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Welcome


‘Any true book on Ireland must be full of contradictions and thoughts that may be only half true’

H. V. MORTON,
In Search of Ireland



My grandmother always said she’d make a handsome corpse. And when I saw her laid out on the bed, her hands neatly folded on her stomach, rosary beads entwined in her fingers, her soft leather shoes pointing to the ceiling, I knew she had been right. She was wearing the dress she’d had made for her son’s wedding: an elaborate, full-skirted creation in russet, gold and black on which abstract geometric patterns competed with swirling floral motifs – it looked like a painting by Gustav Klimt. Her eyes were closed. The lamp on the bedside table threw an eerie glow across her pale face. I stood in the doorway, stunned. The clock on the bedside table marked time in languid ticks.

My grandmother opened one eye. ‘Well?’ she said. ‘What do you think?’

Two nights earlier, over tea in front of the open fire, my grandmother had outlined her plans for her funeral. This was not the first time – I’d been receiving regular updates about this funeral for years. I knew her choice of undertaker, how she wanted to be waked and what prayers she had chosen for her memorial card. On this occasion she wanted to discuss her ‘rig-out’. Though far from rich, my grandmother had always been an extremely stylish woman, immaculately turned out in well-made clothes, and her funeral was to be no exception. Her plan, she told me, was to be laid out in the Klimt dress.

‘But Nana,’ I said, ‘it’s twenty years old.’

Nana did not see the problem.

‘Besides,’ I added, ‘you’re a much smaller woman now.’

Nana waved a hand. ‘Yerra, it’ll be fine. Shure Kirwan’s will sort all that out.’

Kirwan’s were the undertakers she had chosen. I was not convinced that their seamstress – assuming they had one – would be quite as nimble-fingered as Nana believed, and it seems my opposition sowed the seeds of doubt. Two days later I arrived home from college to find her resplendently, if temporarily, ‘dead’.

‘Take a photo,’ she demanded. ‘I want to see how I look.’

Conversations with Nana about death were as ordinary as conversations about the weather. If you asked her how she was, she would invariably answer, ‘Dying away,’ a process that – though she was in perfect health – seemed to overshadow the last forty years of her life. And if it wasn’t her own death, it was other people’s. One day, when she returned from one of the innumerable funerals she attended, I asked her if her friend Mrs Burke had been there too. She replied, ‘Arra, she was, barely. That woman would be dead years if she’d the sense to stiffen.’ On another occasion I took her on a trip back to her home town in Clare. I sat in a sugán chair by the fireside eating Swiss roll and drinking cups of tea so strong, as Nana used to say, you could trot a mouse across them, and listened as she and her old schoolfriend Catherine recited a litany of illnesses, deaths and funerals in the parish. As Catherine paused after describing the most recent funeral Nana sighed and quietly murmured, ‘Shure, the whole world is dead.’

Nana was blithely unaware of her morbid nature. When I’d point out that she was preoccupied by death (hers and other people’s) she’d dismiss my observation with a shake of her head and a ‘Yerra, no more than anyone else.’ And maybe that was the truth. As a nation, the Irish are obsessed with suffering and death. Where else would a website that publishes death notices get five million hits a month? Where else would a marriage proposal begin with ‘Do you want to be buried with my people?’ or popular ballads extol the attractions of martyrdom? From birth, the Irish are buried alive in a never-ending avalanche of stories, ballads, plays, wakes, dirges, poems, paintings, ceremonies, museums and heritage sites that celebrate death, misery and the macabre. From the tribulations of Peig Sayers to the plays of Samuel Beckett, we are reared on tales of desolation, oppression, failed rebellions, famine, civil wars and emigration, with the occasional sporting victory to keep our spirits up. Perhaps nowhere else on earth is history so inextricably entwined with story – a story of a very dark kind.

Stories about death have often been a source of levity and humour. Comic songs, plays and tales abound, from the ballad ‘Finnegan’s Wake’ to Máirtín Ó Cadhain’s Cré na Cille to Lisa McGee’s Derry Girls. Cré na Cille is set in a graveyard where the dead gossip and feud and worry about how well they looked as a corpse and how impressive their funeral was. An episode of Derry Girls has a funeral as its centrepiece, complete with a scene about the etiquette of wake sandwiches. And obsession with death isn’t confined to the Irish on the island. It’s an obsession that travels well. My friend Jan grew up in an Irish family in Liverpool, and in the late fifties, like many others, the family regularly headed back across the Irish Sea to the Red Island holiday camp in Skerries (my home town). At the end of their holiday they took part in the fancy-dress competition, where they created an elaborate funeral tableau entitled ‘Finnegan’s Wake’, which, as Jan described it, involved ‘my big fat Grandad Billy as the corpse and my little dumpy Grandma Susie as the weeping widow’.

It took a move to Liverpool, marriage to an Englishman and attendance at some English funerals to make me fully aware that the Irish fascination with the dark side of a story was not shared across the globe. In England, death is unmentionable. I remember being horrified when Al, my husband, told me that when his mother died not one of his friends went to her funeral and when he returned to university everyone behaved as if nothing had happened. I’m still surprised by the formality of an English funeral, and after I’d been to a few I announced to Al that if I died in England his first action was to ensure that I was repatriated to Ireland to be waked in traditional Irish style. What I didn’t do was explain what that entailed. When my Uncle Seán died, Al and I went to his wake. We were welcomed at the door by my aunt and cousins and ushered into the sitting room, which was bustling with people. And there was my uncle, very much at the centre of things, just as he had been in life. This time, however, he was laid out in an open casket. I walked over and placed my hand on his cold one and gazed down. It’s traditional at this point to observe how well a corpse looks, how they look ‘just like themselves’. I turned to make some such comment to Al, only to discover that he was no longer behind me. He was propping himself up against the door lintel and looking more than a little green. ‘You never said that Seán would be here,’ he hissed when I crossed the room to retrieve him. It was true. It hadn’t occurred to me to forewarn him that Seán’s body would not be tidied away in a funeral parlour overnight, but be at home. After all, it was his wake. He wouldn’t have wanted to miss the craic.

But while we Irish pride ourselves on providing a good sendoff for the dead, we certainly don’t have the most lavish death rituals – that accolade is probably best reserved for the Torajans, who live on the Indonesian island of Sulawesi. There, dead relatives are mummified and kept at home for weeks, months, sometimes years. The dead remain an integral part of the family, often chatted to, and provided with food and drink, their bodies washed and their clothes changed regularly. Eventually, following an extensive feast involving the ritual slaughter of a buffalo, the body is placed in an ancestral tomb. By contrast, an Irish funeral might seem hasty, moribund and a little bit dull – though my uncle’s was undoubtedly too exciting for Al.

How to explain the Irish obsession with death and misery? Is it the incessantly gloomy weather, or does it have something to do with ‘national character’ (whatever that is)? Undoubtedly, Mrs Doyle from Father Ted spoke for vast swathes of Irish people when, disgusted by the TeaMaster salesman who assured her that his contraption took the misery out of making tea, she retorted, ‘Maybe I like the misery.’ Heinrich Böll, the German writer and winner of the Nobel Prize for Literature, spent much of the fifties and sixties living on Achill Island off the coast of Mayo. In his Irish Journal he recounted a conversation with a man he met in a pub who asked him if he thought the Irish were a happy people: ‘“I think,” I said, “that you are happier than you know. And if you knew how happy you are you would find a reason for being unhappy. You have many reasons for being unhappy, but you also love the poetry of unhappiness.”’ Maybe we do love the poetry of unhappiness, but I think it’s more than that. The inclination to see shadows, not the sun, is rooted in a bleak past.

There’s no escaping the fact that Irish history is full of darkness, and perhaps it’s this history which encourages a fascination with the morbid, the melancholic, the miserable, the maudlin (so many ‘M’ words). These ‘M’s are the oxygen of conversation among the Irish. What else would we talk about? I’m sure I’m not the only one for whom every phone call home invariably features discussion about the weather, illnesses in the parish, the ridiculous price of houses, inept politicians and the appalling state of the health service. But if we took out all the melancholia, how would we navigate conversations with friends, family and strangers? There’d be long silences, and there’s nothing the Irish fear more than silence. Misery provides our conversational staging posts, our pillars of chat. To some extent, we revel in the wretchedness, as Böll suggested; we delight in black humour and take pleasure in the laughter that often comes as a side order with grief.

The Irish do have a perverse attraction to nurturing their injuries. We don’t need to have experienced terrible events, we just need to have heard about them to have absorbed some of the outrage from the past. The English travel writer H. V. Morton was near the mark when he visited Ireland in the late twenties and observed:


The Irish are, of course, sometimes unfair, which I think proceeds from the fact that they possess no sense of historical perspective. Even educated Irishmen will talk about Cromwell’s campaign as though it was the work of the present British Government. A wrong has never died in Ireland. Every injustice inflicted on Ireland since the time of Strongbow is as real as last year’s budget.



And it’s certainly true, as Professor Liam Kennedy has written, that ‘the motif of victimhood bulks large in Irish national self-consciousness’. We’ve played the MOPE card many times; in fact, we have, if not a whole deck of cards, at least a hand, in which the Famine serves as our trump. And though we’re not the Most Oppressed People Ever, much of the history of Ireland is indeed traumatic. Like the Sacred Heart hung over the mantelpiece, Irish history is an open wound, an object of veneration, proudly on display to all comers. And this is reflected in the stories we tell ourselves, not just when sitting in pubs and cafés, but also at times in our museums, at our heritage sites and in the pages of our history books. They are powerful tales with a strong narrative arc: first, suffering (a lot of suffering), then (hopefully) redemption.

Like many countries, Ireland has been anthropomorphized (depending on the political purpose) into several different versions of womanhood – in poetry, stories, art, sculpture and song, the country is portrayed as everything from an idealized young woman to a shrill old hag. ‘Hibernia’ is beautiful, noble and steadfast, often accompanied by her harp and her wolfhound. But throughout the nineteenth century she was often the ‘injured lady’, depicted in chains, an abused and traumatized woman (in many ways an accurate representation of the way real women were treated in Ireland, both before and after independence). And while it’s sweeping to sum up a nation in the body of one fictional woman, there is something in the idea of Ireland as a traumatized nation. Colonization was a national trauma, and its effect on the body politic is not dissimilar to that on traumatized individuals. Clinical psychiatrist Judith Herman has argued that ‘like traumatized individuals, traumatized countries need to remember, grieve, and atone for their wrongs in order to avoid reliving them’. And there is certainly a tendency in Ireland to continually pick at scabs. At the same time, repeatedly reopening old wounds leaves little space to consider the ones we might have inflicted on ourselves or others. But the way in which our history has been taught – formally and informally – for nearly two centuries has meant that the past, a past where the Irish are always victims, is almost always very present.

All national identities are a construct, fictionalized creations generated to serve some political end. And there isn’t just one national identity – there are many, and they have many purposes, some pluralist and inclusive, others exclusive and divisive. In the 1840s, the Young Irelanders constructed an Irish national identity which evoked a heroic (if characteristically miserable) past. As James Quinn, author of Young Ireland and the Writing of Irish History, put it, they created a version of Irish history full of ‘sufferings bravely endured, resistance that had never faltered and a national spirit that had never been crushed’. That remained the popular, and in many ways official, version until the late twentieth century, and there are those who still adhere to it today.

For years, Irish history, as taught in schools in the Free State and later the Republic, created a national history that was a nationalist history. In 1934, the Department of Education’s ‘Notes for Teachers’ suggested that if history was ‘properly’ taught in primary schools, pupils would learn that they are members of ‘a race that has survived a millennium of grievous struggle and persecution’. From the establishment of the Irish Free State in 1922 until the educational reforms in the mid-sixties, Irish history was used, as historian John O’Callaghan noted, for political objectives: ‘the subject of history taught young learners a monolithic nationalist, anti-British and pro-Catholic history that was heavily dependent upon allegory and collective memory’. I recall learning Irish republican ballads and poems in school in the eighties – I can still recite sections of ‘Renunciation’, a homage to blood sacrifice written by Patrick Pearse, one of the leaders of the 1916 Easter Rising. In retrospect, it seems a little inappropriate to have had a class of ten-year-olds reciting, ‘I have turned my face/ To this road before me,/ To the deed that I see/ And the death I shall die.’

The more modern (and Instagram-friendly) version of Irish history is that peddled by those organizations desperate to lure tourists to our shores. The tourism package has created an ‘Ireland of the welcomes’, a céad míle fáilte, a place of saints and scholars, of seanchaís and banshees. But broad brushstrokes paint an uncomplicated picture – both the political and the touristic version are partial and simplistic. They iron out all nuance and some narratives are excluded because there is a hierarchy around what is remembered and memorialized. Certain anniversaries, centenaries and bicentenaries are deemed more politically palatable than others and therefore become more visible.

As a historian, I’ve spent many years researching the murkier corners of Irish history. I’ve written a book about the gruesome murder of an Irish republican in nineteenth-century Chicago and I’ve worked as the historical consultant for a number of heritage projects – former prisons, courthouses and forts, places where stories of murder, conflict and incarceration abound. Working on these places stimulated my interest in what is called ‘dark tourism’ – travel to places associated with suffering or death. I wondered if our museums and heritage sites pander to these simplistic versions of Irish history and how they walk the fine line between catering to visitors’ fascination with the macabre and providing the complex and sophisticated narrative required to explain the past without exploiting it. And so I decided to set out on my own bespoke tour of Ireland – a tour my grandmother would revel in (without admitting she was doing any such thing), a tour of Ireland in the shadows.

Although dark tourism as a concept is relatively new, the phenomenon itself is anything but. For centuries, people have been visiting sites associated with suffering, desolation, incarceration and death for their entertainment. In the seventeenth century anatomical theatres were as much public performances as they were anatomy lessons. In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries thousands flocked to public executions. Madame Tussaud made a career out of grisly spectacles, opening her first Chamber of Horrors in London in 1802, while in the United States ‘dime museums’ – a mix of educational museum and freak show – attracted customers by advertising exhibitions where the paraphernalia of torture could be seen. Unsurprisingly, Ireland was not immune to the lure of the macabre; just behind the Four Courts in Dublin the mummified bodies in the vaults of St Michan’s Church have been attracting visitors since the early nineteenth century.

There is a perception that sites which embrace the term ‘dark tourism’ both sensationalize and trivialize the stories being told and that they prioritize entertainment over education. In the public mind, the term is sometimes associated with voyeurism, tastelessness and vulgarity. But dark tourism can be much more nuanced than that. There are indeed tensions between entertainment and education, and complex decisions have to be made about what stories are told, how to tell them and what artefacts should be displayed but, even so, I think museum directors, curators and heritage-site managers should embrace the phenomenon. After all, they are responsible for tourist sites and these sites offer stories that involve misery, suffering, incarceration and death. That is dark tourism, like it or not.

Dark-tourism expert Philip Stone has identified many shades of darkness – the darkest being sites of unimaginable suffering and torment, like Auschwitz-Birkenau, where the focus is on education and historic interpretation, while the lightest are sites with a greater focus on (grisly) entertainment, such as the Amsterdam Dungeon, which promises to make visitors ‘scream and laugh’ their way through the city’s darkest history. Irish sites cover most of the spectrum. The darkest of them is Kilmainham Gaol. As the prison which held many Irish nationalist heroes, from key figures associated with the 1798 Rebellion to the leaders of the 1916 Easter Rising, Kilmainham Gaol occupies a unique place in the Irish imagination, poised somewhere between a prison and a shrine. You won’t find stag parties here (as I did on my visit to Crumlin Road Gaol in Belfast). At the lighter end of the scale is Leap Castle in County Offaly, where visitors are regaled with ghost stories. And for the well-researched dark tourist there is darkness to be found at sites that gloss over the grimmer aspects of their past. For example, at Desmond Hall in Newcastle West, County Limerick, the focus is firmly on banqueting and architectural features with not a mention of the soldiers who were executed there in 1643, their rotting bodies placed on stakes outside the building as a warning to others.

It’s not easy being a dark tourist in Ireland. There’s no ‘Shadowlands’ trail to sit alongside Fáilte Ireland’s ‘Wild Atlantic Way’, ‘Ireland’s Ancient East’ and ‘Ireland’s Hidden Heartlands’. Brand Ireland is a mythical land full of slogans and sun and bright, welcoming smiles. But I prefer the darker, damper corners. The real Ireland. So I bought a map and began to plot my own bespoke route around the country. To begin, I drew up a shortlist of sites of incarceration – prisons and workhouses. There were fewer than twenty places to see, or so I thought. It wouldn’t take that long. A quick scoot to Wicklow and Kilmainham jails, a nip up the M1 to Crumlin Road Gaol, a couple of days in Cork at Spike Island and the city jail taking in a workhouse or two on my way. But I was easily lured off course and if there was another museum or gallery close by I popped in there too. Very quickly I realized that almost all the stories being told were about conflict, incarceration, famine, emigration or death. Even art galleries are stuffed with suffering – is there a gallery that doesn’t have art depicting battles, rapes or crucifixions? Twenty sites rapidly became fifty, and then (thanks to suggestions from friends, family, the listeners of RTÉ Radio 1’s Ryan Tubridy Show and people on Twitter) it expanded to well over one hundred and fifty.

A few months into what I began to call ‘the Misery Project’, I participated in a discussion at Dublin Castle about how the Famine has been represented in art. A woman in the audience asked if I thought visiting places associated with suffering or death was affecting me psychologically. Until then I hadn’t given that much consideration, but I suggested that a combination of professional detachment and years living with my death-obsessed grandmother had immunized me against strong emotional reactions to tragic tales. Later, as my tour progressed, I often reflected on that question, for there certainly were times of sorrow on my travels, but also periods of joy and laughter.

The Darkness Echoing is much more than a guide to Irish museums and heritage sites (or to Irish history). It’s a personal exploration of what stories are told and why. I’m particularly interested in the lesser-told tales, those that are overlooked and often sidelined while the same old stories take centre stage time and time again. But there are other angles, other voices to amplify, other artefacts to highlight, and with close inspection and a little digging around, gems are often revealed. In choosing where to go I’ve had to be selective. Site-specific attractions – the places where sad or bad things actually happened – have formed the nucleus of my journey (though I’ve visited plenty more traditional museums on my way). It has long been a USP of the site-specific museum that it offers something that the tourist just can’t get anywhere else: immersion – a three-dimensional dunking in authentic. In our globalized age, in which everywhere resembles everywhere else, the unmediated authenticity of being in the place where significant events occurred exerts a powerful appeal. And so my travels took me to prisons, workhouses, castles and forts, but also to the landscape of loss – to battlefields and cemeteries – where thousands died and were buried. I followed the (hi)story of Ireland through its songs, its literature, its art, its buildings and burials. I’ve waded out to an island and climbed a Martello tower, been imprisoned in a jail and spent three nights in a former lunatic asylum, pausing only for breath and the regular sampling of scones.

When foreigners think of tragedy and trauma in Ireland they often think of the Troubles, but to understand our obsession with darkness it’s necessary to go much further back, beyond the Civil War, beyond the 1916 Rising, beyond the Famine, beyond Cromwell’s massacres, all the way to the stories of Cúchulainn and Queen Maeve. It’s a combination of all these stories, real, exaggerated and sometimes entirely fabricated, that has made – and continues to make – us who we are. This book concentrates on events between the late sixteenth and early twentieth centuries, but slips either side of these at times. Megalithic tombs and graveyards, bog bodies and murals in Belfast and Derry, all make appearances, though I’ve been careful to avoid focussing on stories about people who may be still alive, or have relatives and friends still living.

I put a dot on my map to mark every site I planned to see. It began to look very cluttered indeed. After each journey I spread the map across the table, flattening it out carefully, making sure not to rip it. The creases became fragile from unfolding and refolding. Every evening I took out my red marker and traced that day’s route along motorways, national, regional and local roads. It was my reward: another part of the country covered, another bit coloured in. As I stood back to admire my work I realized that the map had begun to resemble a diagram of veins, arteries of blood radiating from Skerries across the country. Far from tracing death, it looked as if I was slowly bringing the country to life.

I brought lots of people with me on my journey. For several years, Al has eschewed exotic foreign holidays in favour of traipsing after me at many historic sites. I also inveigled friends and relations to come with me on some trips but, alongside Al, my most regular travel companions were my nephew Jack, my nieces Abbey and Lucy, and Misha and Matilda, the children of my friend Jessie. Instead of taking trips to Taytopark or Disneyland Paris, they were persuaded to accompany me to prisons and cemeteries, to gaze at mummified bodies, to clamber around castles and forts and descend into caves. I was sure that my nephew and nieces were fit for the task. Abbey was already campaigning for me to take her to see Anne Frank’s house in Amsterdam, while Lucy heard about the Dunbrody Famine Ship at school and demanded that I add it to the list. I was warier of taking Misha and Matilda along, but when Jessie told me that, as a young child, Misha had been entirely unfazed when he accidently unearthed some human remains while playing in his grandparents’ garden (which happened to be an old churchyard), I was confident I’d picked the right kids for the job.

Despite a regular supply of willing (and unwilling) accomplices, for the most part I’ve travelled alone, though I’ve never quite felt alone, for my quest has been both inspired and haunted by a quartet of ancestors who I’ve come to think of as ‘the four horsemen of the apocalypse’ (although two of them are women). There’s my grandfather, Denis, who insisted that the lyrics to ‘Boolavogue’ were a documentary account of the 1798 Rebellion; my great-grandfather, Jack, who fought in the 1916 Rising, and my great-grandmother, Bridget, who, when a robin flew into the house, declared it an omen of death and told us we might as well all give up living immediately. Their spirit(s) have infused much of this book.

The final member of the quartet is my death-obsessed grandmother, Mai. I never did take a photo of her laid out in her seventies finery. I had no camera with me that day, and when she did die, some fifteen years later, in her ninety-eighth year, she was dressed – to my relief – in the fine woollen suit and pink silk blouse she’d bought for her ninetieth birthday. Still, I don’t need a photograph to remind me of that moment. I can see it in my mind’s eye. But unless I put the story down on paper, or retell it to friends, it will eventually be lost. That, of course, is true of history itself. Some of it is written down, some of it survives through objects, some in bricks and mortar – but so much of it simply evaporates into thin air. Or, like ourselves, is buried or burned. What’s left behind is all we know. In this book I set out to explore that fragile legacy, to ask what Ireland’s dark history means to us, why we value these stories, and what they reveal about who we were, who we are, and who we could be. It’s a personal odyssey into the dark heart of Ireland: its past, its present, and its psyche; into the stories we tell ourselves and what they mean.





Battles and Sieges
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‘Warfare of six hundred years!

Epochs mark’d with blood and tears!’

– WILLIAM DRENNAN,
Wake of William Orr
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If you’re going to educate an Englishman in the history of Ireland, there’s no better place to start than the National Gallery of Ireland on Dublin’s Merrion Square. Specifically, the Shaw Room, in front of Daniel Maclise’s iconic history painting The Marriage of Strongbow and Aoife. It’s important to start here, I explained to Al, positioning him in front of the painting for the clearest possible view, because Maclise’s painting symbolizes the beginning of the English conquest of Ireland, the start of those ‘eight hundred years of oppression’. Over the course of our trips around the country Al would have to get used to hearing stories about how everything bad that ever happened to Ireland was England’s fault. In the gallery I patiently outline the three main reasons why England gets blamed for all Ireland’s ills:


	It suits the Irish to believe that everything is England’s fault.

	The only foreign visitors Irish museums cater for are Americans, who tend to agree that everything was England’s fault (and are similarly untroubled by distinctions between England and Britain).

	Everything really was England’s fault.



At first glance The Marriage of Strongbow and Aoife seems like a classic example of nineteenth-century romanticism. At the centre stands Strongbow (Richard de Clare, Earl of Pembroke), clad in armour with a garland of laurel leaves around his head, taking the hand of Aoife, who, wearing a gold-embroidered cloak and tiara, looks demurely at the ground. But upon closer inspection that impression quickly fades. The bride’s father, Dermot MacMurrough, King of Leinster, looks on with an expression of great scepticism while the Irish chieftains gathered behind him wear thick metal collars and chains around their necks. The wedding party is surrounded by a burning castle, the dead bodies of slain Irish warriors, lamenting women and, in one corner, an Irish musician slumped dejectedly over his harp. The symbolism can hardly be missed (except, perhaps, by the man who recently proposed to his girlfriend in front of the painting): for Ireland, the marriage of Strongbow and Aoife was a disaster that paved the way for centuries of colonial subjugation.

‘Oh dear,’ said Al.

Yet one of the most interesting things about the painting is that it was never meant to be viewed as a tragedy. As historian Tom Dunne has pointed out, Maclise was a unionist, and intended his painting to be displayed in the Palace of Westminster. To Maclise the painting was a celebration not of romantic union but of conquest (both territorial and sexual), a record of the violent origins of the British Empire. Surprisingly, the National Gallery, which was gifted it in 1879, didn’t see it that way, and ever since the painting was included in Cuiumnechán 1916 – the gallery’s exhibition to mark the fiftieth anniversary of the 1916 Easter Rising – it has been popularly regarded in Ireland as an unflinching exposé of colonial oppression filled with defiant symbols of Celtic Ireland.

The fateful marriage took place in the midst of internal power struggles in Ireland. In 1169 mercenaries sent by Strongbow arrived to assist Dermot MacMurrough in his quest to secure his Leinster crown and become High King of Ireland. The soldiers were followed a year later by Strongbow himself, keen to capitalize on one part of the deal – marriage to Aoife, MacMurrough’s daughter. Within a year of the marriage MacMurrough was dead and Strongbow had become King of Leinster. The growing power of Strongbow provided the impetus for Henry II, King of England, to travel to Ireland to establish his authority there. By the mid-1170s, Henry II and his allies had taken control of large parts of the island (at least theoretically).

My friend Reachbha told me that at school she learned that Strongbow had enormously long arms. I was certain that she’d conflated the stories of Strongbow and Mr Tickle, but after some digging around she triumphantly unearthed an early-seventeenth-century source which noted that Strongbow ‘had such long arms that with the palms of his hand he would touch his knees’. There was no sign of unusually long arms in Maclise’s painting, nor on the effigy carved on Strongbow’s tomb in Christ Church Cathedral in Dublin. However, despite a modern sign reading ‘Strongbow’ it turns out that the effigy is that of some other, unidentified, knight. Strongbow died in 1176 and was buried in the cathedral, but in 1562 part of the cathedral roof and walls collapsed and his tomb was destroyed. Later a substitute tomb took its place. But I did find one recent representation to bear out Reachbha’s claims. Just outside Christ Church Cathedral in Waterford there are two bronze statues of Strongbow and Aoife commemorating the fact that their wedding took place in the city. Strongbow’s arms are enormously long, though admittedly this is because they form the backrest of a chair. Strongbow looks utterly miserable while Aoife looks benignly resigned – having weary pedestrians come and sit on their laps is probably not how either of them thought they’d be remembered.

Reachbha’s Strongbow story got me thinking. She was sure she’d heard it in school, and I wondered what other random ‘facts’ had lodged inexplicably in people’s minds long after they’d last skipped out a school gate. History is (thankfully) a compulsory subject in Irish education until students complete the junior cycle, which means most people are formally taught Irish history between the ages of five and fifteen. And so I conducted an (entirely unscientific) survey, asking friends, family and pretty much anyone I could find what historical ‘facts’ they recalled from their schooldays. The most popular answers were:


Walter Raleigh brought the potato to Ireland.

The walls of Limerick could be destroyed by throwing rotten apples at them.

Wolfe Tone was murdered by an English soldier.

You had to be Catholic to be properly Irish.

All landlords were English.

Queen Victoria gave £5 in famine aid.

De Valera ordered Michael Collins’s assassination.



None of these ‘facts’ are true, and I was curious to discover to what extent these myths persist in Ireland today.

From the late twelfth century onwards, the English Crown attempted to consolidate its control of parts of Ireland and was met by fierce, if intermittent, resistance. The island was a landscape of constantly shifting alliances primarily driven by tribal concerns. Vicious internecine struggles between Irish chieftains dominated. Interestingly, most Irish museums tend to gloss over these. In Ireland we prefer rebellion over civil war. In the late sixteenth century the country was still a jigsaw of complex and ill-fitting affiliations, where loyalties ebbed and flowed on a regular basis. Studying this period as an undergraduate was something of a trial. Just as I’d begin to understand who was fighting who and why, the deck of cards would reshuffle itself and I’d have to start all over again.

I wrote part of this book on the Dingle Peninsula, and while in Kerry I decided to visit some sites associated with the Desmond Rebellion of the early 1580s. In the late sixteenth century, over a hundred years before William and James were slugging it out for the Crown, and sixty years before Cromwell wreaked havoc across the country, Desmond’s Rebellion made an early but plausible bid for Ireland’s Most Confusing Conflict, a heady mix of religious war, power struggle and anti-colonial uprising.

Under Queen Elizabeth I, England had continued to spread its power and influence beyond the Pale, attempting to subdue the entire country. Munster – as anyone from there will proudly tell you – was the province that put up the stiffest resistance. Gerald FitzGerald, Earl of Desmond, and his cousin James Fitzmaurice FitzGerald rose against the Elizabethan forces, appealing to Catholic Europe for support: a strategy that was to prove strangely popular over the centuries, despite a string of less than impressive results. In fact, Desmond managed to attract only a few hundred Spanish and Italian mercenaries to his cause. Against the might of the Crown, Desmond’s rag-tag army stood little chance.

The remains of this brutal period are scattered across the south-west of the country. One site where the rebellion sprang bloodily to life was at Carrigafoyle Castle near Ballylongford in north Kerry. When it was built in the late fifteenth century the castle was one of the strongest fortresses in the country, exerting considerable control over the shipping making its way up and down the River Shannon to Limerick. The fortified walls, part ruined by time and a besieging army, are surrounded by a reedy estuary which formed a natural moat. The castle itself is a single, five-storey rectangular tower, through which English cannon blew a gaping hole at Easter 1580, creating the sort of cross-section you find in a Dorling Kindersley book illustration designed to show the inner workings of a castle.

I regretted the fact that I hadn’t visited sooner, as the previous week I’d spent an evening with my ten-year-old niece, Lucy. Lucy has two passions – history and gymnastics – and when she wasn’t showing me a backflip, a cartwheel or some other gymnastic feat, she was constructing her own castle for a school project. Made of cardboard tubes and empty cereal packets, Lucy’s castle was encircled by a fence made of ice-pop sticks and it was an imposing sight on the kitchen countertop. My contributions had been limited to ‘maybe you should paint it grey’ after she’d already committed to brown, and ‘add a few more flags and banners’. Now, standing at the entrance to Carrigafoyle Castle, I realized that I should have been encouraging her to add an impressive moat, or more fortifications to her walls, while wrestling with double-sided sticky-tape and a paintbrush.

Al and I made our way into the tower, now an unofficial bird sanctuary inhabited by resentful swallows, and followed a handful of jocular American tourists up the winding stone staircase to the battlements, where there is a commanding, and very scenic, view of the Shannon Estuary. Here, on the wind-whipped battlements in summer sun, I got a sense of what it must have been like to face overwhelming odds. Fifty yards away, just beyond the car park, I could clearly make out the grassy knoll where the English forces led by Sir William Pelham set their cannon – a range best described as point blank. I traced the cannonballs’ trajectory through the huge hole blown in the outer wall, and the missing side of the tower below me suddenly made new and terrifying sense. The bombardment lasted three days before the castle surrendered. The garrison was executed and the Earl’s valuables were sent to Queen Elizabeth.

The attack on Carrigafoyle was just one incident in a conflict that rumbled on for several years. In November 1580 several hundred Spanish and Italian mercenaries who had answered the enticing clink of the Earl of Desmond’s gold coins found themselves surrounded by Elizabethan ground and naval forces on the Dingle Peninsula. In vain they attempted to build defences at Dún an Óir, near Smerwick harbour – the remains of hastily constructed ramparts and part-built bastions can be seen at the site of the original Iron-Age fort today. As at Carrigafoyle, their resistance lasted only three days before the beleaguered troops surrendered – more in hope than expectation – and were promptly massacred. Some sources claim that one of the English soldiers involved in the massacre was a young captain called Walter Raleigh. There were reports that many were tortured, their arms and legs broken in three places; hundreds were hanged, others beheaded.

Near the edge of the cliff overlooking the harbour these macabre events are commemorated by a somewhat literal sculpture of twelve disembodied heads, but there is very little information at the site so I visited Músaem Chorca Dhuibhne in Ballyferriter in the hope of filling in the gaps. In fact, the museum has only one small panel on the rebellion and I learned more from the museum’s questionnaire for children. It is not a questionnaire for the faint-hearted. ‘There are two fields near here called Gort a’ Ghearradh (the field of the cutting) and Gort na gCeann (the field of the heads). Can you think why?’ It was quite refreshing to find a worksheet for children that was more Horrible Histories than Ladybird guide.

For the most part, the Desmond Rebellion was haphazard and poorly planned, but the devastation across Munster was widespread, for both sides adopted a scorched-earth policy, destroying crops and livestock and resulting in the deaths of thousands of civilians from starvation and disease. The Annals of the Four Masters (a history of Ireland up to 1616) noted that ‘it was commonly said that the lowing of a cow or the whistle of the ploughboy would scarcely be heard from Dunquin to Cashel’. The poet Edmund Spenser, who was secretary to Arthur Grey, Lord Deputy of Ireland, wrote that ‘out of every corner of the wood and glens they came creeping forth on their hands … Anatomies [of] death, they spoke like ghosts crying out of their graves.’ The Desmond Rebellion came to a bloody and bitter end when in late 1583 the Earl himself was captured near Tralee, not by Crown forces but by a local clan, the Moriartys – as so often in Irish history, it was the shifting sands of local partnerships that proved fatal. Desmond was decapitated and his head dispatched to Queen Elizabeth, who was presumably less keen on that parcel than she had been on the valuables sent from Carrigafoyle Castle.

The Desmond Rebellion may be complex, but for me no decade is more confusing than the 1640s, when waves of violence rolled across the country and it’s estimated that between 20 and 40 per cent of the population died through warfare, famine or plague. It’s another decade of tenuous alliances – the decade of the 1641 Rebellion, when Gaelic Ireland rebelled against the Plantation of Ulster, which had forced thousands of Gaelic Irish off their land and replaced them with English and Scottish settlers who were loyal to the Crown. It’s the decade of the Confederation of Kilkenny, when Irish Catholics tried to wrest back political and military power. And it’s the decade of Oliver Cromwell. The drama of the 1640s is mentioned at sites across the country, but all I’m left with are snapshots and snippets of knowledge. But it’s also confusing because much of the decade, as historian Tom Bartlett has observed, defies coherent description and is too complex to succinctly explain in a hundred words of panel text. Sites, quite sensibly, tend to focus on their local story.

Amid all the complexity, one thing I was certain of was that I wouldn’t find any site or museum with a good word to say about Oliver Cromwell. In Britain, Cromwell is a much more ambiguous figure, lauded in some quarters as the father of republicanism (not a garland he would be given in Ireland). A statue of him, sculpted by Hamo Thornycroft in 1889, stands outside the House of Commons in Westminster. But his celebrity there has nothing to do with his exploits in Ireland, which are largely unknown (a general rule in Britain is that if it happened in Ireland, it doesn’t count). In Irish history, however, Cromwell is always the villain. In August 1649, having won the Civil War and executed King Charles I, Cromwell and his New Model Army arrived in Ireland determined to take control of the country in the name of Parliament and to confiscate land from Catholics and royalists who had supported the King. This is not a conflict that can easily be wrapped in a green flag (though, as we’ll see, many have tried). Over the course of the next few years Cromwell and his men wreaked havoc throughout the country, but the one event that Irish people know about, if they know anything at all about Cromwell in Ireland, is the siege of Drogheda, which took place in September 1649, a few weeks after Cromwell landed at Dublin. Drogheda was one of the best-fortified towns in the country, but it could not withstand the sustained assault. On 11 September, after more than a week of bombardment, the walls were breached by the Cromwellian forces and no quarter was given to those inside the town. It’s estimated that several thousand were brutally killed – many of them were royalist soldiers, but hundreds of civilians also died.

As a child, I was taken on a school tour to Drogheda to see ‘Oliver’s head’. Retrospectively, this seems a bizarre thing to have done: pile a bunch of under-twelves on to a coach and drive them thirty kilometres to St Peter’s Church to see the head of a man who had been decapitated. All I really knew about Drogheda was that at some point in the dim and distant past ‘an Oliver’ had massacred men, women and children in the town. Since no one ever mentioned a second Oliver, I had no idea that the head I was looking at was not Cromwell’s but that of St Oliver Plunkett, the Catholic Archbishop of Armagh, who was executed in London in 1681 for plotting to assassinate King Charles II and reinstate Catholicism as the primary religion. Despite the fact that there was no substance to the charges, Plunkett was found guilty of treason and was hanged, drawn and quartered, and in death the Catholic Church – for reasons best known to itself – dismembered him a second time, dispersing his body in churches, monasteries and convents across Europe.

I know more now, so I decided to retrace my childhood steps and find out how Drogheda remembers the two Olivers today. In that slump between Christmas and New Year my friend Stephen took me on a tour of his home town. How better to fill the festive season than with a misery tour? We started at the old jail on Scarlet Street (so-called because of the blood that flowed down it following the Cromwellian attack), taking in the sites of execution (outside the Tholsel), then visited St Peter’s Church to see St Oliver Plunkett’s head. When I visited on my school tour, Plunkett’s head was kept in a dark corner of the church in what looked like a tabernacle placed on a small altar. The front of the case could be opened and inside, behind a sheet of glass, visitors and pilgrims could catch a glimpse of a wizened face. Now, Plunkett’s mummified head is encased in a lavish gold- and jewel-encrusted shrine with glass panels allowing visitors a very clear view of Plunkett’s head from all angles. His eyelids are closed, but his lips are pulled back in what looks like a grimace and his teeth are clearly visible – it’s quite a grotesque sight. The church also has his hip bone on display and, if that isn’t enough to satisfy you, his thigh bone can be seen in the church in Oldcastle, County Meath, where he was born.

From the church we crossed the Boyne via St Mary’s Bridge and walked up the hill to the ‘Cup and Saucer’ – the Martello tower which houses part of the Millmount Museum. Despite the fact that the town is most famous for its association with Oliver Cromwell, the museum makes little of the siege – there are a couple of panels in a stairwell and in the Martello tower itself the siege is dispensed with in three sentences. Outside the museum, the gaudy Ireland’s Ancient East panel told us that Sir Arthur Aston, ‘the unpopular one-legged defender of Drogheda’, had his brains ‘beaten out’ with his own wooden leg by Cromwellian soldiers who believed his leg was full of gold coins – they were disappointed.

In 2000 a death mask of Oliver Cromwell was exhibited at the Drogheda Heritage Centre, but the exhibition was not without controversy. Protestors carried placards with slogans such as ‘Cromwell drank Drogheda Blood’ and ‘Satan and Cromwell, lads together’ (which made it sound as if they were part of a diabolical stag do on a pub crawl along West Street). Frank Godfrey, a town councillor and deputy mayor at the time, brandished a sword at the protest and claimed the death mask was ‘a symbol of death and evil’ (unlike the sword, apparently). In low-budget Hammer Horror style, tomato ketchup was smeared on the walls of the heritage centre to represent the blood of those killed by Cromwell’s troops. Yet, despite, or perhaps because of, the protest, visitors flocked to see the death mask. Maybe the town should mention him more.

Cromwell’s death mask is displayed without fanfare (or protest) in Tipperary County Museum in Clonmel. Following the siege of Drogheda, Cromwell and his army continued their military campaign across Ireland and, in the spring of 1650, an army of over 14,000 Cromwellian soldiers encircled Clonmel, where Hugh Dubh O’Neill commanded a force of 1,600 men. For weeks, Cromwell’s troops subjected the town to relentless bombardment, but the walls held firm, and Cromwell was close to abandoning the siege when one of his soldiers brought him a silver bullet that had been fired from the town. Cromwell knew that if bullets were being made from silver, then the defenders had run out of lead and their ammunition would soon be exhausted. Encouraged, he resumed the bombardment and on 16 May 1650 his troops broke through the walls and ransacked the town.

Cromwell’s brutality was as much strategic as bloodthirsty – he claimed that the savagery evident at Drogheda served as a warning, to ‘prevent the effusion of blood for the future’. News of his army’s atrocities did not take long to spread across the country, and many of his targets decided not to put up a fight. Cromwell wrote a short note to Lord Cahir demanding he surrender his castle in County Tipperary. It was not what you’d call a veiled threat: ‘having brought the army and my cannon near this place, according to my usual manner in summoning places, I thought it right to offer you terms honourable to soldiers … But if I be … necessitated to bend my cannon upon you, you must expect the extremity usual in such cases. To avoid blood, this is offered to you by Your servant, Oliver Cromwell.’ Lord Cahir duly surrendered, and both he and his forces were spared. Cahir got his castle back in 1662, following the restoration of the monarchy, and held on to it until his death in 1677 from ‘a surfeit of claret’.

After Cromwell’s death in 1658, the Commonwealth of England, Scotland and Ireland fractured and collapsed and in May 1660 the Stuarts returned to power in the shape of Charles II, son of the executed Charles I. When Charles II died in 1685, he was succeeded by his brother James. Within four years the tensions surrounding a Catholic monarch leading a Protestant state had boiled over in war. King James II was the first Catholic monarch since Queen Mary in the 1550s. His daughter Mary, a Protestant, had been next in line, but in June 1688 she was supplanted by the arrival of her half-brother (another James – royalty really need to be more imaginative with names, it causes havoc for historians), who James decided to raise as a Catholic. This was a horrific prospect for a political establishment that had spent most of the previous century embroiled in murderous wars of religion. What had been regarded as a brief interlude of Catholic power now began to assume dynastic potential. The Protestant elite, Mary, her husband William of the Dutch House of Orange, and other European leaders feared a change in the European balance of power. The 1689 coup in which William and Mary overthrew James and installed themselves as dual monarchs came to be known (in Britain at least) as the ‘Glorious Revolution’. But James II did not go down without a fight and, as so often happened, Ireland became the battleground. There, with a largely Catholic population and senior Catholic figures in political and military positions, James was assured of considerable support.

The ‘War of the Two Kings’ or the ‘Jacobite/Williamite War’ (1689–91) is a war of
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