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​Feldzeugmeister: The Forgotten Irish General Who Defied Frederick the Great 

In 1645, a Gaelic lord was hanged, drawn, and quartered at Tyburn, and English law declared his family's noble blood forever "corrupted." A century later, one of his descendants stood inside a burning Saxon palace and told Frederick the Great he would defend it to the last man.

This is the extraordinary true story of Johann Sigismund Graf Macquire von Inniskillen, born under Ireland's Penal Laws in a Kerry farmhouse, barred by statute from ever bearing arms in his own country, who crossed the sea to the Habsburg Empire and rose from frontier ensign to Feldzeugmeister, General of Artillery, decorated by an empress and remembered in German military encyclopedias two centuries after his death. Drawing on Austrian military archives, Bohemian heraldic records, and the scattered genealogies of Ireland's "Wild Geese," this book traces his ascent through the War of the Austrian Succession and the Seven Years' War to his legendary defense of Dresden, and follows his family's parallel fortunes in Kerry and, astonishingly, on the Virginia frontier.

A sweeping story of dispossession, reinvention, and the making of a Habsburg general from the wreckage of a broken Irish lordship.
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​Chapter 1: The Fall of the House of Maguire
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There is a particular kind of silence that settles over a landscape once its rulers have been erased from it, and Fermanagh possesses that silence still. Drive along the shores of Lough Erne today, past the low green hills that rise and fall like breath around the water, and nothing in the tidy fields or the modern roadways announces that this was, for the better part of four centuries, the seat of one of Gaelic Ulster's great lordships. No standing tower marks where the Maguires held court. No inscription records the inauguration stone at Lisnaskea, where the chiefs of the name were made lords in a ceremony older than written memory. The dispossession of a people is rarely accomplished by a single dramatic stroke, however much later histories like to compress it into one. It is accomplished by decades of accumulated pressure, legal and military and cultural, until one day the descendants of the dispossessed look up and find that the world their grandfathers knew has simply stopped existing, replaced by another that has no use for their name except as a surname on a rent roll. This is the story of how that happened to one family, the Maguires of Fermanagh, and of how one of their descendants, born into the wreckage two generations later, would travel four thousand miles from the shore of that lough to stand inside a burning German palace and tell the most feared king in Europe that he would defend it to the last man. To understand how a boy born in obscure poverty in County Kerry became a Feldzeugmeister of the Holy Roman Empire, decorated by an empress and remembered in German military encyclopedias two centuries after his death, it is necessary first to understand what was lost, and how, and why the losing of it produced not passivity but a particular kind of restless, displaced ambition that would carry Irish Catholic gentlemen into the armies of half of Catholic Europe. The story does not begin with John Sigismund Maguire. It begins more than a century before his birth, in a lordship that no longer exists, under a law that no longer applies, among a people who were, in their own eyes and by their own reckoning, not subjects of anyone but the rightful lords of the country they had held since before the Normans came.

Fermanagh in the sixteenth century was Maguire country in a sense that modern political geography can barely convey. This was not simply a territory where a family called Maguire happened to own the most land, in the way an English county might have its dominant landowning family sitting atop a settled hierarchy of tenants and freeholders bound by common law and common courts. Gaelic lordship operated on entirely different premises, premises rooted in a legal and social order that had evolved in Ireland over more than a thousand years and that bore only superficial resemblance to feudalism as continental Europe understood it. The Maguire lordship was built on the brehon law, the native Irish legal system administered by hereditary judges, the brehons, whose families held their office and their learning across generations much as the Maguires themselves held the chieftaincy. Brehon law recognized no absolute individual ownership of land in the English sense. Territory belonged, in a complex and shifting arrangement, to the derbfine, the extended kin group of four generations' descent from a common great-grandfather, and the chief lord held his position not through primogeniture but through a system called tanistry, in which the successor, the tánaiste, was elected during the lifetime of the reigning lord from among the eligible male members of the ruling derbfine. This meant that Gaelic lordship, whatever its ceremonial magnificence, was inherently unstable in a way that English inheritance law was not. A lord's own son had no automatic claim to succeed him. His cousins, his brothers, his nephews, all stood as potential claimants, and the history of Gaelic Ulster is thick with the bloody consequences of this system, cousin killing cousin, brother blinding brother, in contests for the tanistry that English observers, with a certain self-serving relish, cited as evidence of Irish barbarism, without ever quite acknowledging that primogeniture had produced its own rivers of blood across the courts of Europe.

The Maguires held Fermanagh under this system from at least the fourteenth century, when the family displaced the earlier dominance of other septs in the region, and by the time the Tudor state began seriously to turn its attention toward Ulster in the later sixteenth century, the Maguire lordship was reckoned among the more formidable of the Gaelic polities, allied by marriage and military obligation to the two great powers that dominated the province, the O'Neills of Tyrone and the O'Donnells of Tyrconnell. The Maguire chief owed military service to O'Neill as overlord in the traditional pattern of Gaelic over-lordship, a relationship expressed not through written feudal contract but through the payment of tribute, the provision of fighting men, and the ceremonial recognition of precedence at gatherings and inaugurations. This was a world governed by custom rather than statute, by the authority of poets and genealogists who preserved in memorized verse the pedigrees that legitimated a chief's claim to rule, by the brehons who arbitrated disputes over cattle and land and honor according to a body of law that had been elaborated and glossed by scholarly families for centuries before an English king ever claimed lordship over Ireland at all. It was, by the standards of its own internal logic, a sophisticated and coherent civilization, however alien it appeared to English administrators who arrived in Ireland already primed to see the Gaelic order as chaos requiring correction.

That correction, when it came, arrived less as a single conquest than as a slow constriction, tightening decade by decade through the second half of the sixteenth century. The instruments of this constriction were various: military campaigns that grew steadily larger and more systematic under successive Elizabethan governors; the extension of English common law jurisdiction into territories where it had never previously applied; the calculated cultivation of divisions within and between the Gaelic lordships, exploiting precisely the instability that tanistry built into the succession; and, running beneath all of this, an emerging ideological conviction among the English administrative class that the Gaelic order was not merely politically inconvenient but civilizationally illegitimate, a barbarism that could and should be replaced rather than merely governed. Edmund Spenser, serving as an official in Munster in these very decades, would articulate this conviction with chilling clarity, arguing that the Irish would never be brought to obedience except through a scorched-earth campaign that starved the population into submission, a policy that was in fact substantially implemented in Munster in the 1580s with consequences that anticipate, in miniature, what would later befall Ulster. The Maguires of Fermanagh watched this constriction tighten around neighboring lordships through the 1560s, 1570s, and 1580s, and their own chief, Hugh Maguire, made the calculation that many Gaelic lords of his generation made: that the only viable response to an expanding and increasingly uncompromising English state was armed resistance in alliance with the greater lords of the province.

This is why Fermanagh found itself drawn into the Nine Years' War at the close of the sixteenth century, the great confederate rising led by Hugh O'Neill, Earl of Tyrone, and Hugh Roe O'Donnell, in which the Gaelic lordships of Ulster made their last coordinated attempt to preserve their world by force of arms. Hugh Maguire fought as one of the principal commanders of that war, his territory serving as a frontline theater precisely because of its strategic position guarding the southern approaches to Ulster along the Erne waterway, and he died in 1600 in a skirmish near Cork, killed, with a bitter irony that Irish tradition would long remember, by an English officer who was himself of a family with Old English Catholic roots. The war ground on for three more years after Maguire's death, through the catastrophic confederate defeat at the Battle of Kinsale in December 1601, an engagement that broke the back of the rising and effectively decided the fate of Gaelic Ulster, until O'Neill's eventual submission in 1603, mere days, as it happened, after the death of Elizabeth I herself, an event O'Neill did not learn of until after he had already laid down his arms.

The peace that followed the Nine Years' War, formalized in the Treaty of Mellifont, was on its face remarkably generous, restoring O'Neill and the other confederate lords to much of their landed position under English law. But it was a peace built on foundations that both sides understood to be provisional, and the new King James, unlike Elizabeth, possessed both the ideological commitment and the administrative apparatus to pursue a far more thoroughgoing transformation of Ulster than mere military pacification had achieved. The Gaelic lords who had submitted found themselves now subject to English common law in place of brehon custom, their authority reduced from that of quasi-sovereign chiefs to that of ordinary landlords holding title under royal grant, their traditional exactions from their followers reclassified as illegal extortion, and their followers themselves increasingly encouraged, by a state eager to fragment the old lordships, to see their obligations to their former chiefs as burdens from which English law might liberate them. It was a system designed, whether or not every official who administered it fully grasped this, to make the continued exercise of traditional Gaelic lordship all but impossible even for those lords who had made their peace with the crown, and it produced among the greatest of them, O'Neill and O'Donnell chief among them, a mounting sense that the ground was being deliberately cut away beneath their feet by processes of law and administration rather than open war, a form of dispossession perhaps more demoralizing for being legal rather than martial.

It was this accumulating pressure that produced, in September 1607, the event that Irish history remembers as the Flight of the Earls, when O'Neill and Rory O'Donnell, along with some ninety followers, boarded a ship at Rathmullan on Lough Swilly and sailed for the Continent, intending, most historians now agree, a temporary withdrawal to seek continental support rather than a permanent abandonment of their claims, but producing in practice a permanent exile that the English state seized upon immediately as grounds for declaring their vast territories forfeit to the crown. The Maguire lordship of Fermanagh, already weakened by the death of its chief in the recent war and by internal disputes over the succession that the crown had been only too happy to encourage, was swept up in this same forfeiture, its lands declared escheated along with those of the fugitive earls, and Fermanagh became one of the six Ulster counties designated for the systematic plantation that James now set in motion, a scheme of colonization more comprehensive and more explicitly ideological than anything attempted in Munster a generation before.

The Plantation of Ulster, as it unfolded through the second decade of the seventeenth century, was designed with a clarity of purpose that later English colonial ventures would echo across the Atlantic and, in time, across the world: the confiscated lands were surveyed, divided into proportions, and granted to English and Scottish undertakers who were contractually bound to import and settle British Protestant tenants upon them, to build defensible bawns and villages, and to exclude the native Irish population from the better lands entirely, relegating them, where they were permitted to remain at all, to smaller and inferior holdings on the margins of the new settlements. Fermanagh received its share of undertakers and servitors, its lakeshores and river valleys parceled out to men with names like Balfour and Cole and Archdall, names that would dominate the county's landed gentry for the next three centuries, while the Maguires and the other native families of the lordship found themselves, almost overnight, transformed from the ruling class of the territory into a tolerated, suspect, and legally disadvantaged remnant clinging to whatever fragments of land or influence the new order permitted them to retain. Some junior branches of the Maguire family managed, through cooperation with the new administration or through simple good fortune in the survey process, to hold onto modest estates within Fermanagh itself. But the lordship as a political and cultural institution, the world of brehon judges and hereditary poets and cattle tribute and inauguration stones, was finished, replaced within a single generation by English common law, English land tenure, and an English and Scottish settler population that regarded the native Irish, in Fermanagh as elsewhere in Ulster, with a mixture of suspicion, contempt, and calculated wariness that the events of the following decades would only deepen.

That deepening came with terrible force in 1641, when the accumulated grievances of the dispossessed Ulster Irish, compounded by fears that the deteriorating relationship between King Charles and the English Parliament might produce a Puritan-dominated settlement even more hostile to Catholic interests than the existing arrangement, exploded into the rising that would come to be known as the Irish Rebellion, an uprising whose violence, exaggerated though it certainly was in the lurid pamphlet literature that circulated in its immediate aftermath, was real enough and whose consequences would prove ruinous for the very families who had initiated it. Among the leaders of that rising in its opening weeks was Connor Maguire, second Baron of Enniskillen, a title that had been created for his father under the peculiar logic of Jacobean policy, which sometimes sought to co-opt surviving Gaelic lords into the new order through grants of peerage even as it stripped away the substance of their traditional authority. Connor Maguire's involvement in planning the seizure of Dublin Castle, the conspiracy's most ambitious objective, and his subsequent involvement in the broader rising in Ulster, placed him at the very center of the rebellion's leadership, and when the rising failed to achieve its aims in Dublin and degenerated instead into a protracted and increasingly brutal sectarian conflict across the country, Maguire's position as one of its identifiable ringleaders made him a marked man.

He was captured in 1642 and transported to London, where he was held for years awaiting trial, a delay that reflected both the chaotic condition of English governance during the early years of the Civil War and a certain legal uncertainty about how best to prosecute an Irish peer for treason against an English crown that was itself, by the time Maguire finally came to trial, engaged in mortal combat with its own Parliament. He was eventually tried and convicted in 1645, and executed at Tyburn in February of that year, hanged, drawn, and quartered according to the full ceremonial brutality that English law reserved for the crime of treason, his head afterward set upon a spike as a public demonstration of what befell those who rose against the crown, however legitimate their grievances might have seemed to those who shared them. It is worth pausing on the manner of that death, not for its shock value but for what it clarifies about the world into which John Sigismund Maguire would be born some sixty-five years later. The execution of Connor Maguire was not merely the punishment of an individual. It was the formal, ceremonial, and permanent erasure of the Maguire claim to any restored standing within the political order of Ireland. An attainted traitor's lands were forfeit absolutely, his heirs disinherited, his family name marked from that point forward with the particular taint that English law reserved for those who had taken arms against the crown and lost. Whatever fragments of estate or influence junior branches of the Maguire family had managed to preserve through the plantation era were now rendered still more precarious, their proximity to the name of an executed traitor a liability rather than an asset in any future dealing with an English or, later, a Cromwellian administration whose suspicion of Catholic Ireland in general would only deepen through the following decade of conquest and confiscation.

The Cromwellian settlement that followed the reconquest of Ireland in the early 1650s completed what the plantation and the failed rising had begun. The Cromwellian land confiscations, executed with a bureaucratic thoroughness that exceeded even the Jacobean plantation in its systematic character, redistributed the great majority of profitable Irish land into Protestant hands, relegating the dispossessed Catholic landowning class, insofar as it was permitted to hold land at all, to the poorer and more marginal territories west of the Shannon, or reducing many families entirely to the status of tenant farmers on estates their own ancestors had once ruled as sovereign lords. It is against this final, comprehensive dispossession that the movement of the Fermanagh Maguires southward into Munster must be understood, not as a single dramatic flight but as part of the broader dispersal of a defeated and legally disadvantaged population seeking whatever obscurity and security remained available to them within an Ireland that had, in the space of three generations, been entirely remade. Branches of the family that had once counted themselves among the ruling lineages of Ulster now scattered into other provinces, seeking marriage alliances, tenancies, and simple anonymity among populations less immediately conscious of what the Maguire name had once signified, and it was through one such branch that the family line would eventually produce, born in humble circumstances in County Kerry in the second decade of the eighteenth century, a child who would carry the name and the memory of that vanished lordship across the whole breadth of Europe.

The final consolidation of the system into which that child would be born came with the Williamite War of 1689 to 1691, the last great contest in which the possibility of a Catholic-dominated Ireland, allied to the exiled Stuart cause, was tested and definitively defeated, its conclusion sealed by the Treaty of Limerick and, more decisively still, by the Penal Laws that the Irish Parliament, now an exclusively Protestant institution, enacted in the years following to ensure that no such Catholic resurgence could ever again threaten the settlement achieved through a full century of conquest, plantation, and confiscation. The Penal Laws, elaborated in successive statutes through the 1690s and into the new century, systematically excluded Catholics from the ownership of arms, from professional advancement in law and the higher branches of commerce, from membership in the Irish Parliament, from the ownership of a horse worth more than five pounds, and, most consequentially for the family into which John Sigismund Maguire would be born, from any military commission whatsoever in the service of the crown that now ruled over them. A Catholic gentleman of ancient lineage, however proud his family's memory of vanished lordship, found himself under this legal architecture barred by simple statute from the one profession that had traditionally offered such families their surest path to standing and reward, that of arms, and it was precisely this exclusion, more than any single other feature of the penal code, that would determine the shape of the life this book sets out to trace.

There is a temptation, in recounting this century of dispossession, to render it as a simple story of victims and villains, the noble Gaelic order destroyed by rapacious and ideologically blinkered English administrators, and there is enough truth in that framing to explain why it has proven so durable in Irish historical memory. But the fuller picture, the one this book will return to at intervals as it follows the Maguire family's continental trajectory, is more complicated and in some ways more interesting than simple villainy and victimhood. The plantation and its aftermath did not merely destroy a world. It also, inadvertently, manufactured a particular kind of displaced person, dispossessed of land and legal standing at home but retaining, through family memory, education, and religious affiliation, a set of credentials that made them valuable recruits to the Catholic military establishments of continental Europe, which were themselves engaged in more or less permanent competition with Protestant powers and were only too happy to absorb trained, motivated, and expendable Catholic officers regardless of their national origin. The very penal exclusion that barred Irish Catholics from arms at home was, in a bitter irony that the eighteenth century would exploit repeatedly, precisely what sent so many of them abroad to bear arms with such distinction elsewhere, building careers, fortunes, and even titles in the service of Bourbon France, Habsburg Austria, and Spain that would have been entirely unavailable to them under their own king. The Wild Geese, as this migration would come to be called, were not simply refugees. Many of them became, within a generation or two of leaving Ireland, among the most capable and celebrated soldiers in the armies of Catholic Europe, their Irish origin transformed from a mark of exclusion at home into a kind of exotic credential abroad, evidence of hereditary martial quality that continental patrons were eager to employ.

It is this transformation, from dispossession to displaced ambition to continental distinction, that the life of John Sigismund Maguire will trace across the chapters that follow, but it could not have been predicted, still less guaranteed, by anything in the circumstances of his birth. He arrived in this world around 1710 or 1711 in Ballymacelligot, a rural parish near Tralee in County Kerry, a considerable distance both geographically and socially from the vanished glories of Fermanagh, the son of a father who had himself been born in Ulster in the shadow of the plantation and who had made the journey south in search of the obscurity and modest security that the shattered fortunes of the family now required. Nothing about this birth, in a Catholic farming family living under the full weight of the Penal Laws in a remote corner of Munster, marked the child as destined for anything beyond the constrained and provincial life that the law had designed for people of his birth and religion. He could not, under that law, have borne arms for the king who ruled the country of his birth. He could not have sat in its Parliament, practiced law before its courts, or owned a horse fit to ride to war. Everything in the architecture of the world into which he was born was designed to ensure that whatever memory his family retained of vanished lordship in Fermanagh would remain merely memory, inert and unusable, a story told rather than a status reclaimed.

And yet it is precisely this constrained, provincial, legally foreclosed childhood that makes what followed so remarkable, and so illustrative of a phenomenon far larger than any single family's story. Within little more than a decade of his birth, this child of a dispossessed Ulster lineage, raised under statutes designed expressly to prevent men of his religion and origin from ever bearing arms, would be crossing the sea toward a continent whose Catholic powers had need of exactly the kind of soldier that Ireland's penal laws had made unemployable at home. He would rise, over the following half-century, from an obscure ensign's commission in a frontier garrison on the edge of the Ottoman world to the rank of Feldzeugmeister, General of Artillery, in the army of the Holy Roman Empire, decorated by an empress, ennobled within the Bohemian nobility, married twice into the first ranks of Austrian and Silesian society, and remembered, in the end, for an act of stubborn defiance inside a burning city that would draw the attention and, in some measure, the moral censure of every court in Europe. The house of Maguire, broken at Tyburn and scattered across Munster, would be rebuilt, however improbably and however far from Fermanagh, in the ruins of Dresden. That story, the story of how a penal-law child became a Habsburg general, begins properly in the next chapter, with the 1641 rising and the rope at Tyburn that made his family's exile from Ireland not merely likely but, in the end, almost inevitable. But it could not be told at all without first understanding the world that was lost, the law that replaced it, and the particular, generative bitterness of dispossession that would send so many sons of broken Gaelic houses across the sea to build, in the service of foreign crowns, the kind of martial distinction that their own country's laws had made it treason for them to seek at home.
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​Chapter 2: 1641 and the Rope at Tyburn
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Late in October 1641, a conspiracy that had been maturing for months in the shadows of Dublin Castle came within a hair's breadth of succeeding, and its failure, when it came, arrived not through the vigilance of the government it targeted but through the ordinary human weakness of one of its own participants, a detail that would matter a great deal to the man whose fate this chapter follows. The plan itself had been audacious in conception: a coordinated seizure of the seat of English administration in Ireland, timed to coincide with a general rising of the Gaelic and Old English lords of Ulster, intended to present the crown with a fait accompli that might force a renegotiation of the entire settlement imposed on Catholic Ireland over the preceding four decades. Among the handful of men entrusted with the Dublin end of this scheme was Connor Maguire, second Baron of Enniskillen, a young peer whose family's fortunes had already been battered by the plantation era but who retained, through his title and his connections among the surviving Ulster gentry, both the standing and the motive to involve himself in an enterprise of this magnitude. What follows is the story of how that involvement, discovered within hours of the conspiracy's intended execution, led him first to the gallows at Tyburn and then, through the legal mechanism of attainder, to the formal erasure of his family's remaining claim to any place within the landed order of Ireland, a process whose consequences would echo for generations and would shape decisively the world into which his family's descendants, dispersed and diminished, were subsequently born.

To understand why a young Ulster baron would risk everything on a conspiracy of this kind, it is necessary to appreciate just how narrow the horizon of legitimate political action had become for men of his class and religion by the autumn of 1641. The plantation of Ulster, completed in its essentials by the 1620s, had transformed the province's landholding pattern so thoroughly that the surviving Catholic gentry, even those who had managed through cooperation or fortunate timing to retain some fragment of estate, now held their land as a kind of standing exception within a settlement designed fundamentally to exclude them. They watched, through the 1630s, as the administration of Thomas Wentworth, later Earl of Strafford, pursued an increasingly aggressive policy of questioning old land titles, reopening plantation surveys, and threatening further confiscations under the pretext of technical legal defects in grants that had, in many cases, been made decades earlier and relied upon in good faith ever since. Wentworth's Ireland was, from the perspective of the remaining Catholic landowning class, a jurisdiction in which no title, however apparently secure, could be regarded as genuinely safe from a state that had demonstrated, repeatedly, its willingness to find pretexts for confiscation when it served the crown's fiscal or strategic interests. This was the immediate soil in which the conspiracy of 1641 took root, though its deeper causes reached further still, into the accumulated resentments of religious discrimination, the exclusion of Catholics from meaningful participation in the Irish Parliament, and a growing fear, sharpened by the deteriorating relationship between King Charles and his English Parliament through 1640 and 1641, that whatever fragile toleration Catholic Ireland had managed to preserve under a weakened monarchy might be swept away entirely if a Puritan-dominated Parliament succeeded in wresting effective control of Irish policy from the crown.

The conspiracy that emerged from this anxious calculation was the work primarily of a group of Ulster gentlemen led by Sir Phelim O'Neill, a landowner of considerable standing in County Tyrone whose family connections reached back into the old Gaelic aristocracy of the province even as his own legal position, like that of so many of his class, had been shaped and constrained by the plantation settlement. O'Neill and his associates conceived a plan whose two halves were meant to operate in close coordination: a rising of armed men across Ulster that would seize the province's strategic strongholds before government forces could respond, timed to occur simultaneously with the seizure of Dublin Castle itself, the symbolic and administrative heart of English rule in Ireland, whose capture would deprive the government of both its principal fortress and, crucially, the substantial store of arms and munitions housed within its walls. It was an ambitious design that depended for its success on secrecy, coordination, and a considerable measure of luck, none of which, as events would prove, the conspirators possessed in sufficient quantity.

Connor Maguire's involvement in the Dublin plot placed him at the very center of this design's most delicate component. The task of seizing the castle fell to a small cadre of conspirators who were to gain entry under various pretexts on the appointed morning, overpower the limited garrison, and hold the fortress until reinforcements from the surrounding countryside could arrive to secure it permanently. Maguire, whose title and connections gave him a plausible reason to move within Dublin's official circles without arousing immediate suspicion, was entrusted with a leading role in this scheme, and the surviving accounts of the conspiracy's final days suggest that he took this responsibility seriously, moving between Dublin and the north in the weeks before the appointed date to coordinate the timing of the rising with the seizure of the castle. What these accounts also make clear, however, is the fragility of a conspiracy that depended on the discretion of dozens of participants scattered across a province and a capital, communicating through intermediaries and bound together by little more than shared grievance and a common oath of secrecy.

The plot unraveled, as such plots so often do, through a small and almost accidental betrayal. On the evening before the planned seizure of Dublin Castle, one of the lesser conspirators, a man named Owen O'Connolly, whether from a genuine change of heart, an excess of drink, or some calculation of personal advantage that the surviving sources do not allow us to reconstruct with certainty, revealed the plot to the Lords Justices governing Ireland in the absence of the Lord Deputy. The warning arrived with only hours to spare before the conspiracy's intended execution, and the government's response, though hastily improvised, was sufficient to save the castle. Additional guards were posted, the gates secured, and the small number of conspirators who arrived at the appointed hour to begin the seizure found the fortress they had expected to overwhelm now alert and defended, its garrison reinforced against precisely the surprise they had hoped to achieve. The Dublin half of the conspiracy collapsed within hours of its intended triumph, its principal actors now marked men in a capital whose government understood, with sudden and alarming clarity, the scale of the danger it had so narrowly escaped.

Maguire himself was arrested within days of the plot's discovery, one of the first and most prominent of the conspirators to fall into government hands, his rank and his evident centrality to the Dublin plan making him an obvious and urgent target for a government eager to extract intelligence about the wider scope of the conspiracy and to make an early example of its leadership. It is worth pausing here on what capture meant for a man in Maguire's position in the last weeks of 1641, because the legal and political context into which he now fell would determine everything that followed. Ireland in November and December of that year was rapidly becoming a country at war, as the rising that had failed to seize Dublin Castle succeeded, with terrible thoroughness, in Ulster itself, where Sir Phelim O'Neill and his confederates took control of a string of strongholds and where the initial disciplined seizure of property and arms rapidly degenerated, in the chaotic weeks that followed, into a much more general and much more violent uprising against the Protestant settler population, a violence whose scale and character would become, in the retelling by English pamphleteers over the following years, wildly exaggerated into a narrative of systematic massacre that served the political purposes of a Parliament eager to justify harsh measures against Catholic Ireland but that bore only a complicated and contested relationship to the actual, still poorly understood events of that terrible winter. Whatever the precise truth of what occurred in Ulster in the weeks after the rising began, and historians continue to debate the scale of the violence and the degree to which it was directed or spontaneous, the political effect in London was immediate and overwhelming: a wave of horror and fear swept through English public opinion, fed by pamphlets depicting Irish Catholic atrocities in the most lurid terms imaginable, and this atmosphere would shape decisively the legal proceedings that Connor Maguire now faced as a captured ringleader of the conspiracy that had, however inadvertently, unleashed this wider catastrophe.

Maguire was held in Dublin through the early months of 1642, a period during which the government continued to interrogate him and the other captured conspirators in hopes of extracting a fuller account of the plot's origins and extent, and it was during this period of captivity that the decision was made to transport him to London for trial rather than proceeding against him in Ireland itself. The reasons for this decision, though not fully documented in the surviving sources, likely reflected a combination of factors: a wish to make an example of the conspiracy's leadership before the English Parliament and public directly, given the enormous political significance that the Irish rising had already assumed in the escalating conflict between king and Parliament; a concern that Irish courts, given the unsettled and increasingly violent condition of the country, might not provide a sufically secure or impressive venue for the trial of so prominent a prisoner; and perhaps also a calculation that Maguire's testimony, extracted under English jurisdiction and presented to an English audience, might serve broader political purposes in the propaganda war that both king and Parliament were now waging over responsibility for the Irish catastrophe and over the question of who should control the army to be raised for its suppression.

The transport itself was not immediate. Maguire remained in custody for a considerable period, and the delay in bringing him to trial reflected the chaotic and rapidly evolving condition of English governance during these years, as the relationship between Charles and his Parliament deteriorated from crisis into open civil war by the summer of 1642. This meant that Connor Maguire spent years in confinement, first in Ireland and then in England, his case moving slowly through a legal and political system that was itself absorbed in a far larger constitutional convulsion, the outcome of the Irish conspiracy's prosecution becoming, in a sense, hostage to the wider struggle for control of the English state that was unfolding around it. It is a detail easily lost in retrospective accounts that compress these years into a swift sequence of rising, capture, and execution, but the reality experienced by Maguire himself was one of prolonged and uncertain imprisonment, years in which he could have had little clear sense of when or how his case would finally be resolved, held as he was within a legal system whose ultimate authority, whether king or Parliament, remained genuinely and violently contested.

When Maguire's case finally came to trial in London in 1645, the political landscape had shifted dramatically from the moment of his capture. The Civil War was now well advanced, Parliament held effective control of London and much of England, and the prosecution of an Irish Catholic peer for his role in a rising that Parliamentary propaganda had by now thoroughly woven into a broader narrative of popish conspiracy against Protestant England carried a symbolic weight that extended well beyond the specific facts of the Dublin Castle plot. The trial proceeded under the law of treason, the gravest charge known to English jurisprudence, and one that carried with it not merely the prospect of death but the full and deliberately terrible ceremony of punishment that English law reserved for this particular crime, a punishment whose severity was calculated precisely to communicate, through the spectacle of the condemned body's destruction, the absolute and inviolable character of the sovereignty against which the crime of treason offended.

The charge of treason under English common law carried a specific and gruesome sentence, one whose details are worth setting out plainly, not for their shock value but because they clarify something essential about the legal and political world in which Maguire's fate was decided. A convicted traitor was to be drawn to the place of execution, that is, dragged on a hurdle rather than permitted to walk or ride, a detail intended from the outset to degrade the condemned man's dignity before the public that had gathered to witness his end. He was then to be hanged, but not to the point of death, cut down while still living, and subjected to further mutilation, traditionally including castration, disembowelment, and the burning of the entrails before the prisoner's own eyes, before finally being beheaded and his body divided into quarters, each portion to be displayed publicly, often at different locations, as a standing warning to any who might contemplate similar disloyalty. It was, in short, a punishment designed not merely to kill but to annihilate, to strip the condemned man of every shred of bodily integrity and dignity, and to convert his death into a public spectacle whose symbolic message, the absolute and terrible power of the state over the body of the traitor, was meant to be etched into the memory of every onlooker.

Whether the full ceremonial severity of this sentence was carried out in Maguire's case in every gruesome particular, or whether, as sometimes occurred through private arrangement or the intervention of a sympathetic sheriff, some mercy was extended in the manner of its execution, the sources do not allow us to state with complete certainty, and later accounts vary in the detail with which they describe his final hours. What is not in doubt is the essential fact: Connor Maguire, second Baron of Enniskillen, was executed at Tyburn in February 1645, hanged and subjected to the full legal penalty of treason, his head afterward set upon a spike in a public place, in the customary manner reserved for those convicted of the gravest crime known to the law, as a permanent and visible reminder to the public of what befell those who took arms against the crown, whatever grievance might have driven them to it.

Tyburn itself deserves a moment's attention here, because the choice of location was never incidental in English practice. Situated at what is now the vicinity of Marble Arch, at the western edge of London, Tyburn had served since the medieval period as the city's principal site of public execution, its gallows, in the form eventually adopted of the so-called Tyburn Tree, a triangular wooden structure capable of hanging multiple condemned prisoners simultaneously, standing as a permanent fixture of the London landscape and a permanent reminder, to anyone traveling the road westward out of the city, of the state's ultimate power over the lives of its subjects. Execution days at Tyburn were public events in the fullest sense, drawing crowds that might number in the thousands, the condemned processed through the streets from Newgate prison in a journey that was itself a kind of ritual humiliation, jeered or occasionally pitied by onlookers who lined the route, before arriving at the gallows for the final public spectacle of the state's justice. For a man of Maguire's rank, an Irish Catholic peer whose case had become entangled with the most inflammatory political anxieties of an England already convulsed by civil war, that spectacle carried a particular symbolic charge, his execution serving not merely as the punishment of an individual conspirator but as a kind of ritual enactment of English Protestant vengeance against the Irish Catholic rising that had, by 1645, come to be blamed in the popular imagination for horrors far exceeding anything Maguire himself had personally committed or ordered.

It is worth pausing here to consider what Connor Maguire's death meant, and what it did not mean, within the broader currents of the conflict that was consuming Ireland even as he awaited his fate in an English prison. Maguire was executed for his role in a conspiracy that had, in its original conception, aimed at a relatively narrow and specific objective, the seizure of Dublin Castle in coordination with a rising in Ulster intended to force a renegotiation of the political and religious settlement under which Catholic Ireland lived. He had not himself been present for, nor was he ever specifically charged with responsibility for, the wider violence that engulfed Ulster in the weeks and months after the rising began, violence whose scale and character, as already noted, remains a subject of genuine historical debate and whose exaggeration in contemporary English propaganda served purposes that had relatively little to do with an accurate accounting of what had actually occurred. Yet Maguire's trial and execution proceeded within a political and rhetorical atmosphere thoroughly shaped by that exaggerated narrative, an atmosphere in which the distinction between the original, relatively limited conspiracy of October 1641 and the far larger and more violent conflagration that followed had been largely erased in the public mind, replaced by an undifferentiated image of Catholic Ireland as a nation of bloodthirsty conspirators bent on the extermination of Protestant settlers. Maguire's death, in this sense, functioned as much as a ritual punishment for the wider war as for his own specific and narrower role in its origins, a pattern that would recur, in different forms, throughout the following decade as the English state's response to the Irish rising escalated from the prosecution of individual conspirators into the far more comprehensive project of conquest and confiscation that Oliver Cromwell would carry through to its brutal conclusion in the early 1650s.

The execution itself, however, was only the first half of the legal and political process that determined the fate of the house of Maguire, and it is the second half, the process of attainder and forfeiture that followed automatically upon a conviction for treason, that carries the most lasting significance for the story this book sets out to tell. Attainder, under English common law, was not merely a criminal sentence but a comprehensive legal disability that extended far beyond the physical punishment of the condemned individual, and it is essential to understand its mechanics in some detail, because it was through this specific legal instrument, rather than through the violence of the execution itself, that the Maguire family's claim to any restored position within the landed order of Ireland was permanently and formally extinguished.

Under the doctrine of attainder, a person convicted of treason or felony suffered what English law termed "corruption of blood," a legal fiction whose practical effect was to declare the convicted person's blood tainted in the eyes of the law, incapable of transmitting any inheritance, title, or property right to his descendants. This was distinct from, and in some ways more consequential than, the simple confiscation of the individual's own property, because it meant that an attainted person's heirs were disinherited not merely of what their ancestor currently held but of any future claim they might otherwise have asserted through that line of descent, the legal connection between the generations severed as thoroughly as if the family had simply never existed in the eyes of the law. A title, in particular, once extinguished through attainder, could not be revived except through an entirely new grant from the crown, a formal act of royal grace that restored nothing automatically and that depended entirely on the willingness of a future monarch to look favorably on a family's petition for restoration, a willingness that events in Ireland over the following decades would give the crown, whatever its dynasty, remarkably little incentive to extend to a family associated with the events of 1641.

The practical consequence of Connor Maguire's attainder, then, was not merely that he personally forfeited whatever lands and rights he held at the moment of his conviction, though this forfeiture was itself substantial, but that the barony of Enniskillen and whatever remained of the family's landed position in Fermanagh was extinguished as a matter of law for all his descendants and collateral relations who might otherwise have claimed through him. This is the precise legal mechanism through which a Gaelic noble house, already weakened by decades of plantation policy and by the earlier confiscations that had followed the Flight of the Earls and the collapse of the Nine Years' War, was finally and formally erased from the record of landed Ireland, not merely dispossessed of specific parcels of land, which might in principle have been recovered through purchase or through some future shift in political fortune, but declared, as a matter of settled law, to have no remaining claim upon the territory its ancestors had ruled as sovereign lords for centuries before an English king had ever asserted authority over Ulster at all.

It is difficult, from the vantage of the twenty-first century, to fully appreciate what this kind of formal legal erasure meant to a family and a community that had organized its entire understanding of status, obligation, and identity around exactly the kind of hereditary claim that attainder was designed to extinguish. Gaelic Ireland's social and political order, as the previous chapter discussed, had rested on genealogy in a manner that went far beyond the simple determination of inheritance rights familiar to English common law. A family's standing, its claim to lordship or to lesser degrees of freeholding status, its very identity within the complex hierarchy of Gaelic society, was constituted through genealogical memory, preserved and elaborated by hereditary poets and historians whose professional function was precisely to maintain and recite the pedigrees that legitimated a family's place within this order. To have that claim formally extinguished by an English court, through a legal mechanism that the Gaelic order had never itself recognized or required, was to experience a kind of dispossession that operated simultaneously on the level of practical economic loss and on the level of identity itself, a declaration that the family's centuries of remembered lordship now counted for nothing in the eyes of the power that actually controlled the territory in question.

And yet it would be a mistake to suppose that this legal erasure translated immediately or completely into social and cultural erasure as well, and this distinction matters considerably for understanding what happened to the collateral branches of the Maguire family in the years and decades that followed Connor Maguire's execution. Attainder extinguished legal title and legal claim. It did not, and could not, extinguish memory, kinship, or the social prestige that a family's name might continue to carry among its own community even after its formal legal standing had been destroyed. Irish Catholic society in the second half of the seventeenth century, however comprehensively subordinated it had become under the successive confiscations of the plantation era, the Cromwellian settlement, and eventually the Williamite war, continued to recognize and to honor the genealogical distinction of families like the Maguires, whose ancestors had ruled as Gaelic lords, in ways that had no formal standing in English law but that carried real social weight within the Catholic community itself, weight that would matter considerably when the collateral descendants of the attainted line sought marriages, patronage, and standing among their own diminished but still functioning social world. This is, in fact, precisely the pattern the surviving genealogical evidence suggests for the branch of the family that produced John Sigismund Maguire: a lineage that had lost, through Connor Maguire's attainder, any remaining legal claim to a restored position in Fermanagh, but that retained, through marriage into other prominent Munster Catholic families and through its own continued sense of its origins, enough residual social standing to make possible the kind of continental military career that this book will go on to trace, a career that depended not on legal title but on precisely the qualities, presumed inherited nobility of blood, martial reputation, Catholic religious credential, that Gaelic genealogical memory, even stripped of its legal force, continued to confer.

The years immediately following Connor Maguire's execution were, for the surviving members of his family and for the wider Catholic population of Fermanagh and Ulster more generally, a period of accelerating and compounding catastrophe rather than a single discrete moment of loss. The rising that the Dublin Castle conspiracy had helped to trigger evolved, through the early 1640s, into a broader and more complex conflict often termed the Irish Confederate Wars, in which the Catholic population of Ireland, organized into the Catholic Confederation based at Kilkenny, attempted to negotiate a political settlement that would secure toleration for Catholic worship and some measure of restored land rights in exchange for support of the royalist cause in the wider conflict between king and Parliament, a negotiation whose ultimate failure was sealed decisively by the arrival, in 1649, of Oliver Cromwell at the head of a Parliamentary army determined to reconquer Ireland with a thoroughness and a severity that would eclipse anything that had come before. The Cromwellian conquest, executed through a series of brutal campaigns between 1649 and 1653, culminated in a settlement whose scale of confiscation dwarfed even the Jacobean plantation of Ulster, redistributing the overwhelming majority of profitable land in Ireland into the hands of Cromwell's soldiers and financial backers, and relegating the surviving Catholic landowning class, insofar as it was permitted to retain any land at all, to the poorer territories west of the River Shannon under the policy that would become proverbial in Irish memory as "to Hell or to Connacht."

For the collateral branches of the Maguire family, already stripped of their principal claim to lordship through Connor Maguire's attainder eight years earlier, the Cromwellian settlement represented not a fresh catastrophe but a further compounding of a dispossession that had, by this point, become the settled condition of their existence rather than a recent and reversible misfortune. Whatever fragments of estate individual family members had managed to retain through the 1640s, whether through cooperation with the Confederate cause, through careful neutrality, or through simple good fortune in a chaotic and violent decade, now faced renewed scrutiny under a Cromwellian administration determined to identify and confiscate the property of anyone who could be shown to have supported the rising or the subsequent Confederate war effort in any capacity whatsoever. It was this final wave of confiscation, layered atop the earlier plantation settlement and the specific attainder of the Enniskillen barony, that produced the conditions under which the family's continued presence in Ulster became increasingly untenable, and that set in motion the southward migration, discussed in the preceding chapter, that would eventually carry James McGuire to the parish of Ballymacelligot near Tralee, where his son John Sigismund would be born within a generation of the Restoration settlement's final consolidation of Protestant landholding dominance across the whole of Ireland.

There is a particular historical irony worth dwelling on here, one that this book will return to at several points in the chapters that follow, concerning the relationship between the legal mechanism of attainder and the subsequent continental careers that so many dispossessed Irish Catholic families managed to construct for themselves in the service of France, Spain, and the Habsburg lands. Attainder, as already discussed, was designed to extinguish a family's legal claim to hereditary status within the English and, later, the British legal order, to declare as a matter of settled law that the blood of the condemned carried no further claim to title or property. Yet the very continental Catholic courts and military establishments that would come to employ the descendants of attainted Irish families so extensively through the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries operated on a set of assumptions about hereditary nobility that took Irish Gaelic genealogical claims entirely seriously, quite independent of whatever an English court might have ruled about their legal standing under English law. The Spanish crown, the French monarchy, and the Habsburg administration in Vienna each maintained, in various forms, mechanisms for recognizing and formally validating the noble status of foreign exiles whose claims rested on genealogical and social evidence rather than on any continued legal title recognized by the government that had dispossessed them, and it was through precisely this mechanism, as later chapters will describe in the specific case of John Sigismund Maguire's own elevation to the Bohemian nobility, that the descendants of attainted Irish families were able to reconstruct, on foreign soil and under foreign law, exactly the kind of noble standing that English attainder had been specifically designed to extinguish at home. The English state could strip the Maguires of Fermanagh of their legal claim to a barony. It could not strip them of the genealogical memory that a Habsburg herald, evaluating a petition for comital rank a century later, would find entirely credible and sufficient grounds for elevation, a fact that gives the whole subsequent history of the Wild Geese diaspora a particular quality of vindication through inversion, dispossession at home becoming, through a kind of historical irony that none of the original actors could have anticipated, the very credential that enabled restoration abroad.

None of this, it must be emphasized, would have been visible or even faintly imaginable to anyone standing in the crowd at Tyburn in February 1645, watching Connor Maguire mount the scaffold to face the full ceremonial severity of a traitor's death. From that vantage point, the destruction of the house of Maguire appeared total and final, a family's centuries of lordship reduced to a spectacle of public execution and a legal sentence designed expressly to ensure that no descendant could ever again assert a claim to what had been lost. The crowd that gathered to witness Maguire's death, whatever their individual sentiments about the justice or injustice of his sentence, would have understood themselves to be witnessing the conclusive end of a story, the final punishment of a conspirator whose plot had helped unleash a catastrophic war and whose death now closed the account that English law had opened against him and, through the mechanism of attainder, against his entire line. What none of them could have known, standing in that crowd on that February morning, was that the story was not in fact ending but merely entering its long and circuitous middle passage, one that would carry the family's diminished remnant first to the obscurity of a Kerry parish, then across the sea to the armies of the Holy Roman Empire, and eventually, within the lifetime of a child not yet conceived, to the ramparts of a burning Saxon city where a descendant of the executed baron would stand and declare, to the most feared soldier-king in Europe, that he would defend what remained of his post to the last man rather than surrender it, an echo, however unconscious and however transformed by a century of displacement and reinvention, of the same stubborn refusal to yield that had carried Connor Maguire to his own conspiracy and, ultimately, to his own destruction at Tyburn.

The attainder of 1645, then, must be understood as both an ending and a beginning, the formal and legally conclusive termination of one particular family's claim to lordship in Fermanagh, and simultaneously the opening of a much longer and more dispersed history whose full consequences would not become apparent for another century, played out not in the courts of Dublin or London but in the garrison towns of the Banat, the battlefields of Italy and Silesia, and the besieged streets of a German capital whose name, in 1645, would have meant nothing at all to anyone gathered to watch a Ulster baron die for his part in a conspiracy that had, in the end, achieved nothing of what it had set out to accomplish, except, in the most roundabout and unforeseeable way imaginable, to set in motion the exact chain of dispossession and displacement that would eventually produce, from the wreckage of a broken Gaelic lordship, one of the more improbable military careers in the long history of the Irish diaspora across Catholic Europe.
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​Chapter 3: Flight to Kerry

[image: ]


Southwest from Fermanagh, across the whole breadth of Ireland, lies a country that in the middle decades of the seventeenth century might as well have belonged to a different world. Where Ulster had been remade by systematic plantation, its lakeshores and river valleys parceled into English and Scottish proportions and settled by a Protestant population imported for the specific purpose of anchoring the new order, Munster carried a longer and more tangled history of conquest and accommodation, its landholding pattern a palimpsest of Gaelic lordship, earlier Anglo-Norman settlement, and the more haphazard confiscations that had followed the Desmond rebellions of the previous century. Kerry in particular, tucked into the far southwestern corner of the island behind its mountains and its long indented coastline, retained through the seventeenth century a character that was neither fully Gaelic nor fully anglicized, a borderland of sorts, where Old English families who had settled generations earlier under Norman and Tudor grants lived alongside surviving Gaelic septs, all of them Catholic, all of them increasingly subject to the same tightening legal disabilities regardless of how differently their ancestors had arrived at their present holdings. It was into this particular country, so different in texture from the Ulster his family had lost, that James McGuire made his way sometime in the later seventeenth century, carrying with him a name that had once commanded the lordship of an entire barony and now commanded, at best, the cautious respect of a Catholic farming community that understood, in its own way, exactly what that name had once signified and exactly how little, under the law as it now stood, that signification was worth.

The precise circumstances of James McGuire's migration south are not preserved in any document detailed enough to reconstruct with the narrative confidence a novelist might permit himself, and this absence of fine-grained record is itself a fact worth sitting with for a moment, because it is characteristic of an entire class of dispossessed Irish Catholic gentry whose movements through the middle and later seventeenth century occurred below the threshold of the kind of documentation that plantation records, court proceedings, and estate papers preserve for the families who held or confiscated land at scale. James McGuire was born in Ulster around 1620, which places his birth within a generation of the plantation's completion and squarely within the world the previous chapters have described, a childhood spent among the diminished remnant of a lordship already broken by confiscation and further compromised, within a generation of his birth, by the catastrophic sequence of rebellion, attainder, and Cromwellian reconquest that consumed his family's remaining fortunes. Whether James himself was old enough by 1641 to have any direct memory of the rising and its immediate aftermath, or whether he came to adulthood already within the shadow of that catastrophe, absorbing it as inherited history rather than lived experience, the surviving genealogical record does not allow us to say with certainty. What the record does establish, through the family reconstructions that later genealogists and local
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