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​Chapter 1: The Kingdom That Named a Battlefield
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There is a particular kind of silence that settles over a battlefield once the guns have been quiet for three centuries, and it is not the silence of peace. It is the silence of ground that has absorbed more than it can hold, ground that has been asked to bear witness to something it cannot forget and cannot explain, so that anyone who stands on it long enough begins to sense that the grass and the stone are keeping an account the historian has only begun to read. Kilcommodon Hill, rising gently above the flat, wet country of east Galway, looks today like nothing more than good grazing land, seamed with drains, dotted with the low grey shapes of cattle, indifferent to the fact that on a single July afternoon in 1691 it became the grave of an old world. To drive the road from Ballinasloe toward Aughrim village now is to pass through a landscape so thoroughly domesticated, so entirely given over to the quiet business of modern agriculture, that it takes a conscious act of historical imagination to recover what happened there, and why it mattered, and to whom it mattered most.

This book is an attempt at that act of imagination, conducted with as much rigor as the surviving evidence allows. It begins, as any honest history of the Battle of Aughrim must eventually begin, with an admission: the battle itself has been narrated many times, by military historians attentive to the movement of regiments and the failures of supply, by political historians tracing its consequences for the Williamite settlement of Ireland, by popular historians drawn to the drama of Saint-Ruhe's death and the folklore that grew up around it. These accounts are not wrong. The Battle of Aughrim, fought on the twelfth of July 1691, is recognized in military history as the bloody, decisive climax of the Williamite War in Ireland, the engagement in which the Jacobite cause in Ireland effectively died on the field, three months before the formal surrender at Limerick made that death official. It was the last set-piece battle fought on Irish soil, and by any conventional measure of casualties relative to the size of the forces engaged, one of the bloodiest single days in the entire history of warfare in the British Isles. All of this is true, and all of it has been told before, competently and at length, by writers whose primary interest lay in the mechanics of the engagement itself: the deployment of regiments, the failure of a supply chain, the death of a commander, the collapse of a line.

This book asks a different question, and it is a question that requires a different method. The question is not simply what happened at Aughrim on the twelfth of July 1691, though that story will be told here in full, and told with as much granular, hour-by-hour attention as the sources permit. The question is what it meant for the battle to happen where it happened, on this ground, this specific parish, this particular townland whose name in Gaelic administrative and poetic tradition was not simply Aughrim, the anglicized rendering that has passed into the history books, but Eachroim Uí Cheallaigh: O'Kelly's Aughrim. That possessive is not decoration. It is not a quaint survival of an old place-name convention, the kind of thing an antiquarian might note in a footnote and move past. It is a claim, asserted and repeated across generations of Gaelic record-keeping, that this ground belonged, in a sense far deeper than mere tenancy or lordship in the English legal understanding of those terms, to a specific family: the O'Kellys, the Ó Ceallaigh sept, whose authority over the wider territory of Uí Maine, or Hy Many, in south Connacht had by the seventeenth century already endured, in one form or another, for well over a thousand years.

To understand the Battle of Aughrim only as a Williamite military victory is to understand perhaps sixty percent of what actually happened there. It is to see the chessboard and miss the fact that one particular square on that chessboard had a name, a history, and a family whose fortunes were bound to it in ways that predate by centuries the dynastic quarrel between James Stuart and William of Orange that supposedly explains why armies met there at all. For the wider Jacobite cause, Aughrim was a disaster among disasters, one more defeat in a war that had already produced the calamity of the Boyne and would shortly produce the humiliation of Limerick. But for the O'Kelly sept specifically, the battle represented something categorically different: not simply a defeat suffered on their land, but the terminal event in a story that had been building, with occasional reversals and long plateaus of relative stability, since the closing years of the fourth century. This book's central argument, stated here at its outset so that the reader understands the shape of everything that follows, is that the Battle of Aughrim must be read simultaneously on two registers. On the first register, it is a chapter in the military and political history of the Williamite War in Ireland, comprehensible in the same terms as the Boyne, or Athlone, or the sieges of Limerick that bracket it. On the second register, largely invisible to historians who have not asked the question this book is asking, it is the closing scene of a thousand-year Gaelic dynastic history, the moment at which a sovereign lordship that had survived Viking raids, Anglo-Norman invasion, Tudor reconquest, and Cromwellian confiscation finally, irreversibly, came apart.

It did not come apart in a single afternoon, whatever the tidy narrative logic of a decisive battle might suggest. This is a crucial point, and one this book will return to at intervals across its length, because the temptation to read history as a series of climactic moments, this battle, this treaty, this single catastrophic event, flattens the actual texture of historical change, which is almost always slower, more grinding, more attritional than the battle narratives suggest. The O'Kelly lordship did not die at Aughrim. It had already been dying, by degrees, for over a century before Saint-Ruhe chose Kilcommodon Hill as his defensive position, and it would continue dying, by further degrees, for a century and a half after the last Williamite trooper rode down off that hill in pursuit of the broken Jacobite line. The formal administrative autonomy of the lordship, this book will show in a later chapter, had already been extinguished by the Composition of Connaught in 1585, a full century before the battle, an administrative settlement imposed by the Elizabethan state that converted the informal, negotiated, tribute-based structures of Gaelic overlordship into something legible to English common law, rents, tenures, freeholds, and in doing so quietly dissolved the political apparatus of Gaelic sovereignty even while leaving its social prestige and much of its actual landownership intact. And the final, unceremonious end of the family's physical possession of its ancestral seat did not come until 1863, when Denis Henry Kelly was forced to sell the entire eleven-thousand-acre Castle Kelly estate in the Encumbered Estates Court, nearly two centuries after the battle that this book takes as its central, illuminating event.

Why, then, treat the Battle of Aughrim as the pivot of the story, if the actual process of dissolution was so much longer and slower than a single day's fighting? The answer lies in what the battle did to something less tangible than acreage, though no less real in its consequences: the killing, in a single afternoon, of the specific generation of men who might have continued to defend, negotiate for, or simply embody the family's claim to its ancestral status. Clan tradition and local folklore, which this book will treat with appropriate caution but not with dismissal, hold that over four hundred members of the O'Kelly sept died on the slopes of Kilcommodon Hill that day. Whatever the precise number, and precise numbers for casualties in seventeenth-century Irish warfare are notoriously difficult to establish with confidence, a methodological problem this book will address directly in a later chapter, the surviving documentary record makes clear that the family's commitment to the Jacobite cause at Aughrim was not token or peripheral. King James's Irish Army List records O'Kelly and Kelly officers scattered across half a dozen regiments: lieutenants and ensigns in the Earl of Clanricarde's infantry, drawn from the traditional family lands around Kilconnell; captains in Colonel O'Gara's regiment, recruited from the Roscommon and Uí Maine borderlands; officers serving as far afield as Lord Slane's Leinster-allied infantry and Sir Maurice Eustace's regiment covering the Dublin garrison line. This was not a family that sent a token contingent to a battle being fought, coincidentally, on its ancestral ground. This was a family that had mobilized its entire kinship network, across multiple regiments and multiple sectors of the field, to defend a territory whose name, in the language and record-keeping tradition of the people who had governed it, still carried their own.

That linguistic fact deserves to be dwelt upon before this chapter moves any further, because it is the single piece of evidence on which this book's entire interpretive method rests, and it is worth explaining exactly what kind of evidence it is and exactly what weight it can bear. Place-names are not neutral. They are among the most durable and most politically loaded artifacts a society produces, because they encode, often for centuries after the political circumstances that generated them have vanished, a claim about who a piece of ground belonged to and who had the authority to name it. The rendering of the battlefield as Eachroim Uí Cheallaigh appears not as an isolated curiosity in a single obscure source but as a recurring convention within Gaelic administrative and poetic tradition, a convention that persisted in learned and literary usage well after the formal political structures of the lordship had been dissolved by the Composition of Connaught. This is itself significant. A place-name convention that survives the death of the political order that produced it is not simply a fossil; it is evidence of a continuing social memory, maintained deliberately by the class of people, poets, genealogists, ecclesiastical record-keepers, whose professional function within Gaelic society was precisely to preserve such claims across generations, in defiance of whatever administrative reality the English state had imposed on the ground itself.

The most powerful piece of evidence for this continuing memory, and the piece of evidence this chapter will linger on longest, because it does more than any archival document to establish the emotional and interpretive register in which this entire book intends to operate, comes not from the period of the battle itself but from a generation afterward, in the work of the Munster poet Aodhagán Ó Rathaille. Ó Rathaille was not a Connacht man; he belonged to the Sliabh Luachra region of the Kerry-Cork borderlands, a considerable distance from Uí Maine, and his great poetic laments are conventionally read, and rightly so, as responses to the broader collapse of the Gaelic and Catholic aristocratic order across Ireland following the Williamite settlement, a collapse he witnessed at devastatingly close range through the fate of his own patrons, the MacCarthys. That a poet working within this broader tradition of aisling and lament, a tradition centrally concerned with the dispossession of the old Gaelic nobility as a whole, should reach specifically for the ground at Aughrim, and specifically for its O'Kelly designation, when he wished to evoke the scale of the catastrophe, tells us something important: that the association between this particular battlefield and this particular family's sovereignty over it was not a piece of local Connacht antiquarianism, obscure and parochial, but a fact sufficiently well established in the wider literary and historical consciousness of Gaelic Ireland that a Munster poet, writing from the opposite end of the country, could invoke it as shorthand and expect his audience to understand the reference.

The line itself, preserved in the corpus of Irish-language verse maintained by institutions such as the Royal Irish Academy, reads, in the original Irish, In Eachroim Uí Cheallaigh a fágadh na céadtha, in O'Kelly's Aughrim, hundreds were left. The verb fágadh, left, carries in this context the specific and terrible sense of bodies left unburied, left on the field, the dead simply abandoned where they fell in the chaos and haste of a rout, a detail this book's later chapters on the battle's immediate aftermath will confirm was not poetic exaggeration but documented fact: contemporary commentators described the post-battle landscape as a scene of devastation, the unburied dead of the Gaelic aristocracy left to decompose on their own ancestral fields, a horror sufficiently vivid that it became a recurring motif across the wider corpus of Jacobite-era poetic lament, not confined to Ó Rathaille alone. What is distinctive about Ó Rathaille's particular formulation, and what makes it the single most important piece of evidence this opening chapter has to offer, is the collapse it enacts between two things that a modern historian instinctively separates: the physical geography of a catastrophe and the bloodline of the family that had, until that catastrophe, governed the ground on which it occurred. The line does not say hundreds were left at Aughrim, a simple geographic designation. It says hundreds were left in O'Kelly's Aughrim, insisting, even a generation after the formal political structures of the O'Kelly lordship had already been dissolved by a century-old administrative settlement, even after the battle itself had definitively ended any realistic prospect of the family's restoration to genuine sovereign authority, that the ground and the name remained inseparable. The poet is not merely describing a location. He is making an argument about ownership, an argument conducted in the register of grief rather than law, but no less serious for that.

This book takes Ó Rathaille's line as something close to a thesis statement, not because a single line of seventeenth-century verse can bear the full evidentiary weight of a historical argument spanning a millennium and a half, but because it crystallizes, with an economy no amount of archival prose could match, the precise phenomenon this book exists to explain. How does a family's sovereignty over a piece of ground become so deeply embedded in the linguistic and literary consciousness of a whole society that a poet from a hundred and fifty miles away, writing a generation after that sovereignty had been extinguished by both administrative fiat and military catastrophe, still reaches instinctively for the possessive form when he wants to name the place? The answer, this book will argue across its full length, lies in the astonishing duration and density of the O'Kelly family's actual historical relationship with the territory of Uí Maine, a relationship this opening chapter can only sketch in outline, but which subsequent chapters will trace in full: the family's own account of its origins in the migration of the chieftain Mhaine Mór from Ulster in the closing years of the fourth century; its consolidation of a distinct lordly identity through the sacrifice of Tadhg Mór Ó Ceallaigh alongside Brian Boru at the Battle of Clontarf in 1014, a sacrifice from which the family drew both its heraldic arms and its enduring motto, Turris Fortis Mihi Deus, God is my strong tower; its forced but ultimately productive relocation into the heartland of Uí Maine under pressure from the expanding O'Conor kings of Connacht in the twelfth century; and its extraordinary cultural flowering under William Buí Ó Ceallaigh in the fourteenth century, when the lordship's wealth and prestige were sufficient to sustain a month-long Christmas feast for the assembled poets, musicians, and chroniclers of Ireland, an event so celebrated that it gave rise to the enduring proverbial phrase Fáilte Uí Cheallaigh, the O'Kelly Welcome, a phrase that long outlived the political power that had originally generated it.

It is worth pausing here to address directly a question the informed reader is likely already asking, because failing to address it would undermine the credibility of everything that follows. Is this book, in taking Eachroim Uí Cheallaigh and its associated poetic tradition as its organizing premise, simply constructing a piece of romantic nostalgia for a vanished Gaelic order, the kind of sentimental, backward-looking Celticism that has, at various points over the past two and a half centuries, done real damage to the serious historical study of Gaelic Ireland by substituting wistful longing for rigorous analysis? The answer must be an unambiguous no, and it is worth stating clearly, at this early point in the book, exactly what kind of history this is intended to be, because the distinction matters enormously to everything that follows.

This is not a book of nostalgia. Nostalgia requires the pretense, however implicit, that the object of longing was simpler, purer, or more admirable than the complicated historical reality that actually produced it, and this book intends no such pretense. The Gaelic lordship of Uí Maine that the O'Kelly family governed across the medieval and early modern centuries was not a peaceable pastoral idyll disrupted by external aggression. It was, like every other polity in medieval and early modern Europe, a system of power sustained by violence, by the extraction of tribute and labor from a subordinate population, by internal succession disputes that were frequently resolved through bloodshed among the family's own branches, and by a relentless, unsentimental calculation of advantage in its dealings with neighboring lordships, both Gaelic and Anglo-Norman. The brehon legal system that governed such lordships, which later chapters will examine in detail, was sophisticated and in many respects more humane than contemporary English common law, particularly in its treatment of compensation for injury rather than capital punishment, but it was not a system without coercion, without hierarchy, without the routine subordination of the unfree and the tenant classes to the interests of the ruling kin group. To romanticize this system as a lost Eden of Gaelic freedom, destroyed only by external English aggression, would be to falsify the historical record in service of a comforting national mythology, and this book has no interest in that project.

What this book is interested in is something more precise and, this author would argue, more genuinely illuminating: the mechanics by which a specific sovereign polity, embedded in a specific and continuously inhabited landscape, is dismantled across time by an external power possessed of overwhelming and increasing structural advantage, legal, military, financial, and eventually demographic, and the ways in which the people living through that dismantlement experienced, resisted, accommodated themselves to, and eventually made sense of it. This is a universal historical process, visible in the collapse of indigenous political structures across every continent touched by European colonial expansion from the fifteenth century onward, and the specific case of the O'Kelly lordship of Uí Maine offers an unusually well-documented, unusually long-durée example of that process at work, precisely because Gaelic Ireland's own tradition of genealogical and historical record-keeping, sustained by the hereditary learned families this book will discuss in a later chapter, preserved a continuous account of the lordship's fortunes across a longer span than is available for most comparable case studies elsewhere in the early modern colonial world.

The method this book will therefore employ, and the method this opening chapter exists to establish and justify before the narrative proper begins, is to read a single day of catastrophic, concentrated violence, the twelfth of July 1691, the hours between the opening skirmishes at Urachree in the early afternoon and the final collapse of the Jacobite line as evening fell over Kilcommodon Hill, against the deep, layered history of the specific territory on which that violence occurred. This is not a conventional structure for a military history, which would typically open with the immediate strategic situation, the armies converging, the eve of battle, and proceed forward from there. This book instead opens by going backward, deliberately and at length, into the centuries that gave the ground its name, before the narrative arrives at the afternoon that would, in a bitter and unintended irony, fulfill the terrible promise contained within that name: that this was ground so identified with a single family's sovereignty that it would ultimately, and definitively, become the place where hundreds of that family's own sons were left dead upon it.

There is a further reason for this structural choice, beyond the purely interpretive one already outlined, and it has to do with the emotional register this book intends to sustain across its full length, a register this opening chapter should establish clearly so that the reader knows what kind of book they are reading and what kind they are not. A history organized purely around the tactical narrative of the battle, the deployment of Compton's Royal Horse Guards, the failure of the ammunition supply at the causeway, the death of Saint-Ruhe, risks presenting the O'Kelly family's catastrophe as simply one more data point within a larger military-historical account, a footnote to the story of Godard van Reede-Ginkel's victory and subsequent elevation to the peerage as Earl of Athlone. This book insists instead that the catastrophe deserves to be understood on its own terms, as the terminal event in a specific and richly documented family and dynastic history, a history with its own internal logic, its own moments of triumph and crisis, its own cast of named individuals whose decisions and sacrifices shaped what happened on that hill in ways the purely tactical narrative cannot fully capture. Colonel Charles O'Kelly, who will emerge as one of this book's central figures, was not simply an anonymous participant in a Jacobite defeat. He was a seventy-year-old classical scholar, educated at the Jesuit college of Saint-Omer, fluent in eight languages, who stood on that field with his brother serving as his lieutenant-colonel and his only son commanding a troop of cavalry under Lord Galmoy, and who would go on, in the bitter years that followed, to write the only comprehensive military history of the entire Williamite War composed from the perspective of an Irish Jacobite officer, disguising the names of every participant behind an elaborate classical cipher in order to protect his family from reprisal. That is not a footnote. That is a story that deserves, and will receive across the length of this book, the same depth of narrative attention conventionally reserved for the generals and commanders whose names appear on the monuments.

Equally, this book has no interest in the opposite failure mode: a narrative so consumed by grief and sympathy for the defeated party that it loses the capacity for clear-eyed analysis, that substitutes emotional identification for evidence, that treats every claim made in clan tradition or local folklore as equally reliable simply because it is sympathetic to the defeated side. This book will, at several points, need to weigh competing accounts of contested details, the precise numbers of O'Kelly dead on Kilcommodon Hill, the true identity of the guide whose intelligence allegedly led to the cannon shot that killed Saint-Ruhe, variously mythologized in the folk record as a disgruntled shepherd named O'Kelly, a tobacco peddler named Mullin, or a Protestant landowner named Trench, and it will do so with the same skepticism a historian would bring to any contested claim, regardless of which side of the conflict that claim happens to flatter. The multiplication of candidates for the identity of that guide is itself, this book will argue in a later chapter, a piece of evidence not about what actually happened but about how badly a defeated community needed to explain its catastrophe in human, motivated terms, a psychological and cultural phenomenon worth analyzing in its own right rather than a factual puzzle requiring a single correct solution.

What this book aims for, then, sitting deliberately between the poles of dismissive military-historical footnote and uncritical nostalgic lament, is something that might be called clear-eyed reconstruction: an account that takes seriously, and narrates with full literary attention, the human and dynastic scale of what was lost at Aughrim, while remaining rigorously honest about the sources, their limitations, their biases, and the genuine uncertainties that any honest historian of this period must acknowledge. The reader should expect, across the chapters that follow, prose that moves deliberately between two registers: the sweeping account of centuries-long historical process, the slow contraction of Gaelic lordship under Tudor and Stuart pressure, the administrative machinery of confiscation and settlement, the legal architecture of the Penal Laws, and the close, granular, human-scale detail that gives such processes their weight and their meaning: a particular castle wall, a particular ammunition box opened to reveal the wrong caliber of shot, a particular seventy-year-old man watching his horse shot from under him on a hillside that had carried his family's name for longer than anyone alive could accurately reckon.

The territory this book will spend its first several chapters establishing, Uí Maine, the lordship over which the O'Kelly family presided for the better part of a millennium and a half, deserves, before this opening chapter closes, at least a preliminary geographic and conceptual orientation, so that the reader has some sense of the physical scale of what is being discussed before the narrative proper descends into the family's own account of its origins. At its greatest historical extent, prior to the administrative dissolution imposed by the Composition of Connaught in 1585, the territory associated with the O'Kelly lordship encompassed something in the region of eight hundred thousand acres of central and southern County Roscommon and eastern County Galway, a substantial swath of south Connacht bounded, in the loose and shifting way that Gaelic lordly boundaries were always understood rather than the fixed cartographic way modern readers might expect, by the river systems and the neighboring lordships of the O'Conors, the Clanricarde Burkes, and other regional powers whose own fortunes will intersect with the O'Kelly story at various points across this book. This was not a small or marginal territory. It was, at its height, one of the more substantial and enduring Gaelic lordships in the whole of Connacht, sustaining not merely military power but a genuine and, by the standards of the age, sophisticated cultural and ecclesiastical infrastructure: castles, Franciscan and Augustinian foundations, a network of hereditary learned families maintaining the genealogical and legal traditions on which the lordship's legitimacy rested.

It is within this territory, at its northern edge, that the village and townland of Aughrim sat, and it is important to understand, before the narrative proper reaches the battle itself in the book's fifth part, that this location was never neutral ground, never simply a convenient crossing point that happened to become a battlefield through the accidents of seventeenth-century campaign geography. Aughrim had been, for centuries before Saint-Ruhe ever set eyes on Kilcommodon Hill, a place of established lordly significance within the O'Kelly territorial structure, one of the cenn áiteanna, or lordly centers, to which the senior line of the family relocated under pressure from the O'Conor kings in the twelfth century, and the site of a castle bearing the family's association that anchored the northern approach to the wider territory long before that approach acquired any military significance in the specific context of the Williamite War. When Saint-Ruhe selected his defensive position in the spring of 1691, he was selecting ground for its topographical advantages, the protective bog and the narrow causeways that limited his opponent's avenues of attack, and there is no evidence he gave any particular thought to the deeper historical resonance of the specific parish in which he had chosen to make his stand. But the ground itself, and the family whose name it still carried in the language and record-keeping tradition of the people who had governed it, had not forgotten that resonance, even if the French commander directing the battle had no cause to know it.

This is, in the end, the central irony this book exists to explore, and it is worth stating plainly here at the close of this opening chapter, before the narrative descends into the deep history that will occupy the chapters immediately following. A French Catholic general, commanding an army composed substantially of Irish Catholic Jacobite troops, chose to make his decisive stand against a Williamite Protestant army on a piece of ground that had, for over a millennium, belonged in a deep and continuously recognized sense to one specific Gaelic Catholic family among the very soldiers he now commanded. He chose it for reasons entirely disconnected from that history, for the protective bog, for the narrow causeways, for the tactical advantages the terrain offered against a numerically superior opponent, and in doing so, without any awareness of the irony he was creating, he ensured that when the battle went catastrophically wrong, when a supply error at a castle wall unraveled an entire defensive line and a stray cannonball ended a commander's life and a rout became a massacre, the ground that absorbed that catastrophe would be the same ground that, in the poetic and administrative memory of Gaelic Ireland, already bore the name of the family whose sons would die there in disproportionate numbers. Eachroim Uí Cheallaigh did not become O'Kelly's Aughrim because of what happened on the twelfth of July 1691. It had already been O'Kelly's Aughrim for centuries. What happened on the twelfth of July 1691 was that the name finally, terribly, told the truth about what it meant to hold that ground: that sovereignty, once claimed and maintained across so many generations, could still, in the end, extract its final and most devastating price from the very family that had claimed it, on the very ground it had always called its own.

The chapters that follow will trace, in full, how that sovereignty was built, sustained, contested, and gradually eroded across the fifteen centuries that separate the migration of Mhaine Mór from Ulster in the late fourth century from the death of Saint-Ruhe on Kilcommodon Hill in July 1691, and beyond that, across the further two and a half centuries of slow, grinding dispossession that followed the battle itself, down to the final sale of the family's ancestral seat in 1909 and its conversion into an agricultural college with no remaining connection to the name it once bore. It is a long story, longer than most books of this kind attempt to tell in full, and it moves at very different speeds across its different phases: centuries pass in a chapter during the early medieval period, months compress into a single chapter as the armies converge on Aughrim in the summer of 1691, and a single day, the twelfth of July itself, will occupy four full chapters of close, granular, hour-by-hour narrative attention, because that is the density of detail the subject demands and the sources, remarkably, allow. But it is, this book will argue throughout, a single story, unified not by a simple thread of cause and effect running mechanically from the fourth century to the nineteenth, but by the persistence of a claim, a family's claim to a specific piece of Irish ground, asserted in law, in arms, in poetry, and finally in the desperate legal maneuvering of an eighteenth-century inheritance settlement, and by the slow, uneven, but ultimately relentless process by which that claim was worn away, generation after generation, until nothing remained of it but a name on a battlefield and a line of Munster verse insisting, against all the evidence of subsequent history, that the ground still belonged to the family whose blood had been left upon it.

That is where this book begins, and it is where, in its final chapter, it will end: not with the battle itself, which occupies only a single day within a story that spans a millennium and a half, but with the question of what survives when a sovereignty this old and this deeply rooted is finally, comprehensively dismantled. The answer, this book will argue, is neither nothing nor everything, not the total erasure that a purely military-historical account of Aughrim as a Williamite victory might imply, nor the unbroken continuity that a purely sentimental account of Gaelic cultural survival might wish to claim. The answer lies somewhere in between, in the strange and specific ways that a dispossessed family's identity persisted after the land itself was gone: in a classical cipher composed in a Latin manuscript to protect the names of the dead and the living alike, in a destroyed marriage settlement that saved an estate by erasing part of its own record, in a chevalier's title conferred by the Holy Roman Empire on a man whose neo-Latin poetry still celebrated his descent from the Kings of Hy-Many, in a baroness's title conferred by an Austrian empress on a physician whose surname still carried, however transformed by continental exile, the sound of the name that had once governed the ground at Aughrim. The lordship of Uí Maine did not survive the centuries this book will trace. But something did survive, carried by individuals scattered across battlefields and universities and imperial courts from Connacht to Vienna, and the task of the chapters that follow is to trace both the dismantling and the survival with equal honesty, equal rigor, and equal respect for the complexity of what actually happened to the people who lived through it.

The story begins, as the O'Kelly family's own tradition insisted it must begin, not in Connacht at all, but in the north, with a chieftain named Mhaine Mór and a migration whose precise historical reality is far less certain than its enduring political significance to the family that claimed descent from it. It is to that migration, and to the genealogical and dynastic claims it was made to support, that the next chapter now turns.
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​Chapter 2: Mhaine Mór and the Migration from Ulster
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Every dynasty that survives long enough to matter eventually needs an origin story, and the O'Kelly sept, which would go on to survive longer than almost any comparable Gaelic lordship in Ireland, needed one earlier than most. The story it settled on, preserved across generations of genealogical recitation and eventually fixed in the great medieval compilations of Irish dynastic history, concerns a chieftain named Mhaine Mór, who is said to have led his followers out of Ulster in the closing years of the fourth century and into the flat, fertile country of east Connacht, where he carved out a petty kingdom that would, across the following centuries, grow into the extensive lordship of Uí Maine. It is a good story, in the sense that all effective foundation stories are good stories: it is simple, it is memorable, it locates the dynasty's authority in a single decisive act of a single named ancestor, and it explains, in the compressed logic of oral and genealogical tradition, both where the family came from and why it deserved to hold the land it held. It is also, and this needs to be said plainly before this chapter goes any further, not history in the sense that a modern reader might expect that word to be used. It is something else, something this chapter will spend its length trying to define with precision, because the distinction matters enormously to everything that follows in this book.

The temptation, when writing about early medieval Irish dynastic origins, runs in two equally unhelpful directions, and it is worth naming both of them clearly before attempting to steer a course between them. The first temptation is credulity: to take a story like the migration of Mhaine Mór at face value, to treat it as a more or less accurate, if lightly embellished, record of an actual fourth-century population movement led by an actual historical individual, and to build a confident narrative on that foundation. This was, broadly speaking, the approach of much nineteenth-century antiquarian scholarship on Irish dynastic history, work that was frequently learned, occasionally brilliant, and almost always too willing to treat genealogical tradition as a reliable chronicle rather than as the political document it actually was. The second temptation, a corrective overcorrection that gained ground across the twentieth century as Irish historical scholarship professionalized and became more rigorously skeptical of its sources, is dismissal: to treat such foundation stories as pure invention, later fabrications with no historical content whatsoever, interesting only as evidence of what a later dynasty wanted people to believe about itself, and to discard them from serious historical narrative except as objects of source criticism. This book will try to avoid both temptations, because both, in their different ways, miss what is actually most interesting and most historically significant about a story like the migration of Mhaine Mór: not whether it happened exactly as recorded, which is very likely unanswerable with the evidence available, but what kind of claim it was making, how that claim functioned within the political culture of the society that preserved it, and what it can still tell us, read carefully and skeptically, about the actual processes of population movement, political consolidation, and dynastic competition that shaped early medieval Connacht.

Before this chapter can properly engage with the Mhaine Mór tradition itself, it needs to establish something more fundamental: what kind of evidence survives for early medieval Irish history at all, and what an honest historian can and cannot do with it. This is not a digression. It is a necessary foundation for everything this book will claim across its full length, because the interpretive challenges that attend the fourth-century origins of the Uí Maine dynasty are, in modified form, the same interpretive challenges that will recur when this book discusses the family's role at Clontarf in the eleventh century, its cultural flowering under William Buí in the fourteenth, and even, in certain respects, its documented participation in events as comparatively recent and comparatively well recorded as the Battle of Aughrim itself. Readers who understand clearly, from this early point in the book, how to weigh the evidence for early medieval Ireland will be better equipped to weigh the evidence for every later period this book addresses, because the underlying problem, that surviving textual sources were produced by interested parties for particular purposes, and must be read with constant awareness of those purposes, never entirely disappears, even as the quantity and reliability of evidence improves across the centuries this book will traverse.

The three principal categories of surviving evidence for early medieval Irish dynastic history are the annals, the genealogies, and hagiography, the lives of saints, and each of these categories carries its own distinct set of problems and its own distinct kind of value, which need to be understood separately before they can be usefully combined.

The Irish annalistic tradition, of which the Annals of the Four Masters, compiled in the seventeenth century from earlier sources now largely lost, is the most comprehensive surviving example, presents itself as a year-by-year chronicle of significant events: deaths of kings, battles, ecclesiastical foundations, natural disasters, eclipses and other notable astronomical phenomena. For the early centuries this chapter is concerned with, the fourth, fifth, and sixth centuries, the annals present a particular and serious problem, because the entries for this period were not contemporary records at all. They were retrospective compilations, assembled by monastic scribes working centuries after the events they purport to describe, drawing on whatever oral tradition, genealogical material, and earlier written sources happened to survive into the period of compilation, and organized according to a chronological framework that was itself, in its earliest reaches, substantially a scholarly reconstruction rather than a preserved record. This does not mean the early annal entries are worthless. It means they must be read as evidence of what learned communities several centuries after the fact believed, or wished to assert, had happened in the deep past, which is a different and more limited kind of evidence than a contemporary chronicle would provide, but not therefore a kind of evidence without value, provided the historian remains honest about what it can and cannot support.

The genealogies present a related but distinct problem. Medieval Irish genealogical scholarship was an extraordinarily sophisticated and extensive undertaking, preserved in major compilations such as the Book of Leinster and, specifically for the Uí Maine dynasty, in dedicated tracts such as the medieval compilation known as the Book of Uí Maine and the later, related work generally cited as the Tribes and Customs of Hy-Many, which draws on the fifteenth-century Book of Lecan and was eventually edited and published in the nineteenth century by John O'Donovan, whose translation and extensive scholarly annotation remain, even now, one of the essential sources for anyone attempting to reconstruct the documentary basis of the O'Kelly family's own historical self-understanding. These genealogical tracts trace the O'Kelly line, and the lines of the many related and subordinate septs within the wider Uí Maine confederation, back through an unbroken chain of named ancestors to Mhaine Mór himself, and beyond him, through further genealogical layers, to the legendary founding figures of the Connachta dynasty as a whole, ultimately connecting, as virtually all Gaelic royal genealogies eventually do, to the mythological ancestor figures who populate the earliest strata of Irish pseudo-historical tradition.

It is essential to understand what such a genealogy actually is, because the modern reader's instinct, trained by centuries of documentary record-keeping in a very different tradition, is to treat a genealogy as a factual record of biological descent, verifiable in principle in the way a modern birth certificate or parish register might be verifiable. Medieval Irish genealogy was not primarily this kind of document, though it certainly contained, particularly in its more recent generations, material that was substantially accurate in the modern sense. It was, more fundamentally, a political and legal document, actively maintained and, when necessary, actively revised by the hereditary learned families whose professional function within Gaelic society was precisely the preservation and management of such records, in order to support the current political claims of the dynasty that patronized them. A genealogy that connected a ruling family to a prestigious ancient ancestor was not merely decorative. It was a functional legal instrument, because Gaelic succession practices, which this book's third chapter will examine in more detail, depended heavily on demonstrated kinship within the derbfine, the four-generation kin group eligible for succession to chieftainship, and on the wider dynasty's collective claim to legitimate authority over its territory, a claim that rested substantially on demonstrated, or at least asserted, unbroken descent from a founding figure whose original conquest or settlement of the territory was understood to be the ultimate source of the family's right to rule it.

This means that genealogies could be, and demonstrably sometimes were, adjusted, extended, or in some cases substantially fabricated in later periods to serve the political needs of the moment: to legitimize a branch of the family whose actual claim to seniority was weaker than it wished to present, to forge connections with more prestigious dynasties elsewhere in Ireland for the purposes of marriage alliance or political advantage, or to smooth over the historical reality of conquest and displacement by presenting a later arrival as an original and continuous inhabitant. Modern scholarship, drawing on comparative analysis of multiple genealogical traditions and on the occasional points where genealogical claims can be checked against other kinds of evidence, has developed considerable skill at identifying likely points of later interpolation or adjustment within Irish dynastic genealogies, though this remains a specialized and often contested field, and this book will not attempt to adjudicate every disputed point in the Uí Maine genealogical tradition, a task appropriate to a dedicated academic monograph rather than a work of narrative history. What matters for this book's purposes is the more general interpretive principle: that the genealogy connecting the O'Kelly family to Mhaine Mór, whatever its precise historical accuracy at every generation, should be read primarily as evidence of the family's own understanding of its legitimate claim to authority, a claim actively maintained and transmitted across centuries by professional genealogists whose work served the family's ongoing political interests, rather than as a straightforward factual record of fourth-century population movement.

The third category of evidence, hagiography, the lives of saints, might seem at first the least relevant to a dynastic history, but it in fact provides some of the most valuable indirect evidence for the political geography of early medieval Ireland, because saints' lives, composed and revised across the early medieval centuries by the monastic communities that maintained a given saint's cult, routinely include details about the territorial extent and political relationships of the secular dynasties whose lands the saint's foundation occupied or whose patronage the community depended upon. Such details were rarely the primary purpose of a hagiographical text, which existed principally to celebrate the saint's miracles and establish the community's spiritual and, not incidentally, economic claims, but they were frequently included because a monastic community's prestige and prosperity depended substantially on maintaining good relations, and clearly documented land grants, with the secular power controlling the surrounding territory. This means that hagiographical texts associated with the major ecclesiastical foundations of east Connacht, several of which this book will discuss in later chapters as they intersect with the O'Kelly family's own history of religious patronage, can provide valuable, if incidental, evidence for the territorial reach and relative standing of the Uí Maine dynasty at various points across the early medieval period, evidence that is at least somewhat independent of the dynasty's own genealogical self-presentation, even though it too must be read with awareness of the particular interests and purposes of the monastic communities that produced it.

Having established, at what may seem to the impatient reader excessive length but which this book considers a necessary investment for everything that follows, the general character and limitations of the surviving evidence, this chapter can now return to the specific story with which it began: the migration of Mhaine Mór from Ulster in the late fourth century, and what can honestly be said about it.

The broader historical context into which this story must be placed is the gradual and, in its details, still imperfectly understood process by which the ancient over-kingdom of Connacht, itself one of the traditional five or, by some counting conventions, four major provincial divisions of early Ireland, underwent a series of internal reconfigurations across the middle centuries of the first millennium, as the balance of power among its constituent dynasties shifted, older dynastic lines lost ground, and new dynastic groupings, some genuinely new in terms of the population groups they represented and some simply new political labels applied to reorganized older groupings, rose to prominence. The dominant dynasty of medieval and early modern Connacht, the Uí Briúin, and its most powerful branch, the Uí Conchobhair, or O'Conor kings whose expansion this book's fifth chapter will examine as the direct cause of the O'Kelly family's own relocation into the heartland of Uí Maine, trace their own origins to a similarly early and similarly legendary founding figure, and their eventual dominance across most of Connacht by the central medieval period represents one major thread within this larger process of dynastic reconfiguration.

The Uí Maine dynasty's own place within this broader pattern is generally understood by modern scholarship to represent a genuinely distinct population and political grouping within the wider Connachta confederation, associated from an early period with the specific territory of east Connacht that would remain its heartland across the following fifteen centuries, though the precise mechanism and timing of its establishment as a distinct political entity, and the degree to which the Mhaine Mór migration tradition reflects an actual historical population movement from Ulster as opposed to a later genealogical construction designed to explain and legitimize an already-established territorial position, remains genuinely uncertain and is likely to remain so, given the character of the surviving sources. It is worth noting, because it bears directly on how much weight the migration tradition can reasonably carry, that traditions of dynastic migration from one part of Ireland to another are a recurring feature of early medieval Irish genealogical literature more generally, appearing in the origin traditions of numerous other dynasties across the country, and that modern scholarship has generally treated such traditions with considerable caution, recognizing that they may in some cases preserve a genuine folk memory of actual population movement, distorted and simplified across centuries of oral and then written transmission, but that they may equally represent later genealogical constructions designed to establish a prestigious northern, and specifically Ulster, connection for a dynasty whose actual origins lay closer to home, since Ulster held a particular prestige within the wider hierarchy of early Irish dynastic tradition, associated as it was with the Ulster Cycle heroic literature and with the ancient, if by the historical period already fragmented, Ulaid over-kingdom.

This chapter does not propose to resolve this question, because it cannot be resolved with the evidence currently available, and any confident resolution offered here would misrepresent the actual state of scholarly knowledge. What this chapter proposes instead, in keeping with the interpretive method this book's opening chapter established, is to treat the Mhaine Mór tradition as historically significant regardless of its literal factual accuracy, because the tradition itself, whatever its origins, became and remained across the following millennium and a half a load-bearing element of the O'Kelly family's own understanding of who it was and why it held the authority it held. Whether or not an actual chieftain named Mhaine Mór actually led an actual migration out of Ulster in the actual fourth century, the O'Kelly family and its constituent kin groups within the wider Uí Maine confederation believed, or at minimum consistently asserted, that this was their origin, maintained genealogical records tracing an unbroken line of descent from this founding figure through every subsequent generation down to the men who would die at Aughrim in 1691 and beyond, and organized significant aspects of their political and social identity around this foundational claim. That is itself a historical fact of considerable importance, regardless of what actually happened in the fourth century, because it tells us something essential about how Gaelic dynastic legitimacy actually worked: not primarily through documented, verifiable continuity of the kind a modern legal system might require, but through the maintenance of a coherent, professionally curated narrative of continuity, transmitted by specialists whose function within the society was precisely to ensure that such narratives remained available, current, and politically serviceable across an almost unimaginable span of generations.

It is worth pausing to consider what this meant in practical terms for the political culture the O'Kelly family and its neighbors actually inhabited across the early medieval centuries, because the world into which the Uí Maine dynasty was consolidating its position was not a world of stable, clearly bounded kingdoms in the modern sense, but a densely layered and highly competitive landscape of petty kingdoms, generally referred to in the sources by the term tuath, plural tuatha, each typically governed by its own king or chieftain, each bound into shifting relationships of tribute, alliance, and subordination with neighboring tuatha and with the larger regional over-kingdoms, of which the wider Connachta grouping was one example among the five or so major provincial confederations into which early medieval Ireland is conventionally divided. Estimates of the total number of tuatha active across Ireland at any given point in the early medieval period vary considerably depending on methodology and period, but figures in the range of a hundred and fifty or more distinct petty kingdoms, existing simultaneously across the island at various points across the first millennium, give some sense of the sheer density and complexity of this political landscape, a landscape in which any given tuath's actual independence was almost always qualified, to a greater or lesser degree, by tributary or client relationships with more powerful neighbors, and in which the boundaries between tuatha, and the relative rank and standing of their respective kings within the wider hierarchy of over-kingship, were subject to more or less constant renegotiation as the fortunes of individual dynasties rose and fell.

Into this landscape, at some point across the middle centuries of the first millennium, whether through the specific mechanism the Mhaine Mór tradition describes or through some less dramatic and less well-remembered process of gradual consolidation, the Uí Maine dynasty established itself as one of the more successful and more durable regional powers, eventually extending its authority, whether through direct rule, tributary subordination, or the more flexible and negotiated forms of overlordship that characterized Gaelic political practice more generally, across a substantial territory in east Connacht that would remain identifiably associated with the family's name and authority for the following millennium and a half, down to and beyond the catastrophe of Aughrim with which this book's first chapter began. The precise process by which this consolidation occurred, which subordinate tuatha and kin groups were absorbed, displaced, or subordinated in the course of it, and how much of the process the surviving Mhaine Mór tradition accurately reflects as opposed to retrospectively simplifying and heroizing, cannot be reconstructed with confidence from the surviving sources, and this book will not pretend otherwise. What can be said with reasonable confidence, drawing on the combined and mutually corroborating evidence of the genealogical tradition, the later documented territorial extent of the Uí Maine lordship, and the broader comparative pattern of dynastic consolidation visible elsewhere in early medieval Ireland, is that by some point in the earlier centuries of the first millennium, certainly well before the period in which Irish history begins to be illuminated by more reliable, closer-to-contemporary annalistic evidence from roughly the sixth century onward, a distinct and identifiable Uí Maine political entity existed in east Connacht, associated with a ruling kin group that would, across the following centuries, develop into the specific O'Kelly sept whose fortunes this book exists to trace.

It is worth reflecting, before this chapter closes, on why a family situated within this competitive, ever-shifting landscape of petty kingdoms would have found it necessary, or at minimum politically valuable, to maintain and elaborate a foundational migration narrative of the kind the Mhaine Mór tradition represents, because understanding this need illuminates something important about the entire subsequent history this book will trace. In a political world where legitimate authority rested so heavily on demonstrated genealogical continuity and on the maintenance of a coherent claim to a territory's original settlement or conquest, a dynasty's ability to articulate, and have accepted by its subjects, its rivals, and the wider learned community of poets and genealogists whose professional judgment carried real political weight, a clear and prestigious account of its own origins was not merely a matter of pride or antiquarian interest. It was a functional component of the dynasty's ongoing claim to rule, a claim that had to be actively maintained, generation after generation, against the competing claims of rival kin groups within the same wider dynasty, against the territorial ambitions of neighboring tuatha, and against the larger, slower pressure exerted by the expanding over-kingdoms, Uí Briúin and its Uí Conchobhair branch prominent among them in the specific case of Connacht, that were gradually consolidating authority across ever wider territories throughout the middle and later centuries of the early medieval period.

This is the pattern this book's subsequent chapters will trace in detail: a dynasty whose legitimacy rested substantially on a maintained narrative of ancient and continuous authority, operating within a political environment defined by constant renegotiation and by the slow, uneven, but ultimately relentless consolidation of larger and larger units of over-kingship, a pattern that will recur, in modified form, across every subsequent phase of the O'Kelly family's history this book will narrate: the pressure exerted by the O'Conor kings that forced the family's relocation into the heartland of Uí Maine in the twelfth century, discussed in this book's fifth chapter; the pressure exerted by the expanding Anglo-Norman lordships from the late twelfth century onward, discussed in the sixth chapter; and ultimately, across a much longer arc than any early medieval observer could have anticipated, the pressure exerted by the consolidating Tudor and Stuart English state, culminating in the Composition of Connaught in 1585 and, more than a century later, in the catastrophe of Aughrim itself. The specific mechanisms of pressure changed dramatically across this long span of centuries, from the internal dynastic competition of the early medieval tuatha system to the entirely different legal and military apparatus of the early modern colonial state, but the underlying structural pattern, a smaller or less powerful political entity attempting to maintain its legitimacy and its territorial claims against the slow consolidating pressure of larger and more powerful neighbors, recurs with a persistence that this book will argue is one of the genuinely illuminating through-lines connecting the fourth-century world of Mhaine Mór to the seventeenth-century world of Colonel Charles O'Kelly, however different the specific historical circumstances of each period.

There is one further point worth making before this chapter closes, because it bears directly on the interpretive stance this book has adopted and will maintain across its full length. The fact that the Mhaine Mór migration tradition cannot be verified as literal historical fact, and may well represent, in whole or in significant part, a later genealogical construction designed to serve the political needs of a dynasty already established in its east Connacht territory by some other, less well-remembered process, does not diminish the historical significance of the tradition itself, and this book will resist any temptation to treat the uncertain factual status of the founding story as somehow undermining the reality or importance of everything that followed from it. The O'Kelly family that fought and died at Aughrim in 1691 was, whatever the precise historical accuracy of its fourth-century origin story, an unquestionably real and unquestionably ancient political and social entity, whose documented history across the central medieval and early modern periods, increasingly well attested by annalistic, genealogical, ecclesiastical, and eventually administrative and military record as this book's narrative moves forward through the centuries, is not in serious dispute. The uncertainty that attends the deepest layer of the family's own account of its origins is characteristic of virtually every dynasty of comparable antiquity anywhere in early medieval Europe, and should be understood as a reflection of the general evidentiary conditions of the period rather than as any particular weakness in the specific O'Kelly case. What matters, for the purposes of this book, is that the tradition existed, that it was maintained with evident care and evident political purpose across an extraordinary span of generations, and that it provided the family, across every subsequent crisis this book will narrate, with a coherent and deeply felt account of who they were and why the ground they held belonged to them. That account would be tested, refined, and eventually elaborated by genuinely documented events across the following centuries, beginning with the family's consolidation of a distinct martial and dynastic identity in the eleventh century, through the sacrifice of Tadhg Mór Ó Ceallaigh at the Battle of Clontarf in 1014, an event this book's next chapter will examine in full, and one for which the surviving evidence, while still requiring careful and critical handling, is considerably more substantial than anything available for the shadowy fourth-century world of Mhaine Mór and his followers.
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​Chapter 3: The Shape of a Gaelic Lordship
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To understand what was lost at Aughrim, a reader must first understand what a Gaelic lordship actually was, and this requires setting aside, deliberately and with some effort, the assumptions about political sovereignty that a modern reader, or for that matter a sixteenth-century English administrator, would naturally bring to the subject. The instinct, when encountering a term like kingdom or lordship applied to a polity like Uí Maine, is to reach for the nearest familiar analogue: a small version of the centralized, territorially bounded, hereditary monarchies that had, by the early modern period, become the standard form of political organization across most of western Europe. This analogy is almost entirely misleading, and the mileage of that misunderstanding, compounded across four centuries of English engagement with Gaelic Ireland, did enormous damage, first to the practical relationship between the two political cultures, and later to the historical reputation of the Gaelic system itself, which came to be characterized, in the administrative and propagandistic literature the Tudor state produced to justify its conquest, as a condition of anarchy, tribal disorder, and endemic lawlessness requiring the civilizing intervention of English governance. This chapter exists to correct that misunderstanding, not out of antiquarian pedantry but because the misunderstanding itself, and the policies built upon it, form an essential part of the story this book is telling. A reader who does not understand how Gaelic lordship actually functioned cannot understand why the Composition of Connaught in 1585, discussed at length in this book's eleventh chapter, represented such a fundamental rupture, nor why the O'Kelly family's continued social and economic prominence after that rupture, discussed in the chapter that follows it, required such careful and sustained accommodation to a legal order utterly alien to the one their ancestors had built.

The basic unit of Gaelic political organization, introduced briefly in this book's second chapter and requiring fuller explanation here, was the tuath, a term conventionally translated as petty kingdom or tribal territory but carrying a cluster of associations that neither English word quite captures. A tuath was simultaneously a territory, a population, and a legal community: the people who owed allegiance to a particular king, the land over which that allegiance was exercised, and the body of law, the brehon law this chapter will discuss in detail below, that governed relationships within that community. Early medieval Ireland, as noted in the previous chapter, contained something in the range of a hundred and fifty or more such tuatha at any given time, though the number fluctuated constantly as some kingdoms expanded through conquest or absorption and others contracted or disappeared entirely, swallowed into the territory of a more successful neighbor. No tuath existed in true isolation. Each was bound, through relationships of tribute, military service, and formal submission, into a hierarchy of over-kingship, with local kings owing allegiance to regional over-kings, who in turn might owe allegiance to a provincial king, who in the earlier centuries of this system might in theory, though rarely in stable practice, acknowledge some notional primacy of a High King at Tara, an institution whose actual political authority across most of Irish history has been considerably inflated by later medieval and early modern historiography eager to present pre-Norman Ireland as a more unified polity than it generally was.

This layered structure of tribute and allegiance was not static, and it was not primarily maintained through the kind of formal, documented, territorially precise administrative apparatus that a modern reader might expect. It was maintained through a continuous and often violent process of renegotiation, in which the relative standing of any given king, and the tribute obligations owed by his tuath to whichever over-king currently claimed authority over it, depended substantially on demonstrated military strength, successful alliance-building, and the ongoing, active assertion of claims that could never simply be assumed to remain settled from one generation to the next. A king who failed to defend his position, whether through military weakness, poor political judgment, or simple bad fortune, could expect his tributary obligations to increase, his territory to be encroached upon by ambitious neighbors, or in the worst case his entire tuath to be absorbed outright into the expanding lordship of a more successful rival. This was, by any reasonable definition, a competitive and frequently violent political system, and this book has no interest in denying or minimizing that violence. But it is essential to understand that this competitive instability existed within, not in the absence of, an elaborate and widely recognized framework of law, custom, and legitimate procedure, a framework this chapter will now examine in more detail, because the sixteenth-century English characterization of Gaelic Ireland as a condition of lawless anarchy fundamentally misread the difference between a political order that was contested and violent, which Gaelic Ireland certainly was, and a political order that was without law, which it demonstrably was not.

The question of who actually became king, or chieftain, or lord, within any given tuath, and how that position passed from one holder to the next, requires unpacking two closely related but distinct institutions: the derbfine, the kin group within which eligibility for succession was determined, and the practice generally referred to by the anglicized term tanistry, the method by which a successor was actually selected from among that eligible group. Together, these two institutions produced a system of succession that was neither strictly hereditary in the sense a modern reader might assume, with automatic passage from father to eldest son, nor genuinely elective in the sense of an open contest among unrelated candidates, but something distinctively its own, calibrated to balance the society's evident desire for continuity of a legitimate ruling lineage against its equally evident recognition that competent, adult leadership, capable of effective military command and political judgment, mattered more, for the practical survival of the tuath, than mechanical adherence to primogeniture.

The derbfine, literally something like the certain kin or true kin group, comprised in its most common formulation all the legitimate male descendants, within four generations, of a common great-grandfather, meaning that a substantial and often quite numerous body of men, spanning several branches of what had, a few generations earlier, been a single family line, might in principle be eligible for consideration when a chieftainship fell vacant. This is already a significant departure from a strict primogeniture system, in which eligibility narrows immediately to a single designated line of descent. Under the derbfine principle, cousins several times removed, descended from a chieftain's grand-uncle rather than from the chieftain himself, could in principle stand as legitimate candidates for succession, provided their descent from the relevant common ancestor could be properly established and provided they met the practical qualifications, discussed below, that Gaelic custom required of a candidate for chieftainship.

Tanistry, the mechanism by which an actual successor was selected from among this broader eligible pool, involved, at least in its idealized and most commonly described form, the election, during the current chieftain's lifetime, of a designated successor, the tánaiste, chosen from among the eligible derbfine by an assembly of the tuath's freemen and, critically, by the acclamation or at minimum the acquiescence of the wider community of nobles, poets, and other figures of standing whose collective judgment carried real political weight. The tánaiste, once so designated, held a recognized position of standing second only to the reigning chieftain himself, entitled to specific honors and specific obligations, and stood ready to assume the chieftainship immediately upon the current holder's death, without the period of contested interregnum that a less clearly defined succession process might have produced. This system had real and considerable advantages over strict hereditary primogeniture, chief among them the practical assurance that a tuath would almost never find itself governed by a minor child or by an obviously unsuitable candidate simply because he happened to be the eldest surviving son of the previous chieftain, a problem that plagued strictly hereditary monarchies across medieval Europe with grim regularity, producing long and destabilizing regencies and, not infrequently, outright usurpation by ambitious relatives maneuvering around an incapable child-king. Tanistry, by contrast, built the selection of a capable adult successor directly into its normal operating procedure.

But tanistry carried its own, equally serious costs, and it would be dishonest to present the system as an unambiguous improvement on strict hereditary succession rather than a different set of tradeoffs, each with its own characteristic failure modes. Because the pool of eligible candidates was genuinely broad, encompassing multiple branches of an extended kin group rather than a single clearly designated line, and because the actual selection process depended on assembling sufficient support among the tuath's nobility and freemen rather than on an unambiguous, automatically applied rule, succession disputes were endemic to Gaelic political life, and a significant proportion of the internal violence that characterized the tuath system across the centuries this book has already surveyed, and will continue to survey, arose directly from contested successions, in which multiple candidates, each with a plausible derbfine claim and each capable of assembling some
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