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​Chapter 1: The Pale and the Sept
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Ireland in the middle of the seventeenth century was a country of walls that had failed to become borders. For three hundred years the English crown had drawn a boundary around Dublin and its hinterland, a defensive perimeter known as the Pale, and had told itself a comforting story: that inside this line lay civility, law, and loyalty, while beyond it lay wilderness, custom, and rebellion. It was never true, or never true enough to matter. The Pale was not a wall so much as a permeable membrane, and the families who lived astride it, who held their manors within its notional boundary while marrying, trading, and warring with the Gaelic lordships beyond it, belonged to neither world entirely and to both worlds completely. It was into one such family, at some point in the middle years of the century, that Patrick Sarsfield was born.

The precise year is not known, and this uncertainty is itself instructive. He was born around 1650, or perhaps 1655, the sources disagree, and no parish register or family bible has survived to settle the question with the finality that modern readers, accustomed to birth certificates and hospital records, tend to expect of the past. He came into the world at his family's ancestral estate near Lucan, a few miles west of Dublin on the banks of the River Liffey, a manor whose lands would shape the contours of his identity long before he understood what that identity would cost him. He was the second son and youngest of five children born to Patrick Sarsfield the Elder and Anne O'Moore, and in that pairing of names, Sarsfield and O'Moore, lies the whole of what this book must first explain, because Patrick Sarsfield the younger cannot be understood as a man of one tradition. He was the product of two, and they did not always point in the same direction.

To understand what it meant to be born a Sarsfield of Lucan in the 1650s, it is necessary to first understand what the Pale had become by that decade, and what it had once been, and how far the distance between those two things had grown.

​The Idea of the Pale

The word itself derives from the Latin palus, a stake, and by extension the fence of stakes that marks an enclosure, hence the English idiom "beyond the pale," meaning beyond the bounds of acceptable behavior, a phrase whose origins lie precisely in this Irish context, in the presumed savagery of everything that lay outside the English enclosure. The Pale as a defined administrative and military zone had emerged in the late medieval period, shrinking and expanding across the centuries according to the fortunes of English power in Ireland, but by the time of the Tudor conquest in the sixteenth century it had settled, roughly, into the four counties of Dublin, Meath, Louth, and Kildare, a modest crescent of territory hugging the eastern coast, defended by a chain of fortified towns and manor houses, beyond which the writ of English common law ran thin or not at all.

Within this zone lived a population that the English crown, in its own official language, distinguished sharply from the "mere Irish" beyond it. These were the Old English, sometimes called the Anglo-Irish, though that later term carries connotations from a different century and a different religious settlement, and is best avoided when discussing the seventeenth century on its own terms. The Old English were the descendants of the Anglo-Norman conquerors who had first arrived in Ireland in 1169 and 1170, under the nominal authority of Henry II, and who had over the following four centuries intermarried, settled, built castles and monasteries and market towns, and gradually become something that was neither wholly English nor wholly Irish but a distinct hybrid civilization, proud of its English origins and loyal, in the main, to the English crown, while simultaneously having absorbed enough of Gaelic custom, language, and even law, the famous phenomenon that English administrators denounced as families having gone "more Irish than the Irish themselves", that the purity of their English identity was a matter of perpetual anxiety and periodic legislative correction from London.

The correction that mattered most for the Sarsfield family, and for every Old English family like them, arrived not through statute but through theology. The Reformation, which reached Ireland in fits and starts through the sixteenth century, split the English of Ireland in a way that the earlier centuries of cultural blending had never split them. Where the Gaelic Irish beyond the Pale had, for the most part, remained straightforwardly and unreflectively Catholic, the reformist project having never seriously penetrated territories where English administrative and ecclesiastical structures held no purchase, the Old English faced a harder choice. They were, by tradition and self-conception, the loyal subjects of the English crown, the garrison of civility in a hostile land. But the crown to which they had been loyal for four centuries was now, from the 1530s onward, a Protestant crown, and the Old English, overwhelmingly, did not follow it into the new religion. They remained Catholic, recusant, in the language of the time, meaning those who refused to attend the services of the established church, and in doing so they created for themselves a position of exquisite and enduring difficulty. They were English by blood and self-identification, unwilling to renounce that identity or the political loyalty that came with it, and yet they were increasingly regarded by English administrators, English settlers, and the English Parliament as suspect, backward, crypto-rebellious, indistinguishable in their disloyalty from the Gaelic Irish whom they had once looked down upon.

This was the position the Sarsfield family of Lucan occupied by the time Patrick was born, and it is worth pausing here, before advancing further into narrative, to state plainly what this book will return to again and again: that Patrick Sarsfield's life cannot be understood as the straightforward biography of an Irish patriot, in the nineteenth-century nationalist sense that later generations would impose upon him. He was born into a family whose defining historical loyalty was to the Stuart monarchy of England, a family that had served that monarchy, profited under it, and would in Patrick's own generation die for it on continental battlefields far from Ireland. The complexity of his later career, his emergence as the last great defender of Jacobite Ireland, his transformation into the central military hero of the Irish resistance to William of Orange, only makes sense against this background of Old English royalism. He was not born a rebel. He inherited, instead, something more complicated: a tradition of loyalty to a crown that would, within his own lifetime, prove itself willing to abandon those who served it.

​The Sarsfields of Lucan

The paternal line of the family that Patrick Sarsfield the Elder would pass to his sons traced its origins, according to family tradition and such documentary evidence as survives, to the Anglo-Norman settlement of Ireland in the twelfth century, specifically to the wave of adventurers, knights, and lesser nobility who had crossed with or shortly after the 1172 expedition of Henry II, the campaign that formally initiated the English involvement in Ireland that would, across five subsequent centuries, prove one of the most consequential and calamitous relationships in either island's history. The Sarsfield name itself is thought to derive from a place name in England, though its precise origin has been obscured by the centuries, and by the sixteenth century the family had ceased to be adventurers or soldiers of fortune and had become something more settled and more bourgeois: they were merchants.

This is a detail worth dwelling on, because it complicates the image, an image that would later become almost mandatory in nationalist iconography, of Sarsfield as a scion of ancient warrior nobility. The Sarsfields of Dublin in the sixteenth century were, first and foremost, urban patricians: wealthy Catholic merchants who had built their fortune on trade, who had taken their place among the civic elite of Dublin, and who had, like many such families across Catholic Europe in this period, used commercial wealth to purchase land, status, and ultimately a form of gentility that blurred into the ranks of the aristocracy. The pattern was not unusual. Across early modern Europe, mercantile fortunes routinely metamorphosed, within two or three generations, into landed estates and inherited titles, the money of the counting house converted into the more durable and more honorable currency of acreage and lineage. The Sarsfields followed this well-worn path with particular success.

The pivotal figure in this transformation was Sir William Sarsfield, an ancestor whose career illustrates with unusual clarity the strange bargains that Catholic families in Ireland were required to strike with a Protestant crown in order to preserve and advance their position. William Sarsfield served as Mayor of Dublin, one of the highest civic offices available to a merchant family of the period, a position of genuine power over the city's commerce, governance, and militia, and in 1566 he was knighted by Elizabeth I herself. The knighthood was not, according to the surviving accounts, a reward for religious conformity or ideological loyalty in any abstract sense; it was, more concretely, a reward for logistical and financial support rendered during the suppression of Shane O'Neill's rebellion in Ulster, a conflict in which the crown needed money, supplies, and the cooperation of Dublin's merchant elite far more urgently than it needed doctrinal purity from that same elite.

There is something quietly revealing in this transaction, and it establishes a pattern that would recur across the following century of Sarsfield family history: that the practical relationship between the Old English gentry and the English crown was frequently a relationship of mutual utility that could coexist, for extended periods, alongside religious difference. Elizabeth I, whatever her government's broader anxieties about Catholic disloyalty, was entirely willing to knight a Catholic merchant who had proven useful to a specific military campaign. The crown needed the Pale gentry's money, their local knowledge, their capacity to raise men and supplies, and it was frequently prepared to overlook, for as long as it remained convenient, the question of where those gentry attended Mass. This transactional tolerance would not last forever, the pressures of the Reformation settlement would harden over succeeding decades into something far less forgiving, but in the Elizabethan period it still had room to operate, and Sir William Sarsfield's knighthood is a monument to that room.

With the wealth and status that his civic career and royal favor had brought him, Sir William made the purchase that would define the family's fortunes for the next century and beyond: he acquired Lucan Manor, an estate of considerable size on the western fringe of Dublin along the Liffey, and Tully Commandery in County Kildare, a former holding of the Knights Hospitaller that had passed into private hands following the dissolution of the monasteries. These were not modest acquisitions. Lucan and Tully together represented a substantial landed patrimony, the kind of estate that transformed a merchant family into a genuinely gentry family, with all the social standing, local authority, and, crucially, for what would follow in the seventeenth century, political vulnerability that landed status implied. To own land in Ireland in this period was to own something that the crown, or Parliament, or whatever authority controlled the machinery of confiscation at a given moment, might one day decide to take.

​Catholic Loyalists in a Century of Confessional War

The sixteenth century closed and the seventeenth opened with the Sarsfields established as one among many Old English Pale families: Catholic in religion, English in self-conception, loyal to the Stuart monarchy that had succeeded the Tudors in 1603, and increasingly uneasy about the direction in which English and Irish politics were moving. The accession of James I, and Ireland's incorporation into a wider British political framework that included an increasingly assertive Protestant Parliament in London, brought with it mounting pressure on Catholic landholders, pressure that would, across the first half of the century, escalate from social marginalization and selective legal disability into outright confiscation and civil war.

It is difficult for a modern reader, accustomed to thinking of religious identity as a private matter largely separable from political and economic life, to fully appreciate how thoroughly confessional identity structured every dimension of existence for a family like the Sarsfields in this period. To be Catholic in seventeenth-century Ireland was not simply to hold a set of theological beliefs; it was to be excluded, by a widening body of law and custom, from public office, from the legal professions, from full property rights, from the franchise in any meaningful sense, and, during the darkest periods, as this chapter will shortly recount, from the land itself. And yet within this structural disadvantage, families like the Sarsfields continued to occupy positions of local prominence, continued to intermarry with both English and Gaelic families of standing, and continued, remarkably, to profess a loyalty to the crown that the crown itself seemed determined, decade after decade, to make increasingly difficult to sustain.

This tension exploded into open war in 1641, when a rebellion that began in Ulster, orchestrated in significant part, as a later chapter of this book will explain, by figures directly connected to Patrick Sarsfield's own maternal family, spread across the island and precipitated more than a decade of overlapping conflicts collectively remembered as the Irish Confederate Wars, or the Eleven Years' War. The rebellion's origins lay in the grievances of the Gaelic and Old English Catholic gentry of Ulster and beyond, dispossessed and marginalized by decades of Protestant plantation, but its consequences rapidly outgrew its origins, entangling Ireland in the broader catastrophe of the Wars of the Three Kingdoms, the interlocking civil wars that would, within a decade, see a British king executed on a public scaffold and the very structure of monarchical government in these islands thrown into convulsive question.

Patrick Sarsfield the Elder, the father of the man who is this book's subject, came of age into this conflict, and his response to it illuminates the particular political character of the family from which his son would inherit both privilege and peril. He aligned himself with the Catholic Confederation, the government that Irish Catholic rebels established at Kilkenny to coordinate the war effort and to provide, in effect, an alternative administration for Catholic Ireland during the years when royal authority in the country had effectively collapsed. But within the Confederation, which was, from its inception, a fractious and internally divided body, riven by competing visions of what the rebellion was for and what settlement it should ultimately seek, Patrick the Elder positioned himself among the moderates.

This is a crucial point of characterization, both for the father and, by extension, for understanding the political inheritance of the son. The Confederation was never a unified movement with a single objective. It contained within it an uneasy coalition of factions: on one side, those, often drawn from the ranks of the dispossessed Gaelic nobility and the more militant clergy, including papal representatives who saw the war in explicitly confessional and even crusading terms, who sought a complete reversal of the plantation settlements, the full restoration of Catholic religious establishment, and were willing to countenance an alliance with continental Catholic powers against the Protestant English state itself. On the other side stood a more cautious, more pragmatically royalist faction, drawn disproportionately from the Old English gentry of the Pale and the other long-settled Catholic families, who sought a negotiated accommodation: toleration for Catholic worship, the restoration or protection of Catholic property rights, and continued loyalty to Charles I as the legitimate monarch, understood as a partner in settlement rather than an enemy to be overthrown. It was to this second, moderate, royalist-leaning faction that Patrick Sarsfield the Elder belonged.

The distinction mattered enormously, and not merely as a matter of abstract political taxonomy. It reflected a set of material interests and a set of hopes that were entirely coherent from the perspective of a Pale gentry family. Patrick the Elder was not fighting to overturn the entire structure of English rule in Ireland, nor to establish an independent Catholic Gaelic polity in opposition to the crown. He was fighting, insofar as the word "fighting" accurately describes what was, for men of his class, as much a matter of political maneuvering and financial contribution as of personal combat, to secure a settlement in which Catholic landowners like himself could retain their properties, practice their religion without persecution, and remain loyal subjects of a monarchy that would, in turn, honor the compact of protection and toleration that his faction believed was the proper and traditional relationship between crown and Old English gentry. The Puritan and parliamentarian forces gathering strength in England represented, to men of this outlook, a far graver threat than any accommodation with a Protestant king willing to grant toleration; the moderate Confederates sought, in essence, to preserve a version of the old Tudor-Stuart bargain, loyalty and taxation in exchange for property and limited religious latitude, against the radicalizing forces on both extremes of the Irish and English political spectrum.

It is worth noting, too, what this moderate royalism meant for the young household in which Patrick Sarsfield the younger would eventually be born, whichever precise year that occurred. It meant a family whose political identity was built around negotiation, accommodation, and the preservation of estate rather than around ideological rebellion. It was a household oriented toward compromise with established authority, not defiance of it. And it is against this inherited disposition, this instinct toward working within the structures of crown loyalty rather than against them, that the younger Patrick's eventual emergence as the implacable military leader of Jacobite resistance must be measured. The son would prove, in the end, far less willing to compromise than the father had been; but the son's early formation occurred within a household whose entire political strategy across the calamities of the 1640s and 1650s had been one of survival through moderation, not one of martyrdom through defiance.

​Rout, Confiscation, Transplantation

The moderate strategy failed. It failed comprehensively, and its failure would define the material and psychological inheritance that Patrick Sarsfield the younger carried with him into adulthood, even though, given the uncertainty over his exact birth year, he may have been too young to remember its catastrophic culmination directly.

The Confederate Wars, having consumed the 1640s in a shifting sequence of alliances, betrayals, and battles across Ireland, entered their final and most devastating phase with the arrival of Oliver Cromwell and the New Model Army in August 1649. What followed over the subsequent three years was a campaign of conquest whose brutality has left a permanent mark on Irish historical memory: the massacres at Drogheda and Wexford, the systematic destruction of Confederate military capacity, the eventual surrender of every remaining Catholic stronghold, and, following the completion of the conquest, a settlement designed not merely to defeat Catholic Ireland but to reconstitute its social and economic structure from the ground up.

The instrument of this reconstitution was the Act of Settlement of 1652, and the broader Cromwellian land settlement that flowed from it, one of the most sweeping and deliberately punitive confiscations of property in early modern European history. Catholic landowners across Ireland who had participated in, or were deemed to have supported, the rebellion and the subsequent Confederate war effort faced the forfeiture of their estates, to be redistributed among Cromwell's creditors, his soldiers owed arrears of pay, and the English adventurers who had financed the reconquest under the terms of the earlier Adventurers' Act. The scale of the transfer of land from Catholic to Protestant ownership that resulted from this settlement was staggering, historians have estimated that Catholic landownership in Ireland, which stood at roughly sixty percent of the island's profitable land on the eve of the 1641 rebellion, was reduced by the Cromwellian settlement and its Restoration-era aftermath to a small fraction of that figure, a transformation whose consequences would structure Irish society for the following two and a half centuries.

The Sarsfield family of Lucan and Tully did not escape this reckoning. Patrick Sarsfield the Elder's participation in the Confederate war effort, moderate though his political positioning within that movement had been, was sufficient under the sweeping terms of the Cromwellian settlement to mark the family's estates for confiscation. In 1652, the ancestral properties at Lucan and Tully, the manor that Sir William Sarsfield had purchased nearly a century earlier with the proceeds of civic office and royal favor, the estate that had anchored the family's identity as landed Pale gentry across four generations, were seized.

What followed was not merely confiscation but displacement on a scale that the family, for all its accumulated wealth and status, could not simply absorb or negotiate away. Under the terms of the Cromwellian settlement, dispossessed Catholic landowners who were not executed, imprisoned, or transported as indentured labor to the West Indies were offered, if "offered" is not too generous a word for what amounted to a compulsory relocation, alternative land grants in the province of Connacht, the poorer, more remote western region of Ireland that Cromwellian policy makers had designated as the zone into which Catholic landed society would be compressed. The phrase that has echoed down the centuries in association with this policy, "to Hell or to Connacht", captures, whether or not it was ever spoken in precisely those words by Cromwell himself, the punitive spirit in which the transplantation was conceived and executed. In 1657, five years after the initial confiscation, the Sarsfield family was formally transplanted to Connacht, their ancestral holdings in Dublin and Kildare now in the hands of Cromwellian soldiers and adventurers, their status as landed gentry of the Pale, a status built up across nearly five centuries since the Anglo-Norman settlement, reduced, in the space of a single decade, to a grant of substitute land in a province their family had no prior connection to.

It is worth sitting with the psychological as well as the material weight of this experience, because it forms an essential part of the inheritance that shaped Patrick Sarsfield the younger, whether he experienced it as a direct childhood memory or absorbed it, as seems equally likely given the uncertainty of his birth date, as a formative family narrative told and retold across his early years. To be transplanted was to have one's identity as a landed family, an identity that, for the Old English gentry, was inseparable from claims to civility, loyalty, and belonging within the English political order, suddenly and violently called into question by the very authority to which that identity had always claimed allegiance. The Sarsfields had been loyal, by their own political logic, throughout the crisis of the 1640s. Patrick the Elder had aligned with the moderate faction precisely because that faction sought accommodation rather than revolution, compromise rather than the overthrow of established order. And the reward for that moderation, in the end, was confiscation and exile within their own country, a lesson in the unreliability of crown protection that the family had little choice but to absorb, and one whose echoes would sound again, with far greater consequence, in the political choices of the next generation.

And yet, this is the essential complication with which this chapter must close, because it is the complication that defines the family's entire seventeenth-century trajectory, the Sarsfield story of dispossession did not end in permanent exile. It ended, remarkably, in restoration. When the monarchy that the Cromwellian regime had overthrown was itself restored in 1660, with Charles II returning from continental exile to reclaim his father's throne, the settlement of Ireland became once again a matter of urgent and contested negotiation, as Catholic families who had lost their estates under Cromwell sought to use the change of regime to reclaim what had been taken from them, while the Cromwellian settlers and soldiers who now held those same lands fought with equal determination to keep what they had gained. The resulting Restoration land settlement was a compromise that satisfied almost no one fully, the great majority of Cromwellian confiscations were, in practice, allowed to stand, to the lasting bitterness of the dispossessed Catholic gentry, but it did contain provisions, and offer opportunities through petition and court process, by which a limited number of families judged to have been sufficiently loyal, or sufficiently well-connected, or simply sufficiently persistent in pressing their claims, succeeded in recovering some or all of their former holdings.

The Sarsfields of Lucan were among this fortunate minority. Under the Restoration settlement of 1662, the family successfully regained their lands at Lucan and, it appears, at Tully as well, a recovery that speaks to the family's continued standing, its connections at court or among the commissioners charged with adjudicating restoration claims, and perhaps simply the underlying strength of a documentary and genealogical case that a family of the Sarsfields' long establishment could mount more effectively than newer or less prominent claimants. Whatever the precise mechanism, the practical result was a family restored, within a single decade, from confiscation and transplantation to the recovery of its ancestral estate, a whiplash of fortune that illustrates, better than any general historical description could, just how unstable and reversible property and status had become for Catholic Ireland's landed families across the middle decades of the seventeenth century.

This is the environment, materially insecure despite outward gentility, politically loyal despite repeated betrayal by the authorities to whom that loyalty was pledged, Catholic in a kingdom whose official religious and legal structures grew steadily more hostile to Catholicism, and now freshly restored to an estate that had so recently been stripped away, into which Patrick Sarsfield the younger was born, and within which, in the years immediately following the Restoration settlement, he would have spent whatever can be reconstructed of his earliest childhood. It was a household that knew, from direct and recent experience, both the privileges that landed status could confer and the terrifying speed with which those privileges could be revoked by a change in political wind. It was a household whose head had chosen moderation and accommodation as his political strategy through the crisis of the 1640s, and had watched that strategy fail catastrophically before being granted, almost as an afterthought of Restoration politics, a partial and precarious reprieve.

Whether the infant or young child Patrick absorbed any conscious understanding of this history is unknowable and, in the strictest sense, unimportant to the argument this book will develop. What matters is that he was born into it, into a family identity forged by exactly this combination of Old English loyalism, Catholic marginalization, and the lived, recent, generational memory of dispossession and uncertain restoration. And he was born, as the next chapter of this account will explore, into a second inheritance as well: one that ran through his mother's line to a very different tradition of response to English power in Ireland, a tradition that did not seek accommodation within the structures of crown authority but had instead, across generations, taken up arms directly against it. It is the collision and combination of these two inheritances, the pragmatic, property-conscious loyalism of the Sarsfields, and the militant, rebellious blood of the O'Moores, that produced, in the fullness of time, the soldier whose life this book undertakes to reconstruct: a man capable of the most stubborn loyalty and, when that loyalty proved insufficient to the moment, the most determined resistance.
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​Chapter 2: The Blood of the O'Mores
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There is a particular kind of silence that surrounds the maternal ancestors of great men in early modern historical writing, a silence built not from the absence of significance but from the habits of a documentary culture that recorded land, title, and male inheritance with obsessive care while treating the women who carried bloodlines between families as little more than the notarized instruments of alliance. Anne O'Moore, the mother of Patrick Sarsfield, has suffered exactly this kind of erasure. She appears in the surviving record chiefly as a name on a genealogical chart, a daughter given in marriage, a womb through which two distinct historical traditions were fused into a single child. And yet to understand her son, to understand why the moderate, property-conscious, accommodation-seeking political culture of the Sarsfield household described in the previous chapter did not, in the end, produce a moderate, accommodation-seeking man, it is necessary to set the silence aside and reconstruct, as far as the sources allow, exactly what tradition Anne O'Moore carried into her marriage, and what she therefore carried into her son.

The O'Moores were not obscure. They were not a minor sept whose history had to be reconstructed from fragmentary charter evidence and inference. They were, by the middle of the seventeenth century, one of the most storied and most feared families in the historical memory of English Ireland, a lineage whose very name had become, across four generations of Tudor and early Stuart administration, a byword for insurrection.

​The Sept of Laois

The O'Moores, Ó Mórdha in the Gaelic form, meaning, roughly, descendants of the majestic or the noble one, were the ruling family of Laois, a territory in the Irish midlands that the English crown would, in the sixteenth century, attempt to remake as Queen's County, one of the earliest and most sustained experiments in plantation policy anywhere in Ireland. Their claimed ancestry reached back, in the manner conventional to Gaelic aristocratic genealogy, to the Milesians, the legendary Gaelic ancestors said in medieval Irish pseudo-historical tradition to have arrived from Iberia in the deep mythic past and to have displaced the semi-divine Tuatha Dé Danann as masters of Ireland. Modern historical scholarship treats this Milesian genealogical framework, inherited from texts like the Lebor Gabála Érenn, as a literary and ideological construction rather than a literal record of prehistoric migration, a origin myth that Gaelic Ireland's learned class had developed across the medieval centuries to assert the antiquity and legitimacy of the island's ruling septs against any rival claim to primacy. But the historical accuracy of the Milesian genealogy matters less, for the purposes of understanding Anne O'Moore's inheritance, than the cultural function it performed. To be able to claim, and to have that claim generally accepted within Gaelic Ireland's own systems of genealogical reckoning, descent from the Milesian conquerors was to claim a form of sovereignty and belonging in Ireland that predated by millennia anything the Anglo-Norman or English settlement could offer. Where the Sarsfields traced their claim to status back to a twelfth-century royal expedition and a sixteenth-century mayoralty, respectable, but historically shallow by comparison, the O'Moores traced theirs back, in the reckoning of their own bardic tradition, to the very origin of the Gaelic nation itself.

This was not merely a matter of genealogical pride, decorative and inert. It structured the O'Moores' entire relationship to the process of English conquest and colonization that unfolded around them across the sixteenth century, because a family that understood itself as possessing an ancient and essentially sovereign claim to its territory was, almost by definition, a family disposed to regard English plantation not as legitimate governmental reform but as usurpation to be resisted by whatever means were available. And resist the O'Moores did, with a persistence that became, across the Tudor period, one of the defining features of English administrative anxiety about the midlands.

The historical tradition, and it should be treated as tradition rather than as a precisely documented tally, since the number itself has the flavor of oral memory rounding toward a resonant figure rather than a bureaucratic count, holds that the O'Moores rose in rebellion against Tudor authority on nineteen separate occasions. Whatever the exact number, the underlying reality it reflects is not in dispute: the O'Moores of Laois were, across the middle and later decades of the sixteenth century, in a condition of nearly continuous low-intensity warfare with the expanding structures of English plantation government, a resistance that the crown's administrators in Dublin came to regard as one of the most stubborn and dangerous problems confronting the entire colonial project in Ireland. The Laois-Offaly plantation, launched in the 1550s under Mary I and continued under Elizabeth, was intended as a demonstration project, an early and, its architects hoped, replicable model for how confiscated Gaelic territory could be resettled with loyal English colonists and reorganized into the shire structure of English county government. It became instead a demonstration of a different kind: a decades-long case study in how ferociously a dispossessed Gaelic sept could contest that resettlement, guerrilla raid by guerrilla raid, ambush by ambush, generation by generation, refusing to accept that the loss of a battle, or even the loss of a decade, constituted the loss of the war.

This is the tradition that Anne O'Moore, whenever precisely she was born, inherited as her family's defining historical experience, not the pragmatic, negotiated, court-oriented accommodation that had characterized the Sarsfields' relationship with English authority, but a lineage understood, by the O'Moores themselves and by the English administrators who feared them, primarily through the lens of armed resistance. Where a Sarsfield learned, from family example, that survival under English rule was to be secured through service, marriage alliance, and the careful cultivation of royal favor, an O'Moore learned that a Gaelic lord's obligation to his patrimony and his people could require, again and again across the generations, taking up arms against the very government that claimed sovereignty over the land.

​Rory O'Moore and the Rebellion of 1641

If the O'Moore tradition of resistance had, by the early seventeenth century, become in some sense a matter of inherited reputation as much as active practice, the sept's power broken, like that of most Gaelic lordships, by the cumulative pressure of Tudor conquest, plantation, and the final collapse of the old Gaelic order following the Flight of the Earls in 1607, it was reactivated, decisively and with world-historical consequence, in the generation immediately preceding Patrick Sarsfield's birth, through the figure of Anne O'Moore's own father: Rory O'Moore.

Rory O'Moore occupies a place in Irish historical memory that is difficult to overstate and, until relatively recently, was often understated by an English-language historiographical tradition inclined to treat the 1641 rebellion primarily through the lens of its violence against Protestant settlers rather than through the political grievances and strategic calculation that produced it. Modern historical scholarship has substantially rehabilitated Rory O'Moore's reputation as a serious political actor, a landowner of relatively modest means by the standards of the greater Gaelic and Old English aristocracy, but a man of exceptional organizational capacity, personal charisma, and strategic patience, who spent years quietly building the network of alliances among the Gaelic Irish and Old English gentry that would be required to mount a coordinated uprising against a plantation and confessional settlement that both communities, for their different reasons, had come to regard as intolerable.

The rebellion that erupted in Ulster in October 1641, and that Rory O'Moore is credited by most historians as having been among the principal instigators and organizers of, was not, whatever the propaganda produced in its immediate aftermath by English and Protestant polemicists would claim, a simple explosion of sectarian massacre, though it did produce, particularly in its opening weeks, killings of Protestant settlers on a scale that would be exaggerated in the retelling into the tens of thousands and that would poison Irish confessional relations for centuries. It was, in its origins and in the intentions of its principal architects, a calculated political rebellion, timed to exploit the mounting crisis between Charles I and his Parliament in England, and aimed initially at seizing Dublin Castle and key strongholds across Ulster in a rapid coup that its planners hoped would force a negotiated settlement, restoring lands lost to plantation, securing toleration for Catholic worship, and reasserting the political standing of the Catholic gentry, Gaelic and Old English alike, before the crisis could develop into the kind of prolonged, uncontrollable violence that in the event it very quickly became.

Rory O'Moore's specific contribution to this planning, as reconstructed by historians working from the fragmentary but revealing evidence of contemporary depositions, correspondence, and later testimony, appears to have been less that of a battlefield commander, though he did take an active military role in the fighting that followed, than that of a political coordinator and recruiter, a man whose personal relationships and evident persuasive skill allowed him to bridge the considerable and often mutually suspicious gap between the Gaelic Irish lords of Ulster, still nursing the grievances of the Ulster plantation a generation after its imposition, and the Old English gentry of the Pale and the midlands, whose own grievances were more recent and whose loyalty to the general project of rebellion against crown authority was, as the previous chapter has already established through the example of the Sarsfield family's moderate faction, always more conditional and more oriented toward negotiated accommodation than toward revolutionary overthrow. That O'Moore succeeded, at least initially, in drawing these two communities into a common cause, the alliance that would eventually crystallize into the Catholic Confederation at Kilkenny in 1642, stands as testament to a political skill that deserves more recognition in the broader narrative of the period than it has traditionally received.

For the purposes of this book, however, Rory O'Moore's significance lies less in the details of his political and military career during the 1640s, a career that ended, as so many of that decade's did, without a clear or triumphant resolution, O'Moore himself disappearing from the documentary record after the mid-1640s in circumstances that remain historically obscure, his ultimate fate unknown, than in the simple, weighty fact of his relationship to the boy who would be born a few years after the Confederate Wars concluded in Cromwellian catastrophe. Rory O'Moore was Anne O'Moore's father. He was, in other words, Patrick Sarsfield's maternal grandfather, a direct, one-generation link between the future defender of Limerick and the man most responsible for organizing the single largest and most consequential Catholic rebellion against English rule in seventeenth-century Ireland.

This is not a detail that can be treated as incidental biographical trivia. It is, this book will argue, one of the essential keys to understanding the trajectory of Patrick Sarsfield's adult life, and it demands to be set in direct relation to the argument of the preceding chapter. If the Sarsfield paternal line supplied a tradition of pragmatic, property-oriented royalism, a family strategy built around service to the crown, cultivation of favor, and accommodation within the existing structures of English governance in Ireland, a strategy that had, as the previous chapter recounted, produced both catastrophic confiscation and, remarkably, eventual restoration, the O'Moore maternal line supplied something categorically different: direct, intimate, one-generation proximity to the organizer of the century's greatest Catholic uprising against that same crown authority. Patrick Sarsfield was raised, in whatever precise combination of household influences a modern biographer must reconstruct largely through inference, by a father whose family motto might have been survival through accommodation, and a mother whose own father had concluded that accommodation was no longer sufficient, that armed resistance, however catastrophic its ultimate consequences would prove to be, was the only remaining answer to the accumulated grievances of Catholic Ireland.

It would be too neat, and historically irresponsible, to claim that this dual inheritance produced Patrick Sarsfield's later career in any simple, deterministic sense, as though a man's political and military choices four decades later could be read off his grandparents' biographies like a genetic diagnosis. Historical causation does not work so cleanly, and this book will resist the temptation, common enough in popular historical biography, to flatten a complex adult life into the straightforward unfolding of inherited traits. But it would be equally irresponsible to ignore what the documentary silence surrounding Sarsfield's childhood, a silence this chapter must now confront directly, leaves as the only substantial interpretive framework available: a household formed at the exact hinge point between two traditions, Old English accommodation and Gaelic Irish resistance, both traditions freshly and vividly reinforced by the catastrophic events of the 1640s and 1650s, both traditions carried by parents who had each, in their different ways, watched their family's strategy tested nearly to destruction.

​The Hinge Point of Birth

The uncertainty over Patrick Sarsfield's exact birth year, a range that the surviving evidence allows historians to narrow only to somewhere between approximately 1650 and 1655, is worth dwelling on for a moment longer, because the years across which that uncertainty spans were themselves years of extraordinary and rapid transformation in the fortunes of the family into which he was born, transformation so rapid that a difference of even three or four years in his actual birth date would have meant he entered a household in a genuinely different material and psychological condition.

If Sarsfield was born toward the earlier end of the plausible range, around 1650, he would have come into a family still living under Confederate wartime conditions, his father still engaged in the political maneuvering of the moderate royalist faction within the Kilkenny Confederation, the eventual catastrophe of Cromwellian conquest and confiscation not yet arrived but perhaps already sensed as an approaching possibility by a family whose faction had, by this point, seen its hoped-for negotiated settlement repeatedly fail to materialize. If he was born toward the later end of the range, closer to 1655, he would have come into a family in the immediate aftermath of confiscation and transplantation, a household literally uprooted from its ancestral Lucan estate and resettled, under the harsh terms of the Cromwellian settlement, in Connacht, the province to which dispossessed Catholic landowners had been compressed. Either scenario places his infancy and earliest childhood squarely within the most materially and psychologically turbulent years his family had experienced in generations, and both scenarios place his childhood, whatever its exact starting point, on a trajectory that would carry him, by the time he was old enough to form conscious memories, into the remarkable Restoration recovery of the family's Lucan and Tully estates around 1662, a recovery that this book's first chapter has already described, and that would have meant a young Patrick Sarsfield, whether he was seven years old or twelve, experiencing at close range the sudden, almost vertiginous transformation of his family's fortunes from displaced exile to restored landed gentry.

It is difficult to imagine that a childhood lived through this particular sequence, displacement, exile in an unfamiliar province, and then sudden restoration to ancestral status, all compressed within the span of a single childhood or early adolescence, would not have left some mark on the psychological formation of the man who lived through it, even if the precise nature of that mark must remain, given the documentary silence this chapter must now address, a matter for informed inference rather than documented certainty. What can be said with confidence is this: Patrick Sarsfield's earliest years were lived through the single most volatile and materially consequential period his family had experienced since the original Anglo-Norman settlement five centuries earlier, and he lived through it as the direct grandson, on his mother's side, of the man most responsible for having set the entire catastrophic sequence of confiscation and civil war in motion in the first place.

​The Silence of the Sources

Having established, as fully as the surviving evidence allows, the dual inheritance into which Patrick Sarsfield was born, this book must now confront a problem that will recur, in various forms, throughout the biographical chapters that follow: the near-total absence of direct documentary evidence for Sarsfield's childhood and early youth. This is not a peculiarity specific to Sarsfield. It reflects, rather, a broader pattern in the documentary record of seventeenth-century Ireland, where the survival of personal papers, private correspondence, household accounts, and the other categories of source material from which biographers of later centuries typically reconstruct childhood experience was catastrophically disrupted by the very cycle of war, confiscation, and dispossession that this and the preceding chapter have already described. Family papers were lost in the destruction of houses during the Confederate Wars; estate records were seized or destroyed during confiscation and transplantation; and the general condition of a Catholic gentry family living under mounting legal disability throughout the second half of the seventeenth century was simply not conducive to the kind of careful documentary self-recording that surviving archives depend upon.

The practical consequence, for any biographer of Patrick Sarsfield, is that virtually nothing is directly documented of his early life. There is no surviving record of his baptism that would settle the question of his birth year with finality. There is no surviving correspondence, no household account book noting the hiring of a tutor, no contemporary description of him as a child or a young man, nothing that would allow a modern historian to reconstruct his childhood with the texture and specificity that biographers of better-documented subjects, a king, say, or a bishop, or a wealthy English gentleman whose family papers happened to survive intact in some undisturbed archive, can typically bring to bear. What can be reconstructed is almost entirely circumstantial and inferential: the general condition of the family's fortunes across the years of his likely childhood, as established in the preceding sections of this chapter, and the reasonable, though not certain, inference, following directly from the fact that the family estates were restored to Sarsfield ownership in 1662, that he was raised, for at least the middle and later portion of his childhood, on the family's recovered properties, quite possibly at Tully in County Kildare, though the sources do not permit certainty even on this point.

This documentary silence is not, in itself, unusual for a figure of Sarsfield's period and social position, and this book will resist the temptation, to which some earlier biographical treatments have succumbed, to fill the silence with confident invented detail, imagined scenes of childhood education, invented anecdotes of youthful character, speculative reconstructions dressed in the narrative clothing of established fact. But the silence has, historically, produced a different and more insidious problem, one that this chapter must now address directly: it has created fertile ground for the retrospective invention of biographical detail by later writers eager to supply Sarsfield's early life with a more heroic, more narratively satisfying shape than the actual evidence supports.

​The Myth of the French Military College

The most persistent and most thoroughly debunked of these later inventions concerns Sarsfield's supposed early military education. Earlier biographical treatments of Sarsfield, writing in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, at a moment when Irish nationalist historiography was actively engaged in constructing Sarsfield as a heroic figure whose life needed to conform to certain narrative expectations about the formation of a great soldier, advanced the claim that the young Patrick Sarsfield had attended a French military college or academy, receiving there the formal military education that would explain the tactical sophistication he would later display on the battlefields of the Rhineland and Ireland.

The claim has an obvious narrative appeal. It supplies precisely the kind of causal explanation that popular biography instinctively reaches for: a documented, formal, institutional origin for a skill that the subject would later display in dramatic and consequential form. It transforms an otherwise undocumented childhood into a childhood with content, with an educational arc that leads, satisfyingly, toward the military competence of the adult. And it fits neatly into a broader pattern, observable across the historiography of many national heroes, by which later biographers, writing for audiences eager to understand their subject's greatness as the product of deliberate cultivation and formal training rather than as something more difficult to explain, whether native talent, circumstantial opportunity, or simple survival through repeated combat experience, supply an educational pedigree that the evidence does not actually support.

Contemporary historical scholarship has debunked this claim comprehensively. There exists no primary source evidence, no French institutional record, no correspondence, no contemporary reference by anyone who knew Sarsfield in his youth or who wrote about him during his lifetime, that supports the assertion of a formal French military education prior to his departure for the Continent in the early 1670s, an event that this book's next chapter will examine in detail. The claim appears to be a nineteenth-century invention, likely constructed by biographers seeking to explain the polish and tactical sophistication of Sarsfield's later continental military service by supplying it with a formal institutional origin, when the more historically supportable explanation is considerably less tidy: that Sarsfield's military education, such as it was, came not from a French academy but from direct, on-the-job experience acquired after his enlistment in French royal service, experience under commanders of the very first rank, as the following chapter will detail, but experience acquired through practical apprenticeship on campaign rather than through formal classroom instruction.

This distinction matters for reasons that go beyond mere pedantic correction of a minor biographical error. It matters because the persistence of the French military college myth is itself a case study, the first of several that this book will examine, most consequentially in the chapters concerning Sarsfield's death, in how the documentary silence surrounding underdocumented lives becomes an invitation to retrospective mythmaking, and how that mythmaking, once established in the biographical tradition, can persist across generations of writers who repeat earlier claims without independently verifying them against the primary evidence. The pattern that produced the French military college myth is structurally identical to the pattern that would later produce the far more famous and far more historiographically consequential myth surrounding Sarsfield's dying words at the Battle of Landen, a myth this book will dismantle in considerable detail in a later chapter. In both cases, an absence of documented fact created space into which later writers, working from patriotic or narrative motivations rather than from primary evidence, inserted invented content that subsequent biographers then repeated as though it were established historical record. The honest biographer's task, confronted with this pattern, is not to supply competing invented content of equal specificity, but to state plainly what is and is not known, and to resist the pressure, considerable, in a subject with Sarsfield's later mythic stature, to fill documentary silence with narrative comfort.

What, then, can be responsibly said about Sarsfield's childhood and early education? Very little, beyond the circumstantial inferences this chapter has already drawn from the general condition of his family's fortunes. It is reasonable to assume that he received an education appropriate to his class and religious situation, likely including instruction in the classical curriculum conventional for gentry sons of the period, quite possibly delivered through private tutoring, as the Penal Laws and their predecessor restrictions on Catholic education would have made formal enrollment in the kind of grammar school education available to Protestant gentry sons difficult or impossible for a Catholic family of the Sarsfields' position. Beyond this general inference, however, the honest historian must simply acknowledge the limits of what the evidence permits, and move forward to the questions the sources do allow to be answered with reasonable confidence: the question of Sarsfield's position within his family's inheritance structure, and the sequence of events by which the second son of a gentry family became, by the mid-1670s, its head.

​The Second Son

Patrick Sarsfield's position within his family was, from birth, structurally disadvantaged in a way that would prove decisive for the shape of his early adult career, and that connects directly to the material this book's next chapter will address: his departure for continental military service. He was, as this chapter's opening paragraph has already noted, the second son and youngest of five children. Under the conventions of primogeniture that governed inheritance among the English and Old English gentry alike, conventions that, whatever their variations in detail across different families and different periods, consistently privileged the eldest son as the principal heir to landed estate, this positioning meant that Patrick had no automatic claim to the substantial patrimony that his family's Restoration-era recovery of the Lucan and Tully properties had reconstituted. That patrimony, valued at approximately two thousand pounds annually, a genuinely substantial income for a landed Irish Catholic gentry family in this period, though one that should be understood in the context of the mounting legal and political disabilities that increasingly constrained what Catholic landowners, however wealthy on paper, could actually do with their wealth and status, was destined, under the ordinary operation of inheritance custom, to pass to Patrick's elder brother, William.

William Sarsfield's marriage supplies one of the more colorful and historically resonant details of the family's story in this period, and one that connects the Sarsfields directly to the highest and most scandalous circles of Restoration court society. William married Mary Crofts, a woman reputed, the sources describe this as a matter of persistent contemporary rumor and later historical tradition rather than settled documentary fact, though the tradition is a strong and long-standing one, to have been an illegitimate daughter of Charles II himself, and thus the younger half-sister of James Scott, Duke of Monmouth, the King's most prominent and politically consequential illegitimate son, a young man whose spectacular rise at the Restoration court, whose later political ambitions, and whose eventual catastrophic rebellion against his uncle James II would become directly entangled, in a connection this book's later chapters will explore in some detail, with Patrick Sarsfield's own early military career.

The marriage of William Sarsfield to Mary Crofts is worth dwelling on for what it reveals about the family's continuing strategy of advancement through court connection, a strategy directly continuous with the pattern established a century earlier by Sir William Sarsfield's cultivation of Elizabethan royal favor. Whatever the precise truth of Mary Crofts's paternity, and the question cannot be resolved with documentary certainty from this historical distance, the marriage itself demonstrates that the Sarsfield family, even as a Catholic gentry family operating under mounting legal disability, retained sufficient social standing and sufficient ambition to secure a marriage alliance that placed the family's heir within touching distance of the very center of Restoration court society, connected by marriage to a young man who was, for a period in the 1670s and early 1680s, among the most celebrated and politically ambitious figures in the entire English royal family.

This marriage, and the connection it forged, forms an essential piece of context for understanding an episode this book's third chapter will examine in detail: Patrick Sarsfield's own early military service under the Duke of Monmouth's command in French royal service during the 1670s, a command relationship that placed him directly under his own brother's brother-in-law. It is a reminder, one of many this biography will offer, of how thoroughly the political and military careers of gentry families in this period were structured by networks of kinship and marriage alliance, networks that could open doors and secure opportunities in ways that pure individual merit, however considerable, rarely could on its own.

But the marriage's more immediate significance, for the purposes of this chapter's argument, lies simply in what it confirms about William's position as the designated heir, and about Patrick's corresponding position as the family's second son, a young man of gentle birth, considerable connection, and evident personal ambition, but with no automatic claim to the landed estate that alone could secure him an independent position appropriate to his rank. This was, it should be said, an entirely ordinary predicament for a second son in this period, across both Catholic and Protestant gentry society throughout Britain and Ireland, and the conventional solutions available to such young men were limited and well-established: a career in the church, a career in the law, a fortunate marriage to an heiress in his own right, or, the option that, for reasons the next chapter will explain in detail, proved decisive in Patrick Sarsfield's case, a career in arms.

For a Catholic second son in Restoration Ireland and England, however, even this conventional menu of options was narrowed by the mounting legal disabilities imposed on Catholics by the Penal Laws and the Test Act, restrictions that closed off, with increasing thoroughness across the 1660s and 1670s, the possibility of a career within the English church, the English legal profession, or an officer's commission within the English domestic military establishment. It was this narrowing of conventional options, the combination of his structural position as a landless second son and his confessional position as a Catholic barred from the ordinary avenues of advancement available to a gentleman of his birth, that would drive Patrick Sarsfield, in the early years of the 1670s, toward the Continent, and toward the beginning of the military career that would consume the remainder of his life and that forms the substantive subject of the chapters that follow.

​The Death of William and the Passing of the Estate

The question of Patrick's inheritance, initially settled by the ordinary operation of primogeniture in his brother's favor, was reopened by a development that the sources record with characteristic brevity: William Sarsfield died without a male heir, an event that historians place at approximately 1675. The precise circumstances of William's death are not recorded in any detail that has survived to the present, another instance of the documentary silence this chapter has already identified as characteristic of the family's history in this period. What is recorded, and what matters decisively for the trajectory of Patrick's subsequent life, is the consequence: with William's death and the absence of a surviving son to continue the direct line of inheritance, the family estates at Lucan and Tully, along with the status of head of the family, passed directly to Patrick.

This transition deserves to be understood as a genuine turning point in Patrick Sarsfield's life, and one whose timing, falling as it did in the mid-1670s, several years into the continental military career that the next chapter will detail, created a distinctive tension that would shape the remainder of his career. He had departed for the Continent around 1672 as a younger son with no landed inheritance, dependent for his advancement on his own military talent, his family connections, and whatever opportunities the peculiar loophole in English domestic religious policy, the arrangement, described in the next chapter, by which the Secret Treaty of Dover permitted English and Irish Catholic officers to serve in the French royal army despite their exclusion from equivalent English commissions, might afford him. By 1675 or shortly thereafter, he found himself instead the head of a substantial Irish landed family, an Earl-in-waiting in all but formal title, a man whose material position and whose obligations had been transformed by his brother's untimely death even as he remained, by circumstance and by the continuing operation of the Penal Laws in England, committed to a military career built entirely outside the structures of English domestic service.

It is worth noting, as this chapter draws toward its conclusion, how directly this inheritance sequence connects back to the dual family tradition this chapter has spent its length establishing. Patrick Sarsfield inherited, through his brother's death, the material patrimony of the accommodationist, court-connected, property-preserving Sarsfield tradition, the estate that Sir William Sarsfield's Elizabethan-era civic career had first purchased, that the family had lost to Cromwellian confiscation and then recovered through Restoration-era petition, that his own father had defended, however unsuccessfully in the short term, through the moderate royalist politics of the Confederate Wars. But he inherited this patrimony as a man who had already, by the time it came to him, spent several years building an independent military reputation on the Continent, in a career pursued not through the accommodationist channels of English domestic service but through the specific, historically contingent loophole created by Stuart-Bourbon diplomatic arrangement, a career, in other words, that had from its very beginning positioned him slightly outside the conventional structures of English royal favor, dependent instead on his own demonstrated competence in a foreign service.

This combination, landed head of an Old English recusant family, and simultaneously a professional soldier whose formative military experience had been acquired entirely outside English domestic command structures, under French generals of the first rank, in campaigns fought for French royal rather than English strategic objectives, produced a man whose ultimate loyalties, when the crisis of 1688 finally arrived and the entire English political settlement was thrown into convulsive question by the Glorious Revolution, would prove considerably less predictable, and considerably more formidable, than either his father's cautious accommodationism or a simpler reading of his Gaelic maternal inheritance alone could have anticipated. He was, by the time the events chronicled in this book's later chapters began to unfold, a man shaped by the O'Moore tradition of resistance to English authority, tempered and complicated by the Sarsfield tradition of loyal service to the Stuart crown specifically, and forged, in the years this book's next chapter will examine, into a professional soldier of exceptional and internationally recognized competence, trained not in an invented French academy but in the considerably harder school of continental campaign warfare under one of the greatest military commanders of the age.

It is to that continental apprenticeship, to the years of Patrick Sarsfield's life about which, in welcome contrast to the documentary silence of his childhood, a genuinely substantial and reliable historical record survives, that this book now turns.
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​Chapter 3: A Commission Denied
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There is a particular species of historical irony that attaches itself to institutions built for one purpose and repurposed, almost immediately, for another, laws designed to secure a settlement that instead generate the very instability they were meant to prevent, treaties negotiated in secrecy that end up shaping the visible careers of men who never knew the treaties existed. Patrick Sarsfield's departure for the Continent in the early 1670s belongs to exactly this category of irony, because the path that carried him out of Ireland and into the French royal army was cut not by his own family's design, nor by any deliberate strategy of martial preparation, but by the accumulated weight of English religious legislation on one hand and a secret diplomatic arrangement between two kings on the other, an arrangement so closely guarded that its terms would not become fully known to the English public for years, and that Sarsfield himself, enlisting as an obscure young ensign in a foreign regiment, almost certainly understood only in its practical outline rather than its full and startling substance. He did not choose exile. He was, in the most literal sense available to a gentleman of his birth and religion, closed out of every alternative.

To understand how completely that closure operated, and how narrow the loophole was that ultimately admitted him to a military career at all, this chapter must first examine the structure of legal disability that had, by the early 1670s, made an English or Irish Catholic gentleman's aspiration to an officer's commission in his own country's army something close to a legal impossibility.

​The Architecture of Exclusion

The exclusion of Catholics from public life in later Stuart England was not the product of a single sweeping enactment but of a slow accretion of statute and practice stretching back to the Reformation, each new law layered atop the last, each responding to a specific political crisis rather than to any coherent overarching design, yet together constituting by the 1670s a legal architecture of exclusion whose comprehensiveness was formidable precisely because of its piecemeal, accumulated character. The Penal Laws, a term that historians apply, somewhat loosely, to the entire body of anti-Catholic legislation enacted across England and, with local variations, across Ireland from the Elizabethan period onward, barred Catholics from a widening range of public functions: from voting in parliamentary elections, from sitting in Parliament itself, from holding any office of civil or military trust under the crown, from practicing law, from graduating from the universities, and, of direct relevance to the young Patrick Sarsfield's situation, from holding a commission in the King's own armed forces.

The specific instrument that crystallized and reinforced this military exclusion in the early 1670s was the Test Act of 1673, a piece of legislation whose immediate political occasion, the mounting parliamentary suspicion that Charles II's own brother and heir, James, Duke of York, harbored Catholic sympathies, suspicions that would prove entirely justified when James's conversion to Catholicism became public within the year, illustrates how thoroughly anti-Catholic anxiety had become entangled, by this period, with the highest constitutional questions of the Stuart succession itself. The Test Act required all holders of civil and military office under the crown to take the sacrament according to the rites of the Church of England, to swear the oaths of allegiance and supremacy, and to make a declaration against the Catholic doctrine of transubstantiation, a requirement calculated with some precision to be one that no sincere Catholic could satisfy without committing what his own church would regard as a mortal renunciation of faith. The effect, whatever the framers' broader constitutional intentions regarding the royal succession, was to close, with the force of statute, the one avenue of advancement that had traditionally been most available to gentlemen of ancient family and modest independent fortune: the sword.

For a young man in Patrick Sarsfield's precise circumstances, the second son, as the previous chapter established, of a Catholic gentry family only recently and precariously restored to its ancestral estates, a young man with no automatic claim to landed inheritance and no plausible path into the church, the law, or the universities given his religion, this exclusion was not an abstract grievance about constitutional principle. It was the practical foreclosure of the single career that a gentleman of his birth, education, and evident temperament might most naturally have pursued at home, in the service of his own king, within sight of his own family's estates. The Sarsfields, as the first chapter of this book established, were a family whose historical strategy for advancement had always run through service to the crown, Sir William Sarsfield's Elizabethan mayoralty and knighthood, secured through logistical support to a royal military campaign, stood as the family's founding example of exactly this kind of crown-oriented advancement. That avenue, a century later, was now closed to Patrick Sarsfield not by any personal disqualification but by the simple, immovable fact of his Catholic baptism.

It is worth pausing on the particular cruelty, or at least the particular historical bitterness, of this situation, because it will recur as a structuring theme throughout the remainder of this biography. Sarsfield's family had, across four generations, demonstrated a loyalty to the Stuart crown that had survived confiscation, transplantation, and the general catastrophe of civil war, a loyalty this book's first chapter characterized as the defining strategic disposition of the paternal line, in explicit contrast to the more militant tradition Sarsfield inherited through his O'Moore mother. And yet the same crown to which that loyalty was pledged had, through the ordinary operation of a Parliament increasingly suspicious of Catholic influence at the highest levels of government, enacted legislation that made it structurally impossible for a young man of exactly this loyal Catholic gentry background to serve that crown militarily at home. The Sarsfield family's strategy of accommodation and service, in other words, had run directly into a wall erected not by any specific hostility to the Sarsfields themselves but by the broader, more diffuse anxiety of English Protestant political culture about the reliability of Catholic subjects in general, an anxiety that made no distinction between a Catholic family of four generations' documented loyalty and a Catholic family suspected, however unfairly, of harboring designs against the Protestant settlement.

Patrick Sarsfield, then, arrived at the threshold of adulthood in the early 1670s, whether he was twenty or seventeen depending on which end of the uncertain birth-year range one credits, a range this book's second chapter has already discussed at length, with a clear and evidently well-formed ambition toward a military career, a family background that in an earlier or later century might have opened such a career to him without obstacle, and a legal environment that foreclosed it entirely within his own country. The question that faced him, as it faced hundreds of other young Catholic gentlemen across England, Ireland, and Scotland in this same period, was not whether to abandon the ambition but where else it might be pursued. And the answer to that question, remarkably, was supplied not by any private initiative of Sarsfield's own family but by a secret arrangement negotiated between the King of England and the King of France three years before Sarsfield's likely departure, an arrangement whose existence very few people in England, and certainly not the young men who would eventually benefit from its practical consequences, were permitted to know.

​The Secret Treaty of Dover

The Treaty of Dover, signed in 1670, ranks among the most consequential and most carefully concealed diplomatic instruments of the entire Restoration period, and its story
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