns of Leinster and Munster — Dublin, Kilkenny, Waterford, Galway — where their merchant and gentry families had, for centuries, provided the backbone of Irish participation in English administration, English law, and English parliamentary institutions. They thought of themselves, with considerable historical justification, as loyal subjects of the English crown, heirs to a settlement that predated the Tudor conquest by four centuries and that had earned them, by right of that long service, a place within the English political nation rather than outside it.

What united these two populations, and what would ultimately force them into political alliance despite everything that divided them by blood, history, language, and mutual suspicion, was a single overriding fact: both were Catholic, and both would find themselves, over the course of the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, increasingly excluded from political power, increasingly vulnerable to confiscation of their land, and increasingly regarded by an English state undergoing its own Protestant Reformation as fundamentally, dangerously untrustworthy — not because of anything they had individually done, but because of what they collectively believed.

It is worth being precise about how deep the divide between Gaelic Irish and Old English actually ran, because it is easy, reading backward from 1641, to see the two communities as natural allies whose eventual union in the Catholic Confederacy was simply the fulfillment of an obvious common interest. It was nothing of the sort. The Old English gentry of the Pale had, for generations, regarded the Gaelic Irish lordships beyond the Pale's boundaries with a mixture of fear and cultural condescension not entirely different from the attitudes of English settlers themselves, referring to unconquered Gaelic territory as "the Irishry" in legal and administrative documents that drew a sharp line between civility, associated with English law and English custom, and the perceived barbarism of Gaelic tribal society. The Old English had built their identity and their privileges precisely on their role as intermediaries and agents of English rule, and many Old English families had, over the centuries, participated directly in campaigns against Gaelic Irish lordships, acquired confiscated Gaelic land, and benefited from precisely the kind of colonial displacement that the Gaelic aristocracy experienced as an existential assault on their world. The two communities worshipped in the same Catholic rite, but they inhabited, culturally and politically, substantially different Irelands, and the process by which they were driven together — a process this book will trace across its opening chapters — was not the discovery of a natural affinity but the product of a Protestant state that, with mounting religious paranoia through the reigns of Elizabeth, James, and Charles, gradually made it impossible to draw any meaningful distinction between an Old English lord whose family had served the crown for four centuries and a Gaelic Irish chieftain whose ancestors had never submitted to it at all. Catholicism, in the eyes of an increasingly zealous Protestant administration, was the only fact about a landowner in Ireland that mattered, and by the early seventeenth century it was beginning to eclipse every other consideration — loyalty, service, ancestry, even language — in determining how the state would treat him.

​The Machinery of Displacement Begins

The processes that would eventually force this alliance were already visible, in embryonic form, by the middle of the sixteenth century, as the Tudor state, having broken with Rome and embraced Protestantism as an instrument of both religious and political consolidation, began to look at Ireland's incomplete conquest not as a tolerable medieval anomaly but as an intolerable and increasingly dangerous failure. A Catholic Ireland, loosely governed and only partially assimilated, was one thing when England itself remained Catholic or religiously ambiguous. It became something else entirely once England defined itself, at the level of state ideology, as a Protestant nation surrounded by Catholic enemies on the continent — enemies who might, at any moment, find in an unreformed, restively Catholic Ireland a back door into the heart of the English state itself. Successive Tudor monarchs, and Elizabeth I above all, pursued a policy in Ireland that combined military reconquest of the Gaelic lordships with schemes of plantation — the deliberate confiscation of Irish land and its resettlement with English, and later Scottish, Protestant colonists, intended to create a loyal and religiously reliable population where none had previously existed.

The early plantation schemes of the sixteenth century, in Laois and Offaly and later in Munster following the suppression of the Desmond rebellions, were smaller, more improvised, and considerably less successful than what would follow in the next century, but they established the essential template: military conquest, legal confiscation under one pretext or another, and resettlement by outsiders whose loyalty to crown and Protestant church was assumed to be more reliable, by definition, than that of any Catholic landholder, however impeccable his prior record of service. It was a template that would be refined, expanded, and applied with far greater ruthlessness and far greater resources following the definitive military crisis of Gaelic Ireland at the close of the sixteenth century — the Nine Years' War, and the catastrophe of its aftermath, to which this narrative now turns.

But before following that story forward, it is worth pausing on what has been established here, because it is the foundation on which everything else in this book will be built. Ireland in the early seventeenth century was not a settled colony awaiting only the final consolidation of an already-secure English rule. It was the product of an extraordinary and unfinished historical experiment — four and a half centuries of conquest that had never completed itself, that had instead produced two distinct Catholic populations bound to the land and to each other by faith even as they remained divided by history, language, and mutual suspicion, and that now faced, in the person of an increasingly confident and increasingly Protestant English state, a colonial power that had lost patience with unfinished business. The Norman lords who married into Gaelic families in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries could not have imagined that their assimilation would one day be treated as an act of political rebellion in itself. The Gaelic chieftains who watched Strongbow's ships land at Baginbun could not have foreseen that their descendants would, four hundred and seventy years later, stand alongside the descendants of those very invaders, in common cause, against a common threat that made their old enmities seem almost quaint by comparison.

That alliance was not yet inevitable in the early seventeenth century. It would take the specific catastrophes of the next four decades — the destruction of the Gaelic order in the Nine Years' War, the Flight of the Earls, the Plantation of Ulster, the slow tightening of the recusancy laws, and the final, fatal collapse of royal good faith in the Graces — to make it so. Those catastrophes are the subject of the chapters that follow. But they cannot be understood except against the backdrop set out here: a country whose conquest had never finished, and whose unfinished state was, by 1630, no longer a medieval curiosity to be tolerated but a problem the English state had resolved, at last, to solve completely.
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​Chapter 2: The Flight of the Earls
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On a September night in 1607, a small fleet of ships slipped out of Lough Swilly on the north coast of Donegal, carrying into permanent exile the last independent rulers of Gaelic Ireland. Hugh O'Neill, Earl of Tyrone, and Rory O'Donnell, Earl of Tyrconnell, boarded with their families, their retainers, and a portion of their remaining wealth, bound for the Spanish Netherlands and, they hoped, for a continental power still willing to back the restoration of Catholic Ulster by force of arms. Neither man would ever see Ireland again. Within six years both would be dead, buried far from the territories their families had ruled for centuries, and the lordships they left behind would pass, through a legal and administrative process of astonishing speed and thoroughness, into the hands of the English crown. The event came to be known, in the elegiac Irish phrase that has attached itself to it ever since, as the Flight of the Earls, and it deserves to be understood as one of the genuine hinge points of Irish history — the moment at which the old Gaelic order, already grievously wounded, delivered itself the final blow, and in doing so handed Dublin Castle an opportunity for confiscation and resettlement more complete than anything the English state had achieved in four and a half centuries of intermittent conquest.

To understand why two of the most powerful men in Ireland chose exile over resistance, and why their departure produced consequences so catastrophically disproportionate to the act itself, it is necessary to go back nine years earlier, to a river crossing in County Armagh where an Irish army did something no Irish army had done before: it destroyed an English force in open battle, on a scale large enough to threaten the entire English position in Ireland.

​The Making of a Rebel Earl

Hugh O'Neill was, in almost every particular of his upbringing, precisely the kind of Gaelic Irish lord the Tudor state believed it could rely upon. He had been raised for a portion of his youth in the English Pale, under the patronage of the crown, educated in English manners and, to a considerable degree, in English assumptions about loyalty and governance. He had served the English administration militarily in his younger years, had been formally created Earl of Tyrone by royal patent, and had spent much of his career cultivating a reputation in Dublin and London as a moderate, Anglicized magnate — precisely the sort of Gaelic aristocrat whose cooperation the plantation strategists of the late sixteenth century hoped to multiply across the island, converting the old Irish lordships into loyal, English-style earldoms one careful generation at a time.

The strategy failed with O'Neill in the most spectacular way imaginable, and the reasons for its failure illuminate something essential about the limits of Tudor policy in Ireland. O'Neill's authority in Ulster did not rest on his English earldom alone. It rested, far more substantially, on his position within the Gaelic political order as The O'Neill, inaugurated at the ancient inauguration stone at Tullyhogue according to customs that had nothing to do with English patent or English law, and that carried with them obligations of leadership, of military mobilization, and of defense of Gaelic custom against outside encroachment that sat in permanent and ultimately irreconcilable tension with his role as an English earl. For a decade, O'Neill managed to inhabit both identities simultaneously, extracting from each the advantages it offered — English recognition and title from one, Gaelic authority and military capacity from the other — while deferring, as long as possible, the moment when the two roles would come into open conflict. That moment arrived, decisively, in the 1590s, as the pace of English administrative and military encroachment into Ulster accelerated, as new garrisons and forts began to appear in territory O'Neill regarded as his own, and as the cumulative pressure of plantation ambition, religious hostility, and simple mistrust between O'Neill and successive English governors made the pretense of dual loyalty impossible to sustain any longer.

What followed was the Nine Years' War, fought from 1593 to 1603, and it was, by a considerable margin, the most serious military challenge the English state faced anywhere in its dominions during the entire reign of Elizabeth I. O'Neill did not fight alone. He built, with genuine strategic skill, a coalition of Gaelic lordships across Ulster and eventually across much of the island, most critically securing the alliance of Hugh Roe O'Donnell of Tyrconnell, whose own family had suffered directly and personally at English hands — O'Donnell himself had been lured aboard an English ship as a boy and imprisoned for years in Dublin Castle before a daring escape restored him to his inheritance, an experience that left him with a hatred of the English state as visceral and personal as any grievance in the entire conflict. Together, O'Neill and O'Donnell assembled an army that was, in its equipment and its discipline, unlike anything Gaelic Ireland had previously put into the field. O'Neill had spent years quietly modernizing his forces, acquiring firearms and armor through what trade and diplomacy could arrange, training his infantry in continental-style formations, and building a military organization that could, for the first time in the history of Tudor Ireland, meet an English army on something approaching equal terms.

The results, in the war's middle years, were extraordinary. At the Battle of Clontibret in 1595, O'Neill's forces mauled an English relief column attempting to resupply the garrison at Monaghan. Far more consequentially, at the Battle of the Yellow Ford in August 1598, O'Neill's combined Ulster army destroyed an English force under Sir Henry Bagenal attempting to relieve the besieged fort at the Blackwater. Bagenal himself was killed, along with, by most estimates, well over a third of his roughly four-thousand-man force — the single greatest defeat inflicted on an English army in Ireland in the entire history of the Tudor conquest, and a shock that reverberated through the English political establishment with a force approaching genuine panic. Word of the disaster helped ignite a wider rising across much of Ireland, as Gaelic lordships in Connacht and Munster, sensing that English power might genuinely be broken, rose in support of O'Neill's cause, and for a period of perhaps two years, between 1598 and 1600, the prospect of a complete Gaelic and Catholic reconquest of Ireland, expelling English administration from the island entirely, was not the fantasy it would appear in hindsight but a live strategic possibility that the English state took with the utmost seriousness.

​The Turn of the War

The war turned, in the end, not because O'Neill's military skill deserted him but because the resources arrayed against him were, in the final analysis, too great to be overcome by tactical brilliance alone, and because the coalition he had built, like every Gaelic Irish coalition before it, proved vulnerable to the accumulated weight of English money, English naval power, and the patient, ruthless application of scorched-earth tactics against a civilian population that could be starved into submission even where it could not be defeated in the field. Elizabeth dispatched successive commanders to Ireland with escalating resources and escalating brutality of method — the Earl of Essex first, in a campaign that achieved little beyond humiliating its author, and then, decisively, Charles Blount, Lord Mountjoy, who arrived in 1600 with a clear-eyed and coldly effective strategy that abandoned the pursuit of decisive battle in favor of systematic devastation: the construction of forward garrisons that fragmented O'Neill's territory, the deliberate destruction of crops and cattle across Ulster in a campaign of induced famine, and the patient strangulation of the rebellion's economic base rather than the pursuit of the glorious set-piece victory that had eluded every English commander before him.

The final catastrophe came not in Ulster at all but on the far southern coast, at Kinsale, where in 1601 a Spanish expeditionary force, sent by Philip III in long-delayed answer to years of O'Neill's diplomatic appeals to Catholic Spain, finally landed to support the Irish cause. The Spanish force, under Don Juan del Águila, occupied Kinsale and was promptly besieged there by Mountjoy's army, forcing O'Neill and O'Donnell into the very thing they had spent nine years successfully avoiding: a long winter march south, out of the defensible terrain of Ulster where their tactics of mobility and ambush had served them so well, into open country in Munster where they would be compelled to fight a conventional battle against a well-supplied English army on ground of the enemy's choosing. The Battle of Kinsale, fought on a bitter December morning in 1601, was a disaster for the Irish coalition, a confused and poorly coordinated engagement in which O'Neill's forces, exhausted by the march and unable to coordinate effectively with the besieged Spanish garrison, were routed with heavy losses. O'Donnell, in the war's cruelest postscript, sailed for Spain to seek further aid and died there within the year, probably of poison administered by an English agent, at the age of not yet thirty.

O'Neill fought on for a further eighteen months, retreating northward into the diminishing sanctuary of Ulster, but the war was, after Kinsale, effectively decided, and the devastation Mountjoy's scorched-earth campaign had inflicted on the Ulster countryside — contemporary accounts describe a population reduced to eating grass and, in the war's final desperate winter, to cannibalism in some districts — had broken the material capacity of O'Neill's lordship to sustain further resistance regardless of any remaining tactical options. O'Neill submitted formally to Mountjoy at Mellifont in March 1603, laying down his arms and accepting the crown's terms for a negotiated peace. It is one of the darker ironies of the whole affair that O'Neill did not learn, until after he had already submitted, that Elizabeth I had died six days earlier, and that he was making his final surrender not to the queen whose armies had spent nine years and a fortune in treasure trying to destroy him, but to her successor, James VI of Scotland, now James I of England — a fact that would matter a great deal for what followed, because James's disposition toward the defeated Ulster lords, and the promises made to O'Neill at Mellifont regarding the preservation of his lands and titles, rested on a rather different political foundation than anything Elizabeth's government would have offered.

​An Uneasy Peace

The Treaty of Mellifont was, on its face, remarkably generous to a man who had just fought the crown to a near-standstill for nearly a decade. O'Neill was permitted to retain his earldom and the great bulk of his lands in Tyrone, was pardoned for his rebellion, and was restored, at least nominally, to something resembling his prior status as a great English-recognized magnate. The same generous terms were extended to Rory O'Donnell, O'Donnell's younger brother, who inherited his sibling's Tyrconnell lordship and was created Earl of Tyrconnell in his own right — a title that, notably, his family had never held under the old Gaelic dispensation, since the O'Donnells had ruled as chieftains rather than as crown-recognized earls, and the elevation was itself a small but telling instance of the English state attempting to remake Gaelic authority in an English mold even as it made peace with the men who had just fought most bitterly against that very process.

But the peace was, from the outset, an uneasy and structurally unstable one, for reasons that had relatively little to do with the personal intentions of either O'Neill or the new king and everything to do with the deeper transformation the war itself had wrought in how the English state now understood its relationship to Ulster and to Gaelic Ireland more broadly. The Nine Years' War had demonstrated, with a clarity no previous conflict had achieved, precisely how dangerous an independent Gaelic Ulster could be to the security of the entire English position in Ireland — a demonstration that did not exactly recommend a policy of continued tolerance for the old Gaelic order, however formally that order had now submitted, and however generous the specific terms extended to its defeated leaders. The war had also brought thousands of new English officials, soldiers, and administrators into direct contact with Ulster for the first time, many of whom emerged from the conflict with a settled conviction that the province could never be secured on any lasting basis while it remained under the authority, however chastened, of its native aristocracy, and that the only genuine solution was the one that had already been applied, with variable success, elsewhere in Ireland across the previous half-century: wholesale confiscation and plantation with a reliably loyal, reliably Protestant population.

O'Neill, for his part, found the post-war years increasingly intolerable, for reasons that combined wounded pride with genuine and well-founded political anxiety. The earldom he had been permitted to retain was, in practice, subjected to a steady erosion of the customary authority that had underpinned Gaelic lordship for centuries — English common law and English county administration were extended into Ulster in ways that directly undercut O'Neill's traditional rights over his tenants and sub-lords, English garrisons remained stationed in his territory on terms he had little power to contest, and the general tenor of relations between the restored earl and Dublin Castle was one of mutual, barely concealed suspicion rather than the settled accommodation the Mellifont terms had ostensibly promised. Local rivals, some of them Gaelic lords who had sided with the crown during the war and now saw an opportunity to press old grievances against O'Neill with the sympathetic ear of an administration eager to find pretexts for further intervention in Ulster, brought a steady stream of complaints and legal challenges against him. O'Neill, increasingly convinced that Dublin Castle was engaged in a slow, deliberate strategy of provocation designed to manufacture grounds for his final destruction — a conviction that later historians have generally judged to have been substantially correct, even if the precise mechanism of his eventual downfall took a form neither he nor the administration fully anticipated — found himself, by 1607, contemplating an option that would have been unthinkable to the confident earl of 1603: leaving Ireland altogether.

​The Departure

The immediate circumstances that precipitated the Flight of the Earls remain, even after centuries of historical investigation, somewhat obscure in their precise mechanics, though the broad shape of events is clear enough. O'Neill and Tyrconnell, together with a substantial number of their kinsmen, retainers, and dependents — perhaps ninety persons in total, drawn from the leading families of the old Ulster Gaelic order — resolved in the summer of 1607 to abandon their earldoms and seek refuge on the continent, evidently in the hope of securing Spanish military support for a renewed rising, or at minimum securing for themselves a dignified exile among fellow Catholic powers rather than remaining in Ireland to await what they had come to believe was an inevitable legal or physical destruction at English hands. Whether the earls' fears of imminent arrest and prosecution were based on genuine, specific intelligence of an English plot against them, or whether they represented a more diffuse anxiety that had simply accumulated past the point of tolerability after four years of post-war harassment, has been debated by historians ever since, and the truth probably lies somewhere in the uncomfortable middle: real grievances and real threats, magnified by an atmosphere of mutual suspicion so thick that any additional pressure might have tipped the balance toward flight regardless of its precise cause.

What is not in doubt is the manner of the departure itself, and the psychological weight it carried for everyone who witnessed it. On the night of September 14, 1607, the earls and their party boarded a French ship at Rathmullan on the shores of Lough Swilly and sailed for the continent, leaving behind not merely their lands and titles but an entire social and political order that had, in one form or another, governed Ulster for longer than living memory could reach. They left, moreover, with remarkable haste and evident secrecy, gathering their households and a portion of their movable wealth on short notice and slipping away without the ceremony, the negotiated terms, or the formal acknowledgment that had traditionally accompanied even the most catastrophic transfers of Gaelic lordship in the past. There was no battle. There was no formal surrender. There was, simply, a departure — and it is precisely this quality of abruptness, of an entire aristocratic order choosing exile over confrontation, that gave the event its enduring and distinctive resonance in Irish memory, commemorated in poetry and lament almost from the moment it occurred, in a way that even the far bloodier catastrophe of Kinsale had never quite achieved.

The earls' voyage was itself an ordeal — storms forced their ship to alter course repeatedly, and the party did not reach the continent until they had endured weeks of difficult and dangerous sailing, eventually making landfall in France before proceeding onward through the Spanish Netherlands toward Rome, where Pope Paul V received the exiled lords with considerable ceremony, a reception that underscored the extent to which the flight was understood across Catholic Europe as an event of genuine geopolitical significance rather than a private misfortune befalling two disgruntled Irish noblemen. O'Neill would spend the remaining six years of his life in Rome, a pensioner of the Spanish crown and the Papacy, still nominally plotting a return to Ireland that never came any closer to realization, growing progressively more infirm and, by most accounts, more embittered, until his death in 1616. He was buried, far from Tullyhogue and the inauguration stone where his authority as The O'Neill had once been consecrated, in the church of San Pietro in Montorio on the Janiculum hill, among the graves of fellow Irish and Catholic exiles — a resting place that could hardly have offered a more complete or more melancholy inversion of everything his earldom, at its height, had represented.

​The Vacuum and the Opportunity

What matters most for the history that follows, however, is not the personal fate of the departed earls but the political vacuum their departure created in Ulster, and the speed and thoroughness with which the English administration in Dublin moved to exploit it. It is here that the true significance of the Flight of the Earls becomes visible, because the event's consequences were disproportionate, by any reasonable measure, to what had actually occurred. Two earls and their immediate households had left Ireland voluntarily, without rebellion, without formal charge, and without any legal process establishing that they had committed treason or forfeited their lands under existing law. And yet within a matter of months, the English state had constructed, through a combination of legal maneuver and administrative fiat, grounds for treating the flight as an act of constructive treason sufficient to justify the confiscation of the entire earldoms of Tyrone and Tyrconnell — territories that comprised, by most calculations, the great majority of six Ulster counties — together with the lands of numerous lesser lords who had accompanied the earls or who could be plausibly associated with their departure.

The legal reasoning that accomplished this transformation, worked out by Attorney General Sir John Davies and endorsed by the Dublin administration with an alacrity that suggests the opportunity had been anticipated, if not actively engineered, well before the earls' ships had even cleared Lough Swilly, rested on the proposition that the earls' unauthorized departure from the realm, undertaken without royal license and in circumstances suggesting an intention to seek foreign military assistance against the crown, constituted in itself an act of treason sufficient to trigger the forfeiture of their estates, regardless of whether any specific act of rebellion had yet been committed on Irish soil. It was a legally aggressive interpretation, and contemporaries both Irish and English recognized it as such, but it served the administration's purposes with an efficiency that left little appetite in Dublin Castle for scrupulous legal restraint. By the end of 1607, proclamations had been issued declaring the earls traitors and their lands forfeit to the crown, and the machinery of survey, confiscation, and resettlement — machinery that had been developing and refining itself across half a century of smaller and less successful plantation schemes elsewhere in Ireland — began, almost immediately, to turn its attention to Ulster on a scale that dwarfed anything previously attempted.

It is worth pausing on the sheer speed of this transition, because it reveals something important about the underlying logic of the English state's approach to Ireland by the early seventeenth century. This was not a colonial power improvising a response to an unexpected crisis. It was a colonial power that had, for decades, been developing the administrative and legal tools necessary to convert Gaelic Irish land into English and Protestant possession whenever the opportunity presented itself, and that recognized, the moment the earls' ships disappeared over the horizon, that the opportunity had finally arrived on a scale that earlier plantation schemes in Munster and elsewhere had never approached. The Flight of the Earls did not create the impulse toward wholesale confiscation and plantation in Ulster. That impulse long predated 1607, rooted in the strategic lessons of the Nine Years' War and in a broader Tudor and Jacobean conviction that Gaelic Ireland could never be reliably governed while it retained its native aristocratic structure intact. What the flight provided was the pretext — sudden, legally exploitable, and morally uncomplicated by the need to justify a military campaign of conquest against lords who had, after all, already submitted and been formally pardoned. The earls had, in the eyes of the administration and in the eyes of a substantial portion of English public opinion at the time, condemned themselves, sparing the crown the expense and the diplomatic awkwardness of manufacturing a fresh war to accomplish what confiscation could now achieve on paper.

​A Rebellion That Made It Worse

The scale of confiscation contemplated in the immediate aftermath of the flight was itself expanded, within months, by a further development that hardened the administration's resolve and widened the circle of forfeiture still further. In 1608, Sir Cahir O'Doherty, a young Gaelic lord of Inishowen who had, unlike O'Neill and Tyrconnell, remained loyal to the crown throughout the Nine Years' War and had indeed been knighted for his service, rose in a sudden and short-lived rebellion, provoked by a personal quarrel with the governor of Derry that escalated, with startling speed, into an assault on the town itself, in which Derry was burned and its governor killed. The rebellion was suppressed within weeks — O'Doherty himself was killed in battle that summer — but its psychological and political effect on the English administration was entirely disproportionate to its brief duration. Here, the government could argue, was fresh proof that Ulster remained fundamentally unstable, that even a crown-loyal Gaelic lord could turn to violence with only the slightest provocation, and that the security of the province could never be assured so long as any substantial portion of it remained under native Irish landownership, whatever the individual loyalty of particular lords might have proven to be in the past. O'Doherty's rebellion, brief and militarily insignificant as it was, provided the final piece of justification the administration needed to expand the scope of planned confiscation well beyond the specific earldoms forfeited by the Flight of the Earls, sweeping in additional Gaelic lordships across six counties on grounds of association, suspicion, or simple administrative convenience.

The psychological shock the flight and its aftermath produced among the Gaelic Irish population of Ulster, and indeed across Ireland more broadly, is difficult to overstate, and it is worth dwelling on before turning to the mechanics of the plantation itself, because that shock forms an essential part of the emotional and political inheritance that would resurface, with such explosive force, in 1641. For the tenants, sub-lords, poets, and clergy who had lived their entire lives within the structure of O'Neill and O'Donnell lordship — a structure that, whatever its internal inequities, represented a form of continuity stretching back centuries, embedded in the land itself through custom, inauguration ritual, and inherited obligation — the sudden and total disappearance of that structure was experienced not merely as a political event but as something closer to a rupture in the natural order of things. The bardic poets of Ulster, whose profession depended on eulogizing and legitimating precisely the kind of hereditary Gaelic lordship that had just evaporated overnight, produced in the years immediately following 1607 a body of lament literature of extraordinary emotional intensity, mourning not merely the departure of two individual earls but the passing of an entire civilization, a world in which the relationship between lord and land, and between lord and people, had followed patterns of legitimacy and obligation that the incoming English and Scottish settlers, whatever their own individual merits, could never replicate or even fully comprehend. This was not simply nostalgia. It was the recognition, widely shared and repeatedly articulated in the surviving literature of the period, that something had ended in Ulster in 1607 that could not be restored by any subsequent political accommodation, and that recognition would feed, across the following three decades, into a current of grievance and resentment that the specific policies of plantation, discussed in the chapter that follows, would only deepen and sharpen.

​Toward Plantation

By 1609, the administrative machinery for the resettlement of the confiscated lands was substantially in place, and the scale of what was contemplated marked a genuine departure from every previous English attempt at colonization in Ireland. Earlier plantation schemes, in Laois and Offaly under Mary and Munster under Elizabeth, had been comparatively improvised affairs, launched without systematic prior survey, populated inconsistently, and vulnerable, as the Munster plantation had proven during the Nine Years' War, to being swept away almost entirely the moment Gaelic resistance regained the initiative. The Ulster plantation that emerged from the Flight of the Earls was conceived, from its earliest planning stages, as something considerably more rigorous: a systematic survey of the confiscated territory, a detailed scheme allocating land to English and Scottish undertakers according to specified conditions of settlement and fortification, and an explicit strategic intention to replace not merely the aristocratic superstructure of Gaelic Ulster but a substantial proportion of its actual population, creating a settler presence dense and permanent enough to withstand any future rising in a way that the thinner and more improvised settlements of earlier plantations had conspicuously failed to do.

The details of that scheme, and the human and political consequences of its implementation across the following two decades, belong to the chapter that follows. What deserves to be fixed clearly in mind, before turning to that account, is the essential character of the event just narrated: not a conquest, in any conventional military sense, but an abdication, voluntary in form though scarcely voluntary in the desperation that produced it, which handed to an English administration already primed to exploit any such opportunity a legal and political pretext for confiscation more complete and more consequential than anything nine years of open warfare had achieved. Hugh O'Neill had fought the Tudor state to a near-standstill in the field, inflicting on it the worst defeat any Gaelic Irish army had ever managed and very nearly breaking the entire English position in Ireland in the process. It was not that war, in the end, that destroyed the old order of Gaelic Ulster. It was a quiet night sailing from Lough Swilly, four years after the guns had fallen silent, and the ruthless speed with which Dublin Castle turned an act of despair into an instrument of dispossession. The land the earls left behind would not remain empty for long. Within two years, the ships bringing English and Scottish settlers to Ulster would begin arriving in earnest, and the character of the province — its landownership, its religion, its very demographic composition — would be remade with a thoroughness that would ensure, when rebellion finally came in 1641, that it would come to an Ulster fundamentally different from the one Hugh O'Neill had ruled, and that the violence, when it arrived, would carry with it thirty-four years of accumulated grievance that the earls, sailing into exile in 1607, could scarcely have imagined they were setting in motion.
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​Chapter 3: Plantation
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A map survives from the early planning of the Ulster settlement, drawn up by English surveyors in the years immediately following the confiscations of 1609, and what strikes the modern viewer most forcefully is not its content but its confidence. Lines are drawn across territory whose contours the surveyors barely understood, dividing land that had never before been parceled according to English measure into neat geometric proportions — so many acres to an English undertaker here, so many to a Scottish undertaker there, so many reserved for the established church, so many for a garrison town yet to be built on ground that had, within living memory, belonged to families whose names appear nowhere on the document at all. It is a map of erasure disguised as a map of order, and it represents, better than any single narrative account can, the essential character of what the English state attempted in Ulster between 1609 and the early 1630s: not merely the confiscation of land, which Ireland had experienced in various forms for four centuries, but its total reimagining, redrawn from first principles as though the province were an empty canvas rather than a landscape thick with inherited obligation, memory, and grievance.

The Plantation of Ulster was, by any measure, the most ambitious and the most consequential act of social engineering the English state had yet attempted anywhere within its dominions, and its effects would prove permanent in a way that no earlier Irish plantation scheme had managed to achieve. To understand why the rebellion of 1641 broke out with such ferocity in precisely the province where it did, and why the war that followed proved so difficult to resolve through negotiation, it is necessary to trace, in some detail, both the mechanics of that resettlement and its human cost — a cost measured not only in the dispossession of those who remained in Ireland but in the far-flung continental exile of those who left, and who would return, a generation later, as the most formidable soldiers Confederate Ireland would ever field.

​The Architecture of Confiscation

The scheme that emerged from the planning conducted in London and Dublin between 1608 and 1610 divided the confiscated territory of six Ulster counties — Donegal, Tyrone, Armagh, Cavan, Fermanagh, and Coleraine, the last of these renamed Londonderry to reflect the involvement of London's livery companies in its settlement — according to a system that was, on paper, meticulously rational. Land was surveyed and organized into precincts, each precinct further divided into proportions of varying size, and each proportion allocated to one of three categories of grantee. English and Scottish undertakers, so called because they undertook specific conditions of settlement in exchange for their grants, received the largest and most favorable allocations, on the explicit condition that they populate their lands exclusively with British Protestant tenants, build defensible fortifications within a specified period, and exclude Irish tenants from their estates entirely. Servitors — former army officers and administrators who had served the crown in Ireland, frequently during the Nine Years' War itself — received a second category of grant, permitted, unlike the undertakers, to retain some Irish tenants on their lands, though at rents and under conditions that reflected the reduced legal status those tenants now occupied. And a smaller portion of land was set aside for so-called deserving Irish — native landholders judged to have remained loyal during the recent war, or otherwise politically useful to retain — though the proportion of territory allocated to this category was, from the outset, calculated to be a small fraction of what had been confiscated, and the security of tenure it offered proved, in practice, considerably less durable than the grants awarded to incoming settlers.

The overall arithmetic of the scheme, once implemented, produced a transformation in landownership of a scale genuinely without precedent in Irish history. By the estimates most commonly cited by historians of the plantation, something in the region of eighty percent of the land confiscated across the six escheated counties passed into the hands of English and Scottish settlers within a generation of the scheme's inception, a proportion that left the surviving Gaelic landholding class of Ulster — families who, a mere two decades earlier, had commanded armies capable of nearly breaking English power in Ireland entirely — reduced to a residual fraction of their former territorial base, clustered on marginal grants or surviving as tenants on land their families had once ruled outright. The city of Londonderry itself, rebuilt within new walls by the London companies whose investment gave the settlement its name, stood by the 1620s as the visible emblem of the entire project: a fortified Protestant town, its very name a monument to English commercial and civic sponsorship, occupying ground that had been Gaelic Ulster's principal ecclesiastical center for a thousand years before the first English surveyor arrived to measure it.

What made the Ulster plantation different from its predecessors, and what gave it its durability, was not simply its scale but its systematic character — the deliberate attempt, embedded in the conditions attached to every undertaker's grant, to prevent the very process of gradual assimilation that had undone the Norman conquest of the twelfth century and reduced its settlers, within a few generations, to the Old English population whose ambiguous loyalties would themselves come under such suspicion by the 1630s. Undertakers were required by the terms of their patents to import a specified quota of English or Scottish tenants for every proportion of land they received, to build stone or brick dwellings and defensive works within strict timeframes, and, crucially, to exclude Irish tenants from their estates altogether — a condition that, had it been rigorously enforced, would have created a settlement genuinely segregated from the surrounding native population in a way no earlier English colonization of Ireland had attempted. The architects of the plantation had studied the failure of the Munster scheme, undone so easily during the Nine Years' War precisely because its settler population had been thin, scattered, and insufficiently fortified to withstand a determined native rising, and they were determined not to repeat the error. Ulster would be planted densely, defended thoroughly, and kept — at least in theory — ethnically and religiously distinct from the dispossessed population around it.

​The Gap Between Design and Reality

The plantation as actually implemented over the following two decades diverged from this design in ways that mattered enormously for the province's subsequent history, and it is worth dwelling on that divergence because it produced a settlement pattern considerably more complicated, and in some respects more combustible, than the clean ethnic and religious segregation its planners had originally envisioned. The condition prohibiting Irish tenancy on undertaker land proved, from the outset, almost impossible to enforce in practice. English and Scottish settlers arrived in numbers consistently below what the scheme's quotas required, particularly in its early years, and undertakers facing a genuine shortage of British tenants willing to relocate to a recently conquered and still unsettled frontier frequently found it more profitable, whatever the letter of their patents demanded, to retain Irish tenants at higher rents than they could readily extract from scarce incoming settlers, or simply because no alternative tenant population existed to work the land at all. Successive government commissions of inquiry through the 1610s and 1620s documented widespread non-compliance with the settlement quotas, and periodic threats of confiscation for breach of patent conditions did little to fundamentally alter a pattern that had become, within a decade of the plantation's launch, a structural feature of the province rather than a temporary irregularity awaiting correction.

The consequence was a Ulster of the 1630s that was neither the cleanly segregated Protestant frontier its designers had intended nor a simple continuation of the pre-plantation Gaelic order, but something considerably more precarious: a landscape in which dispossessed Irish families, many of them former freeholders now reduced to tenancy on land their ancestors had owned, lived in close and daily proximity to a settler population that held legal title to that same land under a colonial dispensation whose legitimacy the dispossessed had never accepted and whose Protestant religious character marked, in the starkest possible terms, exactly who had won and who had lost in the great redistribution. This proximity, rather than easing the tensions of dispossession through gradual familiarity, arguably sharpened them, because it meant that the daily, lived reality of confiscation — a former Gaelic freeholder working, as a tenant at will, land his family had held for generations, answerable now to a Scottish Presbyterian or English Anglican landlord whose religious practice he regarded as heretical and whose legal claim he regarded as theft — was constantly and visibly reinforced, rather than fading into the more abstract grievance of a population that had been fully and physically displaced.

The religious dimension of this daily reinforcement deserves particular emphasis, because it distinguished the Ulster plantation from every previous phase of English colonization in Ireland and gave the dispossession a theological weight that would prove decisive in 1641. Earlier waves of English settlement in Ireland, medieval and Tudor alike, had been carried out by a Catholic or, at worst, religiously ambiguous colonizing power, and the resulting settler populations had, as the history of the Old English demonstrated, frequently assimilated into the surrounding Catholic culture over time, their political loyalty to the crown eventually diverging sharply from any project of religious conversion. The Ulster settlers of the 1610s and 1620s arrived as members of an explicitly and often militantly Protestant state, the Scottish contingent in particular bringing with them a Presbyterian faith whose theological hostility to Catholic practice was, if anything, more intense and more doctrinally uncompromising than that of the Church of England itself. There would be no repetition, in Jacobean Ulster, of the slow religious and cultural convergence that had transformed the Norman lords of the twelfth century into the Old English Catholics of the seventeenth. The new settlers built their own churches, brought their own clergy, and regarded the Catholic worship of the dispossessed population around them not merely as a different and inferior custom to be tolerated or gradually absorbed, but as active spiritual error, a condition to be corrected through conversion or, failing that, contained and controlled through law. The plantation was, in this sense, not merely a transfer of land but the establishment of a permanent religious frontier, one that ran not along some distant and abstract boundary but through the middle of nearly every barony in the six escheated counties, dividing landlord from tenant, church from church, in a pattern that would still be visible, hardened into sectarian geography, four centuries later.

​Leinster and Munster: The Quieter Confiscations

The Ulster scheme, for all its scale and its enduring historical prominence, was not the only plantation underway in Ireland during these decades, and the smaller confiscations proceeding simultaneously in Leinster and Munster deserve attention both for their own considerable human cost and for the way they extended the psychology of dispossession beyond Ulster's borders, ensuring that the grievances feeding into 1641 were never confined to a single province, however much later historical memory has tended to concentrate on the Ulster experience as the paradigmatic case.

In the midlands and in scattered districts of Leinster, the government pursued, throughout the 1610s and 1620s, a series of smaller confiscations targeting individual lordships whose titles could be challenged, through inquisitions of dubious legal rigor, on grounds of defective tenure, disputed inheritance, or association with past rebellion, however remote. These inquiries — the same commissions of "defective title" that would reach their most notorious expression under Thomas Wentworth in the following decade — proceeded parcel by parcel rather than through the wholesale territorial confiscation applied to Ulster, but their cumulative effect over two decades was to strip a meaningful proportion of Leinster's remaining Gaelic and Old English landholders of estates that had, in many cases, survived every previous wave of English conquest intact. The pattern in Munster followed a broadly similar trajectory, compounding a colonization process that dated back to the plantation schemes of the 1580s, themselves imposed following the suppression of the Desmond rebellions and already responsible for one earlier cycle of confiscation and resettlement in the province. By the 1620s, taken together, these Leinster and Munster confiscations had removed roughly a third of the remaining estates held by indigenous landowners across the two provinces, a figure considerably smaller in absolute terms than the eighty percent transformation of Ulster but significant enough to ensure that landholders in every part of the island, Gaelic and Old English alike, understood by the 1630s that their tenure rested on foundations the state regarded as permanently contestable, subject to challenge whenever legal ingenuity or administrative convenience made confiscation worth pursuing.

It was this broader, island-wide pattern of legal insecurity — rather than the Ulster plantation considered in isolation — that would give the Graces of 1628 and their subsequent betrayal, discussed in the chapter that follows, their particular political charge. A Catholic landowner in Clare or Tipperary in the 1630s did not need to look to distant Ulster to understand what confiscation meant or how readily the state could accomplish it. He needed only to observe what had already happened to Leinster and Munster neighbors whose titles had proven, under sufficiently motivated legal scrutiny, no more secure than those of the Ulster earls who had fled a generation before.

​The Exodus of the Military Class

The human cost of this island-wide process of dispossession fell most heavily, and in ways most consequential for the eventual course of the Confederate Wars, upon a particular stratum of Gaelic and Old English society: the military aristocracy, the class of lords, gentlemen, and professional soldiers whose position within the old order had depended precisely on the martial functions — raising retinues, maintaining
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