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​Blood and Redshanks: Shane O'Neill, the MacDonnells, and the Battle for Tudor Ulster 

In 1565, a Gaelic chieftain destroyed a Scottish dynasty in a single, unforgettable morning, and then, within two years, was destroyed in turn by the very people he had annihilated.

Blood and Redshanks tells the full, sixty-year story behind the Battle of Glentaisie: the marriage that planted a branch of Clan Donald on Irish soil, the mercenary pipeline that made a family of Hebridean exiles into the masters of the Antrim coast, and the calculating brilliance of Shane O'Neill, who exploited an Easter gathering, a forced march through impassable forest, and his enemy's own thirst to shatter MacDonnell power at dawn. It follows Shane to the summit of Gaelic hegemony and traces, with unflinching detail, his own catastrophic fall, drowned at Farsetmore, murdered at a banquet by the family he had crushed. And it follows Sorley Boy MacDonnell, survivor and prisoner, through two decades of patient, hard-won reconstruction to a triumph the history books rarely tell: not O'Neill's victory, but MacDonnell endurance.

A story of ambition, betrayal, and the long arc of vengeance in Tudor Ulster, told with the narrative force of the best military history writing.
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​Chapter 1: The World Before O'Neill: Gaelic Ulster and the Coming of the Redshanks
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There is a particular kind of silence that settles over a landscape before the historian's chosen story begins, and Ulster in the opening years of the sixteenth century possessed it in full measure. No English administrator sat comfortably in Armagh or Tyrone issuing writs that anyone north of the Blackwater felt obliged to obey. No unified Gaelic monarch commanded the province in the manner that later nostalgia would sometimes imagine. Instead there existed a mosaic of lordships, some ancient and some newly forged, each governed by its own customs, defended by its own retinues, and answerable, in the final analysis, only to the discipline of the sword and the sanction of Brehon law. To understand how a battle fought on a single May morning in 1565 could reshape the fate of an entire province, it is necessary first to understand the world that made such a battle both possible and, in some structural sense, inevitable. That world was not chaotic, though English observers frequently described it as such. It was ordered by principles utterly alien to the common law traditions of Westminster, and it was this alien order, more than any want of civilization, that the Tudor state found so difficult to comprehend and so urgent to dismantle.

Brehon law, the customary legal system of Gaelic Ireland, governed nearly every dimension of life in the lordships of Ulster, from the inheritance of cattle to the compensation owed for injury, from the obligations of fosterage to the complex calculus of tanistry by which a lordship's succession was determined. It was a system built on kinship rather than territory in the abstract, on negotiated honor-price rather than uniform statute, and on the authority of the brehon, the professional jurist whose learning was passed down through hereditary legal families much as poetry and medicine were transmitted through their own specialist lineages. Land itself was not owned in the English sense of absolute, alienable title. It belonged, in a meaningful way, to the derbfine, the kin group extending back four generations, and the lord who held it did so as its foremost steward rather than its private possessor. Succession followed not primogeniture but tanistry, the selection of the most capable adult male within the eligible kin group, chosen and confirmed by the assembled freemen of the lordship in a ceremony of inauguration that was as much political theater as legal formality. This was not, whatever later English polemic suggested, a system without order. It was a system whose order rewarded exactly the qualities that would make the coming decades of Ulster's history so combustible: martial capacity, political cunning, and the ruthless willingness to eliminate rival claimants before they could eliminate you.

The province over which this order presided was itself a checkerboard of competing powers, no two of precisely equal strength, none capable of imposing lasting hegemony over all the others without exhausting itself in the attempt. In the central and western reaches, the O'Neills of Tyrone claimed the mantle of the old kings of Ulster, their inauguration stone at Tullyhogue carrying a symbolic weight that outran their actual, fluctuating territorial reach. To their west, across the Foyle, the O'Donnells of Tyrconnell guarded their own ancient patrimony, bound to the O'Neills by a history of alliance and rivalry so old and so tangled that neither family could quite remember a time when the other had not mattered to its fortunes. Along the eastern seaboard, in territory that had once belonged more clearly to Gaelic families like the MacQuillans, a newer and stranger presence had been establishing itself for over a century, a presence with roots not in Ireland at all but across the narrow, deceptively wide water of the North Channel, in the Hebrides and the western Highlands of Scotland. This was the world into which the MacDonnells of Antrim would insert themselves, not as invaders in any conventional sense, but as something the English struggled to categorize and Gaelic Ireland absorbed with comparatively little difficulty: a lordship that was, by blood and title, Scottish, and by residence, marriage, and practice, thoroughly Irish.

​The Bissets and the Long Road to Glenarm

The story of how a branch of a Scottish clan came to hold one of Ulster's most strategically vital coastlines begins not with the MacDonnells at all, but with an earlier family whose own exile from Scotland, more than a century before, had first opened the door the MacDonnells would later walk through. The Bissets were a Norman family of some consequence in thirteenth-century Scotland, holders of lands and influence sufficient to entangle them in the violent factional politics of the Scottish nobility. In 1242, that entanglement proved fatal to their fortunes at home. Patrick, Earl of Atholl, was murdered at Haddington under circumstances that pointed, whether fairly or not, toward the Bissets as the responsible party, and the accusation was damning enough to end their position in Scotland entirely. Rather than face the consequences of a charge they may or may not have deserved, the Bissets fled, and it fell to King Henry III of England, ever alert to the strategic value of a grateful and dispossessed noble family, to grant them substantial estates in Ulster, centered on the Barony of Glenarm, one of the northernmost and most defensible stretches of the Antrim coastline.

It would be easy, from the comfortable distance of six centuries, to treat this grant as a minor footnote, a single family's relocation from one corner of the British Isles to another. But the Bissets' arrival in Glenarm set in motion a chain of consequence that would still be unfolding, with lethal seriousness, in the 1560s. They brought with them not only their own retainers but a claim to territory that would need to be defended, maintained, and eventually married into the wider fabric of Ulster's political life if it was to survive at all. For a century and a half, the Bissets held their ground along the Glens, a family neither fully Scottish nor fully Irish, occupying a liminal position that would, in time, prove to be less a weakness than an inheritance. It was this liminal inheritance, and the marriage alliance through which it passed, that would determine the shape of eastern Ulster's politics for the whole of the sixteenth century.

​The Marriage That Made a Lordship

The pivotal transaction occurred in the 1390s, when Margery Bisset, heiress to what remained of her family's Glenarm patrimony, was married to John Mor Tanister MacDonald. The union was, on its face, a conventional piece of medieval dynastic strategy: a landed heiress in need of protection, a powerful noble family in need of territory, and a marriage that solved both problems at once. But the particular identity of the groom gave this marriage a significance that extended far beyond the ordinary consolidation of two estates. John Mor Tanister was a member of Clan Donald, the preeminent noble house of the Scottish Isles, and specifically of the branch that would come to be known as Clan MacDonald of Dunnyveg, seated on the island of Islay and holding sway across substantial portions of the Hebrides and the Kintyre peninsula. Through Margery Bisset, this already formidable Scottish clan acquired a legal and hereditary foothold in Ulster, one that carried with it not merely land but a claim recognized, however grudgingly, within the framework of both Scottish and Irish custom.

What followed was not an immediate flood of Scottish settlement, still less a conquest in any military sense. The MacDonalds of Dunnyveg were, throughout the fifteenth century, primarily occupied with the affairs of the Lordship of the Isles, a polity of its own considerable complexity and ambition, and their Antrim holdings remained for some decades a secondary concern, managed at arm's length rather than settled in force. But the legal and marital foundation had been laid, and it would prove remarkably durable. Over the century and a half that followed, as the fortunes of the Lordship of the Isles waxed and eventually, catastrophically, waned under the pressure of an increasingly assertive Scottish Crown, the Antrim holding inherited through Margery Bisset would take on a new and unexpected importance. It became, in effect, a refuge and a power base independent of the volatile politics of the Scottish mainland, a place where a branch of Clan Donald could sustain itself even as the broader clan confederation from which it sprang was dismantled by royal authority in Edinburgh.

This is the essential context for understanding why, when Alexander Carragh MacDonnell fled to Antrim around 1500 after the Scottish Crown executed his father and brothers for treason, he was not arriving as a refugee with nothing, casting himself on the mercy of strangers. He was returning, in a meaningful sense, to territory his family had held by marriage and inheritance for over a century, territory whose Gaelic Irish neighbors already understood the MacDonalds as a known quantity, bound by the same webs of fosterage, marriage, and military alliance that governed relations among every other lordship in the region. It was this foundation of established legitimacy, more than raw military force, that allowed Alexander Carragh and his descendants to expand their Antrim holdings so effectively across the sixteenth century, transforming a marginal inheritance into one of the most formidable lordships in eastern Ulster.

​Redshanks, Gallowglass, and the Economy of Gaelic War

To understand why this Scoto-Irish lordship became not merely a landholding curiosity but a matter of profound military and political consequence for the whole of Ulster, it is necessary to understand the peculiar economy of violence that structured Gaelic warfare in this period, and the specific role that Scottish manpower had come to play within it. Long before the MacDonnells of Antrim rose to prominence, Gaelic Ireland had developed a sophisticated tradition of professional heavy infantry known as gallowglass, warriors of mixed Norse-Gaelic descent, typically originating from the Hebrides and the western Highlands, who fought in mail shirts with long, two-handed axes and broadswords, and who hired themselves out as retained, semi-permanent military households to whichever Gaelic lord could afford to maintain them. Families such as the MacSweeneys and the MacCabes had built entire dynasties around the gallowglass profession, settling permanently in Ireland over generations while retaining their martial specialization and their connections to the wider Gaelic-Scottish world from which they had originally come.

The redshanks, the phenomenon this chapter takes its name from, represented a related but distinct development, one that intensified considerably across the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries as the political landscape of the Scottish Highlands and Islands grew steadily more volatile. Where the gallowglass tradition involved permanent settlement and hereditary military service, the redshank system was seasonal and mercenary in the more literal sense: bands of Highland and Hebridean fighters, so named by English observers for their bare, weathered legs beneath their short kilts, who crossed the North Channel each campaigning season to fight for Irish lords willing to pay for their swords, and who returned home, or moved on to the next contract, once the fighting season closed or the coin ran out. They fought as both heavy swordsmen and, crucially, as archers wielding the powerful Highland longbow, a weapon that had by this period fallen largely out of use among English forces but remained a devastating instrument of missile warfare in Gaelic hands.

The strategic value of this arrangement to a family like the MacDonnells of Antrim can scarcely be overstated. Their ancestral seat at Dunnyveg on Islay, and their extensive kin and clan connections throughout the Hebrides and the western Highlands, gave them privileged access to a labor market of professional violence that no purely Irish Gaelic lordship could match at comparable scale or reliability. A Gaelic chieftain seeking to expand his power, defend his territory, or settle a dynastic dispute needed manpower beyond what his own lordship could reliably raise from its tenantry, and the MacDonnells of Antrim, sitting astride the narrowest crossing point of the North Channel, controlled the pipeline through which that manpower flowed. This gave them a form of power entirely disproportionate to the modest size of their landholdings: they were, in effect, brokers of military capacity in a political marketplace where military capacity was the single most valuable currency in circulation.

It is worth pausing on the sheer logistics of this traffic, because it illuminates just how embedded the MacDonnells had become in the fabric of Gaelic Ulster by the middle of the sixteenth century. The crossing from Kintyre or Islay to the Antrim coast was, in favorable weather, a matter of hours rather than days, shorter and more reliable than many overland journeys within Ireland itself. Birlinns, the shallow-drafted Hebridean galleys that served as the workhorses of this maritime world, could carry substantial bodies of armed men directly onto beaches like those at Ballycastle, Cushendall, or Waterfoot, bypassing entirely the need for formal ports or garrisoned harbors. This meant that the flow of redshank manpower into Ulster was not a single, dramatic event but a continuous, almost seasonal rhythm, ebbing and flowing with the demands of whichever conflict happened to be active in a given year. Gaelic lords across Ulster, not merely the O'Neills, had learned to factor this rhythm into their own calculations, timing campaigns and alliances around the availability of Scottish reinforcement in ways that a purely land-bound English administrator, thinking in terms of garrisons and fixed borders, found almost impossible to anticipate or counter.

​An Emerging Triangle

By the early decades of the sixteenth century, then, the essential shape of the conflict that would culminate at Glentaisie in 1565 was already visible, even if none of its eventual protagonists had yet been born or risen to power. Three distinct forces occupied the province, each with its own logic, its own resources, and its own fundamentally incompatible vision of what Ulster's political future ought to look like. The Gaelic lordships, foremost among them the O'Neills of Tyrone, operated within a framework of customary law and tanistry that prized martial capability and political adaptability over fixed hereditary succession, and that measured a lord's success by his ability to extract tribute, command loyalty, and outmaneuver rival claimants within his own kin and beyond it. The Scoto-Irish lordship of the MacDonnells, rooted in the marriage of John Mor Tanister and Margery Bisset and revitalized by the exile of Alexander Carragh, had woven itself so thoroughly into this Gaelic world that it participated fully in its alliances and rivalries, while retaining a distinct identity, a distinct source of military manpower, and a residual, deeply unsettling connection to the Scottish Crown that Dublin could never quite bring itself to trust.

And hovering over both, present in the province more as an idea and an occasional military expedition than as a functioning administrative reality, was the expanding Tudor state, whose ambitions for Ireland had grown considerably bolder under Henry VIII and would grow bolder still under his daughter, but whose actual capacity to enforce those ambitions in a place as remote, as well-defended, and as politically alien as Ulster remained, for the moment, badly outmatched by its rhetoric. English administrators in Dublin Castle understood, in broad outline, that something needed to be done about the province's fractured and seemingly perpetual instability, and they understood, with a clarity that would only sharpen over the coming decades, that the MacDonnells' Scottish origins represented a particular category of threat, a potential vector for exactly the kind of foreign intervention that Tudor statecraft was most anxious to forestall. But understanding a problem and possessing the means to solve it were two very different things, and in the first half of the sixteenth century, the Crown possessed the former in far greater measure than the latter.

This, then, was the world before O'Neill, or more precisely, the world before Shane O'Neill, whose rise would give this triangular contest its most dramatic and consequential expression. It was a world of customary law rather than statute, of tanistry rather than primogeniture, of mercenary manpower flowing across a narrow sea in rhythm with the demands of Gaelic politics rather than the decrees of any distant crown. It was a world in which a Scottish family, exiled twice over across two centuries, had built for itself a permanent and formidable place among the lordships of Ulster, not by conquest but by marriage, residence, and the patient accumulation of martial reputation. And it was a world in which an English administration, still finding its footing in the province, had begun to sense the shape of the threat that this Scoto-Irish presence represented, without yet possessing either the strategic insight or the military resources to address it effectively.

The chapters that follow will trace how this fragile equilibrium came undone, how a series of individual ambitions, dynastic disputes, and strategic miscalculations transformed a triangular contest that might, in other circumstances, have persisted indefinitely into a series of wars whose violence would reshape the map of Ulster for a generation. But that unraveling cannot be understood without first appreciating the depth and the durability of the foundation on which it rested. The marriage of John Mor Tanister and Margery Bisset in the 1390s, the flight of Alexander Carragh MacDonnell around 1500, the seasonal traffic of redshanks across the North Channel, the customary law that governed succession and obligation throughout Gaelic Ulster: these were not merely background to the story of Shane O'Neill and the Battle of Glentaisie. They were its true foundations, laid down across two and a half centuries of migration, marriage, exile, and adaptation, waiting for the particular combination of ambition and circumstance that would, in the 1560s, bring them into catastrophic collision.
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​Chapter 2: Exiles of Dunnyveg: Alexander Carragh and the Founding of a Scoto-Irish Dominion
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History rarely announces its hinge points in advance, and the events that took place in Edinburgh in the closing years of the fifteenth century would have seemed, to most observers at the time, like nothing more than the routine brutal housekeeping of Stewart kingship: the elimination of an overmighty noble family that had presumed too far upon the patience of a Crown determined to bring the Highlands and Islands under something resembling centralized control. Yet the execution of the Lord of Dunnyveg and his sons for treason did not simply remove a troublesome clan from Scottish politics. It expelled from Scotland, and delivered fully formed into Ireland, one of the most consequential political actors in the history of early modern Ulster. Alexander Carragh MacDonnell arrived in Antrim not as a supplicant with empty hands but as the bearer of a title, a bloodline, and a set of inherited connections that would allow him, and more particularly his descendants, to construct in the space of a single lifetime a lordship durable enough to outlast the Tudor conquest of Ireland itself, resilient enough to survive catastrophic military defeat, and formidable enough to remain, a full century later, one of the decisive powers in the province. This chapter follows that exile from its immediate causes through its long consequences, and in doing so lays the second great foundation stone, alongside the marriage of John Mor Tanister and Margery Bisset explored in the previous chapter, upon which the entire drama of Shane O'Neill and the Battle of Glentaisie would eventually be built.

​The Politics of a Doomed Lordship

To understand why the execution of Alexander Carragh's father and brothers occurred at all, it is necessary to appreciate the peculiar and increasingly precarious position occupied by the great noble houses of the Scottish Isles in the closing decades of the fifteenth century. For nearly two hundred years, the Lordship of the Isles, held first by the MacDonalds of Islay and later contested among various branches of the wider Clan Donald confederation, had functioned as something close to an independent maritime principality, its authority resting not on the writ of the Scottish Crown but on control of the sea lanes of the Hebrides, on the loyalty of a network of subordinate clans bound by fosterage and military obligation, and on a fleet of birlinns capable of projecting power across the whole of the western seaboard from the Isle of Man to the Butt of Lewis. The Lords of the Isles had, at various points, treated with the English Crown as something close to independent sovereigns, had married into the highest ranks of Scottish and Irish nobility alike, and had maintained a court and a cultural apparatus, including a rich tradition of bardic poetry and legal learning, that rivaled anything found in Edinburgh itself.

This independence could not, however, survive indefinitely the steady consolidation of royal authority that characterized the reigns of James III and James IV. The Stewart kings, increasingly confident in their ability to project power beyond the Scottish Lowlands, viewed the Lordship of the Isles as an intolerable anomaly, a state within a state whose maritime power and diplomatic freedom of action represented both an affront to royal sovereignty and a genuine strategic vulnerability, particularly given the Lordship's periodic flirtations with alliance against the Crown itself. In 1493, the forfeiture of John MacDonald II, the last formally recognized Lord of the Isles, brought this centuries-old institution to a formal end, its titles and much of its authority absorbed directly into the Crown. But the dismantling of the Lordship as a unified political structure did not eliminate the individual branch families who had constituted its component parts, and it was precisely in the resulting scramble for position and advantage among these branch families that the fortunes of Clan MacDonald of Dunnyveg, the specific line descended from John Mor Tanister and Margery Bisset, would be decided.

The Dunnyveg branch, seated on Islay and holding substantial territory in Kintyre as well as its Antrim inheritance, occupied an ambiguous position in the aftermath of the forfeiture. On one hand, the family possessed genuine claims to leadership within what remained of the wider Clan Donald confederation, claims rooted in seniority of descent and in the practical reality that Dunnyveg controlled some of the most valuable and defensible territory in the southern Hebrides. On the other hand, this very prominence made the family a natural target for a Crown determined to prevent any single branch of the fractured Lordship from reconstituting the kind of unified regional power that had proven so troublesome in the past. The Lord of Dunnyveg in this period, Alexander Carragh's father, appears to have judged, whether through genuine ambition or simple miscalculation, that the political turmoil following the forfeiture offered an opportunity to expand his family's position, and it was this judgment, whatever its precise motivations, that brought him into the kind of direct confrontation with royal authority that the Stewart kings of this era were increasingly disinclined to tolerate.

The specific charges that led to the executions in Edinburgh have come down through the historical record with less clarity than a modern reader might wish, filtered as they are through the formulaic language of treason proceedings and the retrospective justifications of a Crown eager to present its actions as the necessary suppression of rebellion rather than the elimination of a rival center of power. What is clear is the outcome: the Lord of Dunnyveg and a number of his sons were tried, convicted, and executed in Edinburgh, their heads and, in some accounts, other remains displayed as a public demonstration of the consequences awaiting noble families who mistook their traditional autonomy for a license to defy the will of the Crown. For the wider MacDonald kindred, and particularly for the branches with claims to leadership of what remained of Clan Donald, the message was unambiguous and terrifying: the old rules, under which a great noble house might contest with the Crown and expect, at worst, a negotiated settlement or a period of forfeited favor, no longer applied. James IV intended to be obeyed, and he possessed, in the aftermath of the Lordship's dissolution, both the military resources and the political will to make examples of those who forgot it.

​The Flight to Antrim

It is against this backdrop of calculated royal terror that Alexander Carragh's flight to Antrim must be understood, not as the desperate improvisation of a man with nowhere else to turn, but as a deliberate exercise of an option his family had held in reserve for over a century, ever since the marriage of his ancestor John Mor Tanister to Margery Bisset had planted a legal and hereditary claim to territory beyond the immediate reach of Scottish royal authority. When Alexander Carragh crossed the North Channel around the year 1500, he was not, in the fullest sense, arriving as an exile in an unfamiliar land. He was retreating to territory his family had held, however loosely administered from a distance, for more than a hundred years, territory whose Gaelic Irish neighbors were already accustomed to the presence of MacDonald retainers, MacDonald mercenary contracts, and the general rhythm of Scoto-Irish traffic across the narrow sea. This distinction matters enormously for understanding why the flight succeeded so spectacularly where a genuinely improvised exile might well have failed. Alexander Carragh did not need to build a power base from nothing. He needed, rather, to convert a long-dormant hereditary claim into an actively governed lordship, and the raw materials for that conversion, land, legal precedent, and a preexisting network of Gaelic alliance, were already in place, waiting for a leader capable of exploiting them.

The precise circumstances of the crossing itself have not survived in the kind of granular detail that later, better-documented episodes of MacDonnell history would provide, but the broad contours can be reconstructed with reasonable confidence from the pattern of what followed. Alexander Carragh would have crossed with whatever retainers and immediate kin had survived the purge in Edinburgh or had been positioned, whether by foresight or good fortune, outside the immediate reach of the Crown's justice. He would have brought with him the accumulated knowledge of a family that had, for generations, understood the mechanics of Hebridean seaborne power projection, the maintenance of a birlinn fleet, the recruitment and deployment of Highland and Island fighting men, and the particular diplomatic skills required to operate simultaneously within Scottish, Irish, and increasingly English spheres of political reference. And he would have arrived to find a province, Ulster, whose own internal politics were sufficiently fractured and sufficiently in need of exactly the kind of military manpower his family could supply, that a determined and capable leader might reasonably hope to translate ancestral land claims into genuine, lasting authority.

​Building a Lordship from Inherited Ground

What followed across the first decades of the sixteenth century was less a single dramatic conquest than a patient, cumulative process of consolidation, one that reveals a great deal about the particular genius, if that is not too strong a word, that characterized MacDonnell statecraft across successive generations. Alexander Carragh and, in time, his sons and grandsons pursued their expansion along three simultaneous and mutually reinforcing tracks: marriage alliance, mercenary contract, and the shrewd exploitation of the endemic factional politics that characterized every Gaelic lordship in Ulster during this period. None of these three tracks would have sufficed alone to build the kind of durable regional power the MacDonnells eventually achieved. Together, they constituted a strategy of remarkable coherence, one that allowed a family with a comparatively modest initial territorial footprint to become, within two generations, one of the most formidable powers on the eastern seaboard of Ireland.

The marriage alliances pursued by successive generations of the Dunnyveg MacDonnells in this period followed a clear and consistent logic, one aimed less at the accumulation of dowry lands, though these were certainly welcome when available, than at the weaving of kinship bonds with precisely those Gaelic families whose goodwill or, at minimum, whose neutrality would be most valuable to a Scottish-descended lordship attempting to establish itself as a legitimate participant in Ulster's political life rather than a foreign imposition upon it. Marriages were contracted with families across the spectrum of Gaelic Ulster's nobility, each one serving to draw the MacDonnells more tightly into the web of obligation, fosterage, and reciprocal military support that governed relations among the province's ruling houses. This was not, it should be stressed, a unilateral process in which the MacDonnells simply imposed themselves upon a passive Gaelic Ireland. Irish lords had their own reasons to welcome alliance with a family that controlled access to some of the finest mercenary manpower available anywhere in the British Isles, and the resulting marriages reflected a genuine, if often calculating, mutual interest rather than any straightforward pattern of conquest or absorption.

The mercenary contracts through which the MacDonnells simultaneously built their reputation and their treasury deserve particular attention, because they illuminate a dimension of the family's power that pure landholding, however extensive, could never by itself have provided. Where an ordinary Gaelic lordship's military capacity was fundamentally limited by the size of its own tenantry and the obligations it could extract from its subordinate kin groups, the Dunnyveg MacDonnells possessed, through their Hebridean and Kintyre connections, access to what amounted to a standing reserve of professional Highland manpower, recruitable on relatively short notice and deployable across the North Channel with a speed that no purely land-based Irish rival could easily match. This capacity transformed the MacDonnells from mere landholders into something closer to a regional military power broker, a family whose alliance was actively sought by other Gaelic lords engaged in their own internal disputes, and whose neutrality, when withheld from a given faction, could prove decisive in determining the outcome of a succession struggle or a border conflict. Every contract fulfilled, every campaign in which MacDonnell-recruited redshanks tipped the balance in a client lord's favor, deepened the family's reputation and widened the circle of Gaelic Ulster's nobility who understood that an alliance with Dunnyveg was worth cultivating, and an enmity with Dunnyveg was worth avoiding.

It was the third track, however, the exploitation of Gaelic factional politics, that arguably did the most to convert the MacDonnells' inherited claims and martial reputation into genuine, governed territory. Ulster in the early sixteenth century was, as the previous chapter established, a province of perpetually shifting alliances, contested successions, and localized conflicts that flared and subsided according to the fortunes and ambitions of individual lords and claimants. The families who had held sway over the Route and portions of the Glens before the MacDonnells' resurgence, families such as the MacQuillans, found themselves subject to exactly this kind of chronic instability, their own succession disputes and internal rivalries creating openings that a patient, well-resourced outside power could exploit without ever needing to mount anything resembling a formal conquest. The MacDonnells' approach in this regard was characteristically indirect: rather than attacking MacQuillan or other rival territory outright, they positioned themselves as indispensable allies to one faction or another in disputes that were, in their essential nature, already underway, offering military support in exchange for land, tribute, or strategic concessions that, accumulated year upon year and generation upon generation, gradually transformed the balance of territorial control along the Antrim coast in the MacDonnells' favor.

​The Geography of Dominion: The Glens and the Route

The territory that emerged from this process of patient, multi-generational consolidation possessed a geographic coherence that would prove essential to its long-term defensibility, and it is worth pausing to establish the physical shape of this Scoto-Irish dominion in some detail, since the landscape itself would prove, again and again across the coming century, to be as significant a strategic actor in the unfolding drama of Ulster's wars as any individual lord or army. The Glens of Antrim, that celebrated sequence of nine glacially carved valleys running down from the Antrim plateau to the sea, constituted the historic core of the MacDonnell holding, the territory inherited most directly through the Bisset marriage and defended most jealously across successive generations. Each glen possessed its own particular character and strategic significance: Glenarm in the south, seat of the original Bisset grant and long the administrative heart of the family's Irish holdings; Glenariff, celebrated even in this period for the richness of its pasture; and, in the far north, Glentaisie itself, the valley whose name this book's central battle would eventually carry into history, sheltered, fertile, and possessed of the deep mythological resonance explored in the previous chapter's account of Princess Taisie and the defeated Norwegian invader.

To the north and west of the Glens proper lay the Route, a broader and more open territory extending from the Bann to the north Antrim coast, historically the heartland of MacQuillan power and the region whose gradual absorption into the MacDonnell sphere of influence represented perhaps the clearest demonstration of the family's patient expansionary strategy. The Route possessed a different strategic character from the Glens: less naturally defensible, given its more open terrain, but correspondingly more valuable in agricultural terms, and crucially positioned to control access to the crossing points and coastal landing sites, Ballycastle chief among them, through which the seasonal traffic of redshank reinforcement flowed from Kintyre and Islay. A lordship that controlled both the Glens and the Route controlled, in effect, the entire strategic corridor connecting Scottish reinforcement to Irish territory, and it was precisely this combination, defensible highland refuge in the Glens, productive and strategically vital lowland in the Route, that gave the mature MacDonnell dominion its particular resilience.

The physical geography of this combined territory rewarded exactly the kind of warfare at which the MacDonnells and their redshank allies excelled, and punished exactly the kind of warfare that a conventional English or even conventional Gaelic land army was best equipped to conduct. The glens themselves, narrow, steep-sided, and frequently choked with ancient woodland and bog, offered few opportunities for the deployment of large formed bodies of infantry or cavalry in the manner familiar from continental European warfare, and multiplied instead the value of small, mobile, highly disciplined bands of fighters intimately familiar with local terrain, exactly the kind of force the MacDonnells could raise from their own retinues and reinforce, whenever necessary, from across the North Channel. An invading army, whether English or rival Gaelic, that succeeded in penetrating the outer defenses of this territory would find itself perpetually vulnerable to ambush, ceded terrain advantage at every turn, and dependent on supply lines that the glens' broken topography made exceptionally difficult to secure. This is not to say the territory was impregnable, a claim the events of 1565 would decisively disprove, but it is to say that any successful campaign against it would require precisely the qualities of speed, local knowledge, and tactical unorthodoxy that Shane O'Neill would eventually bring to bear, and that a more conventional commander, of the kind the Tudor administration typically dispatched to Ireland, characteristically lacked.

​Fortification and the Architecture of Power

The consolidation of MacDonnell authority across the Glens and the Route was expressed, as such consolidations generally are, not merely in the abstract language of alliance and marriage but in the concrete stone of fortification, and it is worth attending briefly to the physical infrastructure through which successive generations of the family projected and defended their growing power. Castles and tower houses across the territory, some inherited from earlier Bisset construction, others built new as the family's resources and ambitions grew, served multiple simultaneous functions: they were residences befitting a family that continued to insist, correctly, upon its status as genuine nobility rather than mere mercenary adventurers; they were administrative centers from which tribute could be collected and justice, in whatever form Gaelic custom and MacDonnell authority jointly prescribed, could be dispensed; and they were, above all, military assets, positioned to control key landing sites, mountain passes, and river crossings throughout the dominion.

This pattern of fortification would reach its most consequential expression, for the purposes of this book's central narrative, in the reconstruction of Red Bay Castle undertaken by Sir James MacDonald around 1561, an episode explored in a later chapter as an expression of the confidence the family had come to feel following the truce of 1560. But the impulse toward fortification long predated that particular project, and reflected a consistent, generations-deep understanding, inherited and refined from Alexander Carragh's own generation onward, that a lordship built on the kind of hybrid Scottish-Irish foundation the MacDonnells occupied could never afford to rely on legal claim or marriage alliance alone. It required physical, defensible assertion, castles and tower houses capable of withstanding both the customary raiding warfare of Gaelic Ulster and, increasingly as the sixteenth century progressed, the more sustained and better-resourced military expeditions the Tudor state itself would eventually attempt to mount against the family's holdings.

​A Dual Identity and Its Consequences

It is at this point in the family's development, some two or three generations removed from Alexander Carragh's original flight, that the essential paradox of the MacDonnell position, the paradox that would drive so much of the political and military drama explored in the chapters that follow, comes into its fullest and clearest focus. The family that Alexander Carragh's descendants had built was, by any meaningful measure, a genuinely Irish lordship: its territory lay entirely within Ulster, its alliances were woven through marriage into the fabric of Gaelic Ireland's ruling families, its retainers and much of its fighting strength were drawn from or stationed among the Irish population of the Glens and the Route, and its participation in the customary rhythms of Gaelic politics, tribute, fosterage, alliance, and periodic warfare, was as thorough and unselfconscious as that of any family whose Irish pedigree extended back centuries rather than generations. And yet this same family retained, and indeed actively cultivated, an equally genuine identity as Scottish nobility: its titles derived from Scottish, not Irish, legal and customary tradition, its senior branch continued to hold, when circumstances permitted, its ancestral seat at Dunnyveg on Islay, its most crucial strategic asset, the redshank pipeline, depended entirely on maintaining active, ongoing kinship and clan ties across the North Channel, and its leading figures moved between Scottish and Irish spheres of reference with a fluency that marked them as genuinely bicultural in a way that had no true parallel among the other great families of Ulster.

This dual identity was, in the most direct and practical sense, the source of the family's extraordinary strength. It allowed the MacDonnells to draw simultaneously upon the resources, the manpower, and the political leverage of two distinct worlds, Gaelic Ireland and Highland Scotland, that most other actors in the region could access only singly, if at all. A purely Irish lordship, however ancient and prestigious its Gaelic pedigree, could not summon Hebridean redshanks on demand, could not threaten, however implicitly, the specter of Scottish royal intervention or displeasure, could not leverage marriage connections into the highest ranks of Highland clan society. A purely Scottish family, conversely, however grand its standing within the Highlands and Islands, could not claim the kind of rooted, generations-deep legitimacy within Gaelic Ulster's own customary political order that the MacDonnells, through the accumulated weight of marriage, fosterage, and mercenary service, had patiently constructed. The MacDonnells of Antrim occupied, in effect, a unique structural position, able to draw on the strengths of both worlds while remaining fully captive to the constraints of neither, and it was this position, more than any single tactical or diplomatic maneuver, that explains how a family exiled and nearly destroyed in Edinburgh around 1500 could, within little more than half a century, stand as one of the three great contending powers for the mastery of Ulster.

But precisely this same dual identity generated the deep and enduring suspicion with which the Tudor administration in Dublin regarded the family, a suspicion that would harden, across the middle decades of the sixteenth century, into one of the central strategic anxieties of English policy in Ulster, and that would ultimately provide Shane O'Neill with much of the diplomatic cover he required for his own campaign against the MacDonnells in 1565. From the perspective of Dublin Castle, and increasingly from the perspective of the Crown in London as well, a lordship whose senior figures retained active titles, landholdings, and kinship obligations within Scotland represented something categorically different from, and categorically more dangerous than, an ordinary Gaelic lordship, however militarily formidable. An O'Neill or an O'Donnell, whatever the challenges their independence posed to Tudor authority, was at least unambiguously Irish, subject in principle to whatever combination of conquest, negotiation, or surrender and regrant the Crown might eventually devise to bring the province under control. A MacDonnell of Antrim was something else: an Irish lord, certainly, in terms of residence and practice, but one whose ultimate loyalties, whose family obligations, and whose access to external military reinforcement lay at least partly outside the theoretical boundary of the English Crown's Irish dominion altogether, connected instead to a Scottish Crown that was, for most of this period, a separate and at least potentially hostile sovereign power.

This anxiety was not, it should be said, entirely paranoid fantasy on the part of Tudor administrators, however much their subsequent policy responses would prove clumsy and counterproductive. The MacDonnells' redshank pipeline was, after all, a genuine and demonstrated capacity for rapid, substantial military reinforcement from across a national boundary, a capacity that no other power operating within Ireland could match, and the family's continued, active maintenance of its Scottish titles and connections meant that this capacity was not merely a historical curiosity but an ongoing, renewable strategic asset. In an age increasingly preoccupied, across the whole of Tudor statecraft, with the danger of foreign intervention in Ireland, whether Scottish, French, Spanish, or papal, the MacDonnells' position athwart the narrowest and most easily traversed sea crossing between the two kingdoms made them, in the eyes of English policy, a standing invitation to exactly the kind of foreign entanglement that Tudor Ireland policy was most anxious to prevent. It mattered relatively little, from this perspective, that the MacDonnells' actual political behavior across the first half of the sixteenth century was overwhelmingly oriented toward the pursuit of local Ulster advantage rather than any grand strategic alignment with Scottish royal interests against England. The structural possibility of such alignment, inherent in the family's dual identity, was sufficient to generate a level of Tudor anxiety and hostility that would, in due course, produce policies, expulsion campaigns, truces, and eventually tacit encouragement of Shane O'Neill's own campaign against the family, calibrated not to the MacDonnells' actual conduct but to the perceived danger of what that conduct might, under different circumstances, become.

​Consolidation Under Pressure

The decades following Alexander Carragh's initial establishment in Antrim were not, it must be stressed, a period of untroubled expansion. The same factors that made the MacDonnell position so strategically valuable, its hybrid identity, its control of a vital coastal corridor, its access to mercenary reinforcement, also made it a natural target for resistance and counter-alliance from those Gaelic Ulster powers whose own territorial interests the family's expansion threatened to compromise. The MacQuillans, gradually displaced from much of their historic authority in the Route, did not surrender their position without a protracted, generations-long resistance, one that would continue to flare intermittently well into the period covered by this book's central narrative, and would eventually erupt into the open warfare at the Battle of Orra explored in a much later chapter. Other Gaelic lordships, wary of MacDonnell power even when not directly threatened by its territorial expansion, periodically formed counter-alliances aimed at containing the family's influence, alliances that Alexander Carragh's descendants proved consistently skilled at neutralizing, whether through diplomacy, selective military intervention, or the patient exploitation of divisions within the opposing coalition itself.

It was against this backdrop of persistent, low-level Gaelic resistance that the MacDonnells first began to encounter direct Tudor military pressure as well, though the scale and seriousness of that pressure would not reach its full expression until the Sussex expedition of 1558, examined in a later chapter. In the earlier decades of the sixteenth century, English engagement with the MacDonnell position in Antrim remained sporadic and largely indirect, expressed more through diplomatic correspondence and occasional punitive raids than through anything resembling a sustained campaign of conquest. This relative restraint reflected less any lack of Tudor concern about the MacDonnell presence than the simple reality that the English administration in this period possessed neither the resources nor, arguably, the strategic clarity to mount an effective challenge to a lordship as well-established and as geographically defensible as the one Alexander Carragh's descendants had constructed. Henry VIII's Irish policy, for most of his reign, remained focused primarily on the more immediately pressing challenges of securing the Pale and negotiating, through the emerging framework of surrender and regrant, some accommodation with the major Gaelic lordships of the interior, leaving the more remote and more formidably defended MacDonnell territory of Antrim as a lower, if steadily growing, priority.

This relative breathing space proved invaluable to the maturing MacDonnell lordship, allowing successive generations of the family to deepen and formalize the structures of authority Alexander Carragh had first established, to expand their marriage and mercenary networks still further, and to develop the kind of institutional resilience that would allow the lordship to survive, and indeed ultimately to thrive, in the face of the far more serious challenges that lay ahead, both from an increasingly assertive Tudor state and from the rival ambitions of Shane O'Neill. By the middle decades of the sixteenth century, the family's position had reached a level of maturity and territorial coherence that would have seemed almost unimaginable to Alexander Carragh himself, arriving as a hunted exile some fifty or sixty years before. What had begun as the desperate flight of a single dispossessed nobleman had become, through the patient, cumulative labor of successive generations, a fully realized Scoto-Irish dominion, one commanding the loyalty of an extensive Gaelic Irish and Hebridean Scottish following alike, controlling one of the most strategically vital stretches of coastline in the whole of Ulster, and possessing, in its redshank pipeline, a military capacity that made it, in the estimation of friend and enemy alike, one of the three indispensable powers whose interaction would determine the fate of the entire province.

​The Weight of Inheritance

It is worth closing this chapter by reflecting briefly on what the story of Alexander Carragh's exile and its long consequences reveals about the deeper logic of power in sixteenth-century Ulster, a logic that the chapters ahead will trace through to its most violent and consequential expression at Glentaisie and beyond. The MacDonnell lordship was not, as a hostile or careless observer might be tempted to characterize it, a foreign implantation forced upon an unwilling Irish landscape by superior Scottish military force. It was, rather, the product of an extraordinarily patient, multi-generational process of legal inheritance, marriage alliance, mercenary reputation, and shrewd exploitation of existing Gaelic political structures, a process that succeeded precisely because it worked with and through the customary logic of Gaelic Ulster rather than against it. Alexander Carragh's genius, if the achievement of a single lifetime can properly be credited to one man rather than to the cumulative labor of the family across several generations, lay not in any dramatic act of conquest but in his recognition that the inherited Bisset claim, dormant and underexploited for over a century, could be reactivated and expanded through exactly the tools, marriage, mercenary contract, and factional alliance, that any successful Gaelic lord of the period would have recognized and respected.

And yet this same process, so thoroughly rooted in the customary logic of Gaelic Ulster, generated a hybrid identity that neither Gaelic nor Tudor political categories could comfortably accommodate, and it was this fundamental categorical ambiguity, more than any specific act of aggression or disloyalty on the family's part, that ensured the MacDonnells would remain, for the whole of the century that followed Alexander Carragh's flight, an object of persistent suspicion and eventual violent hostility from an English Crown increasingly determined to impose clear, legible categories of loyalty and subjection upon a province that had never previously required them. This tension, between a lordship whose strength derived from its genuine rootedness in Gaelic Ulster and a Tudor administration whose anxieties derived from that same lordship's equally genuine Scottish connections, would prove impossible to resolve through negotiation alone, and would instead be worked out, again and again across the sixteenth century, through exactly the kind of catastrophic military violence that the Battle of Glentaisie represents in its most concentrated and consequential form.

The territory that Alexander Carragh's descendants built, the Glens sheltering their strongholds, the Route extending their reach toward the vital crossing points of the north Antrim coast, would prove, as the chapters ahead will show, both a formidable strategic asset and, in its own way, a trap, a dominion so valuable and so threatening in the eyes of its rivals that its very success guaranteed it would eventually face a challenge serious enough to test the limits of everything Alexander Carragh's line had built. That challenge would come, as the following chapters trace in detail, first from an English Crown whose patience with the MacDonnell anomaly would finally exhaust itself in the failed Sussex expedition of 1558, and then, far more devastatingly, from a Gaelic rival whose own rise to power had been built, in its earliest stages, on exactly the kind of alliance with MacDonnell military strength that this chapter has described: Shane O'Neill, whose own complicated relationship with the family Alexander Carragh's exile had founded would ultimately determine whether that founding act of dispossession and flight would stand as the origin of a permanent Ulster power, or merely the opening chapter of its eventual destruction.
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​Chapter 3: The Tudor Advance: Surrender and Regrant and the Anxieties of Dublin Castle
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Every empire that has ever attempted to absorb a foreign political order into its own has faced the same fundamental choice, whether to impose its authority through the blunt instrument of conquest or to seek some accommodation that translates the vanquished, or the merely troublesome, into the vocabulary of the conquering system without requiring their outright destruction. Tudor England, confronting the fractured and formidable patchwork of Gaelic Ulster in the middle decades of the sixteenth century, chose, for reasons that were as much practical as ideological, to attempt the latter course before resorting fully to the former. The policy that resulted, known to history as surrender and regrant, represented one of the more intellectually ambitious experiments in early modern statecraft: an attempt to dissolve, through the application of feudal legal fiction, an entire alternative system of law, succession, and political legitimacy, and to replace it, gradually and ostensibly by consent, with the familiar apparatus of English lordship, peerage, and common law tenure. It was a policy conceived with genuine sophistication, and it failed, in Ulster above all, with a completeness that would have profound consequences for every figure whose story this book traces, from Shane O'Neill to Sorley Boy MacDonnell to the anxious administrators of Dublin Castle who devised the policy in the first place and then watched, with mounting alarm, as it produced precisely the instability it had been designed to prevent.

​The Logic of Surrender and Regrant

The theory behind surrender and regrant, as it developed under Henry VIII and his chief Irish deputies



​The Manufacture of Grievance




​Dublin Castle's Widening Anxiety




​The Thin Fabric of English Authority





​Sovereignty as Aspiration



​The Coming Convergence
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