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​A Kingdom Lost, A Title Won: The Wild Geese of the House of O'Kelly 

In 1691, on a stretch of Galway bog that had belonged to his family for a thousand years, the O'Kelly lordship of Uí Maine was cut down in a single catastrophic afternoon. From that ruin, Wilhelm O'Kelly was born a generation later into a homeland where Penal Law had made his family's ancient dignity impossible to reclaim. He left for Vienna in 1722 with nothing but a name and an uncle's foothold at the Habsburg court, and built, through four decades of relentless service, one of the most remarkable careers in eighteenth-century European warfare. He bled at Breslau and refused to leave the field. He held the line at Torgau against Frederick the Great's finest general while his own army broke around him. He rose to Feldzeugmeister, the second-highest rank in the Imperial-Royal army, and died a count of the Holy Roman Empire, a title his family carried home to Galway, where their descendants live still. This is a story of dispossession answered not with bitterness but with discipline: of a dynasty that lost everything on its own ancestral ground and rebuilt itself, battle by battle, on foreign soil, until it could return. A sweeping, unflinching account of exile, war, and the long road back. 
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​Chapter 1: The Kingdom of Uí Maine
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There is a particular kind of silence that settles over the ruins of dynasties, a silence unlike the quiet of empty countryside or the hush of an ordinary abandoned house. It is the silence of deliberate erasure, of walls pulled down not by time alone but by policy, and it hangs still today over the low green hills of east Galway and south Roscommon, where a scatter of tumbled stone and a scholarly footnote or two are almost all that remain to mark where a kingdom once stood. To walk that country now is to walk through a palimpsest, a landscape written over so many times by later settlement and later grief that the original text beneath is barely legible. Yet for the better part of a thousand years, this ground belonged, in law and in memory and in the plain fact of armed possession, to one family: the Uí Cheallaigh, the descendants of Ceallach, known in the English tongue as the O'Kellys, lords of Uí Maine. Before their name became a byword for exile, before a young man named Wilhelm carried it into the armies of the Holy Roman Emperor and made of it something new, it was already an old name, freighted with an authority so long-established that its bearers might have been forgiven for believing it eternal. It was not eternal. Nothing in Irish history over the centuries this book will traverse ever was. But its scale, its depth, and its dignity are essential to understand before the story of its unmaking can mean anything at all, because the Wild Geese who fled Ireland at the close of the seventeenth century did not carry with them a vague ancestral pride. They carried the specific, documented, and painfully concrete memory of what had been theirs, and it was that memory, more than any abstract nostalgia, that shaped the particular ferocity with which they set about rebuilding status on foreign soil.

The origin the O'Kellys claimed for themselves reached back to the fourth century of the Christian era, to a semi-legendary figure named Máine Mór, whose name itself means, roughly, Máine the Great, and from whom the entire territory took its enduring name of Uí Maine, the descendants of Máine. The genealogies compiled by medieval Irish scholars, men whose profession it was to remember lineage with the precision that other cultures reserved for scripture, trace the O'Kelly line through this founding ancestor back further still, into the deep and half-mythic strata of the Connacht dynasties, where history shades into origin legend and origin legend shades into something closer to sacred narrative. It would be a mistake, reading this material with a modern historian's skepticism, to dismiss it merely as invention. Genealogy in Gaelic Ireland was not sentimental decoration. It was the load-bearing structure of political legitimacy, the documentary proof, in a society that ran on oral and written pedigree rather than written land title in the continental sense, that a given family had the right to rule a given territory. To trace descent from Máine Mór was to make a legal argument as much as a poetic one, and the O'Kellys made that argument with a thoroughness that shows in the sheer bulk of surviving genealogical material devoted to their line, material more extensive and more carefully maintained than that of many contemporary Gaelic families of comparable size.

The territory this lineage claimed and, for the better part of a millennium, actually governed, sprawled across a substantial portion of what would later be organized as counties Galway and Roscommon, a kingdom of moderate size by continental standards but formidable within the fragmented political geography of Gaelic Ireland, where power was measured not in vast contiguous blocks but in the ability to hold a defined region against rival septs, English incursion, and the perennial ambitions of neighboring dynasties. Uí Maine was not the largest of the Irish kingdoms, nor the most militarily dominant, but it possessed something arguably more valuable over the long run: durability. Dynasties in Gaelic Ireland rose and fell with a violence and rapidity that would have seemed, to a Habsburg or Bourbon observer accustomed to more static continental succession, almost bewildering. The O'Kellys of Uí Maine, by contrast, held their core territory across century after century of Irish political turbulence, surviving Viking raids along the Shannon, Norman incursion into Connacht, the long contest between Gaelic resurgence and English reconquest that defined the late medieval period, and the internal wars that periodically tore apart even the most established Irish kingdoms. Longevity of this kind was not accidental. It reflected a particular skill, cultivated across generations, for reading the shifting balance of power in western Ireland and positioning the sept accordingly, sometimes through alliance, sometimes through calculated submission, sometimes through the kind of decisive military action that reminded neighbors why the O'Kellys had held their ground for so long in the first place.

The physical expression of that authority was a network of fortifications spread across the Uí Maine territory, each one a statement in stone of dominion over a particular stretch of ground, and each one, in the fullness of time, destined to pass out of O'Kelly hands in a manner that the family's medieval founders could scarcely have imagined. The castle of Gallagh, from which one branch of the family would eventually take the honorific that survived their exile and traveled with them into the Habsburg nobility, stood as one of the principal seats of O'Kelly power, a fortified residence whose very name would outlive by centuries the physical structure and the political order it once anchored. There is a peculiar historical irony worth pausing over here, because the name Gallagh, which meant nothing more exotic in its original context than the designation of one family holding among many, would eventually be stitched permanently into a Central European aristocratic title, Count O'Kelly de Gallagh und Tycooly, carried by generations of men who had never seen the place and who knew it only as an ancestral word, a kind of talisman of legitimacy invoked in imperial patents drafted in Vienna. The castle of Monivea represented another significant O'Kelly holding, situated within the same web of family lordship that characterized the way Gaelic Ireland organized territorial control, not through a single centralized capital in the continental sense but through a distributed network of fortified points, each held by a branch or cadet line of the ruling family, each contributing to the overall projection of Uí Maine power across its claimed territory.

Clonbrock, too, belonged to this constellation of O'Kelly strongholds, and its later history illustrates something important about how thoroughly the dispossession of Gaelic Ireland proceeded once it began in earnest, because the lands and eventual demesne associated with the Clonbrock name would, in the centuries following the O'Kelly collapse, pass into the hands of the Dillon family and thence into the broader landscape of Protestant Ascendancy estates that came to dominate Connacht in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. The transformation of Clonbrock from a Gaelic Catholic stronghold into an Ascendancy demesne was not a unique story. It was, in fact, the representative story, repeated with variations across hundreds of former Gaelic holdings throughout Ireland, and its familiarity does nothing to diminish its weight when traced through the specific and documented history of a single family like the O'Kellys. Garbally, likewise, belonged within this network of holdings, and would in time see its own transformation, eventually becoming associated with the Trench family and the earls of Clancarty, a lineage of the new Protestant landed order that rose, quite literally in many cases, upon the confiscated foundations of the old Gaelic one. And Aughrim, the fifth of the principal O'Kelly strongholds named in the surviving record, carries a weight in this history that the family could not possibly have anticipated when they first fortified that stretch of ground, because it was at Aughrim, on a July day in 1691, that the entire edifice of Gaelic and Jacobite resistance in Ireland would be broken in a single catastrophic afternoon of slaughter, on ground that had belonged to the O'Kellys for longer than anyone then living could accurately reckon. The chapter that follows this one will dwell on that battle in the detail it demands. For now it is enough to notice the terrible symmetry of it: that the family's power should be extinguished, in the end, on the very soil that had anchored that power for a thousand years, as though the land itself had been keeping some kind of appointment.

Beyond the physical architecture of castles and fortified holdings, O'Kelly authority in Connacht rested on a formal institutional foundation that distinguished the family from many of their Gaelic contemporaries, because the O'Kellys held, across generations, the hereditary office of high treasurer of Connaught, a position that placed them not merely among the region's landholding elite but within its governing apparatus in a formal administrative capacity. It is worth dwelling on what such an office actually meant in the context of Gaelic Ireland's political structure, because the temptation among modern readers, shaped by the assumption that pre-conquest Irish society was organized purely around tribal or clan loyalty without formal administrative machinery, is to underestimate the sophistication of what existed. Gaelic Ireland possessed its own developed systems of law, taxation, tribute, and administration, inherited and adapted from centuries of Brehon legal tradition, and the office of treasurer within a provincial kingdom like Connacht represented a genuine position of institutional authority, responsible for the collection, management, and disbursement of tribute and revenue owed to the provincial king or overlord. To hold such an office hereditarily, as the O'Kellys did, was to be woven into the formal fabric of provincial governance in a way that went beyond mere territorial lordship. It meant that O'Kelly authority was recognized not only by the sword, in the ordinary Gaelic manner of one sept's dominance over its neighbors, but by the more durable mechanism of institutional office, passed down through generations as a matter of established right rather than contested prerogative.

This dual foundation, territorial lordship reinforced by administrative office, gave the O'Kellys of Uí Maine a particular kind of stability that shows in the historical record as remarkable continuity across a period when so many other Gaelic dynasties experienced violent rupture, extinction, or absorption into rival lines. It is this stability, this sense of settled and legitimate authority stretching back through documented centuries to a semi-mythic founder, that must be held firmly in mind as the essential context for everything that follows in this book, because the psychological catastrophe experienced by the O'Kellys at the close of the seventeenth century cannot be understood except against the scale of what preceded it. A family that had held continuous authority, in one form or another, for well over a millennium, that could trace its right to that authority through genealogies more thorough than those of many European royal houses, that had built and held fortresses across an entire provincial territory, and that had exercised formal administrative office as a matter of hereditary right, did not experience the collapse of the seventeenth century as a mere shift in political fortune of the kind that any noble family might, in the ordinary course of dynastic politics, occasionally suffer and recover from. They experienced it as something closer to an ontological rupture, the sudden and total severing of identity from the specific ground and specific institutional role that had defined that identity since time out of mind.

It is worth pausing here to consider what daily existence within this Gaelic aristocratic order might actually have looked like in the generations before the catastrophe, because the abstractions of genealogy and territorial claim, however important as legal and political scaffolding, do not by themselves convey the texture of lived experience within the world the O'Kellys inhabited and, in the fullness of time, lost. The great hall of a Gaelic lord in this period was not the stone keep of continental romance but something more fluid and more deeply embedded in a culture of hospitality, poetry, and formal reciprocal obligation between lord and follower. Bardic poets, trained for years in the intricate metrical disciplines of their craft, composed and performed verse in praise of the ruling family, verse that was not mere flattery but a formal mechanism of political legitimation, reminding the assembled company, in language of considerable technical sophistication, of the lord's descent, his generosity, his martial capacity, and his right to rule. The O'Kellys, like other major Gaelic families, maintained relationships with hereditary learned families, poets and historians whose professional obligation it was to preserve and transmit precisely the kind of genealogical material that would later, in exile, prove so essential to the family's continental self-fashioning. Cattle, the fundamental unit of wealth and status in Gaelic Ireland, moved across the Uí Maine countryside in numbers that marked out the relative standing of the sept's various branches, and the seasonal rhythms of transhumance, tribute collection, and hospitality obligation structured a calendar of aristocratic life quite different from anything a Habsburg or French nobleman of the eighteenth century would have recognized, yet no less formal, no less codified, no less freighted with meaning for those who lived within it.

The religious dimension of this world deserves particular attention, because it is the thread that would prove most decisive in determining the family's fate once English power reasserted itself across Ireland in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. The O'Kellys, like the great majority of the Gaelic nobility, remained resolutely Catholic through the upheavals of the Reformation, a period during which the Tudor and later Stuart state attempted, with varying degrees of success and varying degrees of brutality, to impose religious conformity across the entirety of the British Isles. Catholicism in Gaelic Ireland was not merely a private matter of individual conscience in the manner increasingly imagined in Protestant Europe. It was interwoven with the entire structure of Gaelic aristocratic identity, patronage of religious houses, endowment of monasteries and friaries, and participation in a European-wide network of Catholic learning and religious observance that connected families like the O'Kellys to the wider Catholic world well beyond Ireland's shores, to Louvain, to Paris, to Rome, to Salamanca, cities that would later host the Irish colleges where the sons of dispossessed Gaelic families received their education in exile. This connection to continental Catholic Europe, forged initially through religious and educational networks rather than military ones, would prove to be one of the essential preconditions for the Wild Geese phenomenon that eventually carried Wilhelm O'Kelly to Vienna. Long before the sword sent Irish Catholic gentlemen abroad in the numbers the seventeenth century would witness, the church had already built the roads they would travel.

The scale of the O'Kelly holdings by the early modern period, and the density of the family's presence across Uí Maine, meant that the sept had, by the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, subdivided into numerous cadet branches, each holding its own portion of the ancestral territory, each maintaining its own local prominence while acknowledging, in varying degrees, the seniority of the main line. This pattern of segmentary lineage organization, common across Gaelic Ireland, meant that the O'Kelly name by the seventeenth century did not denote a single unified political actor in the way a continental noble house with primogeniture and consolidated inheritance might have functioned, but rather a broad and interconnected web of related families, sharing a common ancestral claim and a common territorial identity, but capable of divergent fortunes as the pressures of the coming century began to bear down upon them unevenly. It is within this broader web that the specific branch of the family that would produce Wilhelm O'Kelly, and before him his uncle the future Count Palatine, must be situated, a branch holding lands and standing associated with Gallagh and, through later marriage and inheritance, with the place called Tycooly, names that would travel far indeed from the Galway soil in which they originated.

The pressures that would eventually shatter this ancient order did not arrive suddenly. They accumulated across more than a century of escalating conflict between the English state and the Gaelic and Old English Catholic populations of Ireland, a slow tightening that the O'Kellys, embedded as they were in the traditional structures of Gaelic Connacht, could observe unfolding in other parts of the island long before it reached their own doorstep with full force. The Elizabethan conquest of Ireland, completed in the opening years of the seventeenth century with the defeat of the Gaelic lords of Ulster, had already demonstrated the English crown's willingness to dismantle Gaelic aristocratic power root and branch when the opportunity presented itself, and the subsequent Plantation of Ulster showed with brutal clarity what confiscation and resettlement on a massive scale could look like when applied systematically. Connacht, further from the immediate theater of the Ulster conflict, retained for a time a somewhat greater degree of Gaelic continuity, but the underlying logic of English policy, the conviction that Catholic Gaelic landholding represented an intolerable and perpetual threat to English rule and Protestant settlement, applied with equal force whether the specific instrument was military conquest, legal confiscation, or the slower attrition of discriminatory law.

It is against this backdrop of accumulating pressure that the O'Kellys of Uí Maine approached the middle decades of the seventeenth century, still in possession of substantial ancestral lands, still maintaining something of the old order's forms and dignities, but increasingly aware, as any attentive observer of Irish affairs in this period must have been, that the ground beneath them was shifting in ways that no amount of genealogical prestige or administrative precedent could indefinitely resist. The Cromwellian conquest and confiscations of the 1650s, which this book's second act will treat in the detail the subject demands, represented the first truly catastrophic rupture in the long continuity of O'Kelly landholding, a rupture from which the family would experience only partial and temporary recovery before the final collapse of the Williamite War closed the door permanently on the old Gaelic order in Connacht. But even before Cromwell's armies reached the west of Ireland, the O'Kellys and families like them lived with a growing awareness, difficult to date precisely but unmistakable in the documentary record of the period, that the world into which they had been born, the world of hereditary Gaelic lordship stretching back through Máine Mór to the mists of the fourth century, was approaching its end.

There is a particular poignancy in trying to imagine how a family in this position experienced the passage of those decades, aware in some sense of impending catastrophe yet bound, as all people are bound, to the daily rhythms and immediate concerns of ordinary life, the management of estates, the arrangement of marriages, the education of children, the maintenance of religious observance under increasingly difficult conditions. The historical record, concerned as it necessarily is with the great political and military events that shaped the period, cannot fully recover the texture of that lived anticipation, the conversations that must have taken place in the halls of Gallagh and Monivea about the deteriorating position of Catholic landholders elsewhere in Ireland, the anxious correspondence with continental relatives and Irish college contacts about opportunities abroad should the worst come to pass, the slow accumulation of contingency plans that a prudent family in an increasingly precarious position would naturally begin to develop. What the record does preserve, with considerable clarity, is the outcome: a family that entered the seventeenth century as one of the most established and long-continuous aristocratic lineages in the province of Connacht, and that would exit the same century scattered, dispossessed, and dependent for its future survival not on ancestral Irish land but on the patronage networks and military opportunities of Catholic Europe.

The particular tragedy of the O'Kelly case, if tragedy can be measured comparatively among the many similar Gaelic and Old English families who suffered analogous fates in this period, lies in the sheer depth of documented continuity that was severed. Families with shallower or more contested claims to their lands might, in some psychological sense, have experienced dispossession as the loss of a more recently acquired and therefore more provisional status. The O'Kellys, by contrast, lost something they could trace, generation by documented generation, back through more than a millennium of continuous possession, back through the compilation of genealogies more meticulous than those maintained by many reigning European dynasties, back through an office of hereditary provincial treasurer held by right rather than by royal favor, back to a founding ancestor whose very name had given the territory its identity. This was not merely land. It was, in the fullest sense the word can carry, patrimony, the accumulated inheritance of identity, obligation, and legitimacy passed down through forty generations or more, and its loss could not be experienced as anything less than the destruction of a world.

It is this depth of loss that must be carried forward into every subsequent chapter of this book, because it explains a pattern of behavior among the Wild Geese generally, and among the O'Kellys specifically, that might otherwise appear puzzling or even excessive to a modern reader unfamiliar with the weight these families placed on genealogical legitimacy. When Wilhelm O'Kelly's uncle, the future Count Palatine, arrived in Vienna at the close of the seventeenth century and began the long process of establishing himself within the intellectual and courtly life of the Habsburg capital, he did not present himself merely as an educated refugee seeking opportunity, though in the most basic material sense that is precisely what he was. He presented himself, and was in turn recognized and validated by imperial authority, as the representative of an ancient and legitimate noble house, one whose claims to antiquity and dignity could be documented with a thoroughness that few families anywhere in Europe, let alone among the community of Irish exiles, could match. The elaborate genealogical scholarship that the elder William O'Kelly would later produce as part of his continental career, and the imperial patents of nobility that would eventually confirm the family's comital status within the Holy Roman Empire, were not acts of invention or convenient fiction. They were the continental translation of a genealogical claim that had been meticulously maintained in Ireland for centuries before any O'Kelly ever set foot in Austria, a claim rooted in the real and substantial history of Uí Maine that this chapter has attempted to reconstruct.

There is, too, a broader historical lesson embedded in the O'Kelly story that extends beyond the particular fortunes of a single Connacht dynasty, a lesson about the nature of the Wild Geese phenomenon as a whole and about the peculiar historical position occupied by the Catholic Gaelic and Old English nobility in the century of catastrophe that stretched from the Cromwellian conquest through the Williamite settlement. The men who fled Ireland in the wake of the Treaty of Limerick, and who found their way into the armies and courts of Catholic Europe, were not, for the most part, adventurers seeking fortune abroad in the manner of younger sons with nothing to lose. Many of them, the O'Kellys prominent among them, were the heirs and representatives of families that had possessed, within living or near-living memory, substantial territorial power and established institutional standing within Irish society. They carried into exile not merely ambition but a specific and documented sense of what had been theirs by ancient and legitimate right, and it was this sense of restored rather than newly acquired dignity that animated their remarkable success in establishing themselves within the aristocratic and military hierarchies of the Habsburg Monarchy, Bourbon France, and Catholic Spain. The Habsburg court, in particular, proved receptive to precisely this kind of claim, because imperial patronage systems across early modern Catholic Europe operated on logics of inherited legitimacy and confessional solidarity that made the documented antiquity of a family like the O'Kellys a genuine and valuable form of capital, convertible, given sufficient patience and sufficient military or administrative service, into new titles, new offices, and new territorial holdings on foreign soil.

The story this book will tell, of Wilhelm Graf O'Kelly von Gallagh und Tycooly's rise through the ranks of the Imperial-Royal army to the rank of Feldzeugmeister, of his courage under fire at Breslau, his tactical mastery at Torgau, and his eventual integration into the highest circles of Habsburg court society, cannot be properly understood as the story of an individual's personal ambition and talent alone, however considerable both undoubtedly were. It must be understood as the continuation, on a new continent and under an entirely different political order, of a family project that had begun many centuries earlier and many hundreds of miles away, in the fortified halls of Gallagh and Monivea, under the authority of a lineage that traced its founding back to a fourth-century king of Connacht. Wilhelm O'Kelly did not build his career from nothing. He built it, consciously and deliberately, upon a foundation of inherited legitimacy that his family had spent a millennium constructing in Ireland and that his uncle had spent decades translating into terms the Habsburg court could recognize and reward.

And yet foundations, however deep, do not by themselves guarantee what will be built upon them. The chapters that follow will trace the specific and often brutal sequence of events, the cultural patronage that gave the dying Gaelic order its final flowering, the gathering political storm of the seventeenth century, the catastrophic defeat at Aughrim on the family's own ancestral ground, and the desperate exodus that followed, through which the ancient Kingdom of Uí Maine was transformed from a living political reality into the kind of ancestral memory that a family carries with it into exile, consults for legal and social advantage, and eventually enshrines in imperial patents and continental titles far from the green hills where it originated. It is a story of destruction, certainly, but it is also, and this is the deeper argument this book intends to sustain across its full length, a story of remarkable adaptive persistence, of a family that took the raw material of a shattered Gaelic patrimony and rebuilt, on entirely foreign ground, a version of the standing it had lost, through military service, through court patronage, through calculated marriage, and through the disciplined maintenance of exactly the kind of genealogical memory this chapter has attempted to reconstruct. Before any of that reconstruction could begin, however, the old world had to fall, and it fell not gradually but, in its final and decisive act, in a single catastrophic afternoon on the very ground the O'Kellys had held for a thousand years. That fall, and the world it destroyed, is the subject to which this book now turns.
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​Chapter 2: The Book of Hy Many and a Vanishing World
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A manuscript survives. This is, in itself, a small miracle of the kind that historians of medieval Ireland learn not to take for granted, because the island's written patrimony suffered losses across the centuries that would make an archivist weep, entire libraries burned in war, monastic collections scattered and destroyed during the dissolutions and confiscations of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, and countless individual manuscripts lost simply to the ordinary attritions of damp, fire, and neglect that afflict any body of material entrusted to buildings rather than to institutions built to endure. Against this backdrop of near-systematic destruction, the survival of a large vellum compilation commissioned in the fourteenth century by a Gaelic Irish chieftain, containing genealogies, historical tracts, poetry, and legal material relating to a single dynasty and its dependent septs, represents something more than a lucky accident of preservation. It represents a direct, physical, still-legible link to a version of Gaelic civilization that later centuries of conquest and colonization worked very hard to erase from both the landscape and the historical imagination, and it belongs to the family whose fortunes this book traces. The Book of Hy Many, compiled under the patronage of the O'Kelly chieftain William Buidhe O'Kelly in the fourteenth century, is not merely an interesting artifact for antiquarians to catalogue. It is direct evidence of exactly the kind of high literate culture that the O'Kellys of Uí Maine cultivated at the height of their power, and it stands, alongside the family's reconstruction of Kilconnell Abbey in the following century, as proof against a persistent and pernicious misreading of Gaelic Ireland that this chapter intends to dismantle before the narrative moves any further toward the catastrophes of the seventeenth century.

The misreading in question has a long history of its own, one worth understanding precisely because it shaped so much of how the English state and, later, generations of English and even Irish historians would characterize the civilization the Tudor and Stuart conquests set out to destroy. From at least the twelfth century onward, English commentators writing about Ireland, beginning with figures like Gerald of Wales in the aftermath of the Anglo-Norman invasion, developed and propagated an image of the Gaelic Irish as a people existing largely outside civilization in the classical and Christian sense of that term, pastoral rather than urban, oral rather than literate, governed by custom rather than law, and possessed of a culture too primitive to merit the kind of respect that conquest of a genuinely civilized people might otherwise have required. This image served an obvious and enduring political purpose. If the Gaelic Irish were barbarians in the fullest sense, unlettered and lawless, then their conquest, their dispossession, and the confiscation of their lands could be framed not as the destruction of a legitimate civilization but as the natural and even beneficial imposition of order upon chaos, a civilizing mission rather than a war of plunder. This framing proved remarkably durable, surviving in various forms through the centuries of English and later British engagement with Ireland, and it has left its residue even in some later historical writing that, while sympathetic to Irish suffering, nonetheless implicitly accepts the premise that Gaelic Ireland's culture, whatever its charms, existed on the margins of the literate, art-patronizing civilization that flourished in medieval England, France, and the Italian city-states.

The actual documentary and material record tells a substantially different story, and the Book of Hy Many is among its most eloquent witnesses. To understand what this manuscript represents, it helps to understand something of the broader tradition of vellum compilation to which it belongs, a tradition that produced, across the medieval period, an extraordinary body of Irish manuscript literature encompassing history, law, genealogy, hagiography, poetry, and narrative saga, much of it preserved in great compendium volumes commissioned by ruling families precisely because such families understood, as clearly as any Italian merchant prince commissioning a fresco cycle or any French king endowing an abbey, that cultural patronage was itself an instrument of political legitimation. The Book of Leinster, the Book of Lecan, the Yellow Book of Lecan, the Great Book of Lecan, and numerous other surviving compilations attest to a sustained and sophisticated manuscript culture that flourished across Gaelic Ireland throughout the medieval period, sponsored by ruling dynasties who employed hereditary learned families, professional historians and genealogists whose training and social function had no exact equivalent in contemporary English society, to compile, copy, and preserve exactly the kind of material the O'Kellys assembled in their own great book.

The Book of Hy Many takes its name, appropriately enough, from the territory it was compiled to document and legitimize, Uí Maine, the Kingdom of Maine's descendants, and its contents reflect precisely the concerns one would expect of a ruling family seeking to consolidate and transmit its claims to authority across a fractious and competitive political landscape. The manuscript contains extensive genealogical material tracing the O'Kelly line and the lines of the various dependent and allied septs within the wider Uí Maine confederation, back through the generations to the dynasty's founding figures, material of exactly the kind this book's opening chapter drew upon in reconstructing the family's claimed descent from Máine Mór. But genealogy alone, however extensive, would not by itself constitute evidence of a literate civilization in the fullest sense. What elevates the Book of Hy Many beyond a mere administrative record of descent is the breadth of material it assembles alongside the genealogies: historical tracts recounting the deeds and reigns of the dynasty's notable figures, poetry composed in the intricate and highly disciplined bardic meters that represented, in this period, one of the most technically demanding literary forms produced anywhere in medieval Europe, and legal and customary material relating to the rights, obligations, and precedence of the various families within the Uí Maine polity.

It is worth dwelling for a moment on the bardic poetic tradition specifically, because it offers perhaps the clearest rebuttal to any suggestion that Gaelic Ireland lacked a sophisticated literary culture comparable to that of its European contemporaries. The professional poets of Gaelic Ireland, the filí, underwent a training regimen of extraordinary length and rigor, traditionally described as extending across many years of formal study within bardic schools, during which students memorized vast bodies of traditional lore, mastered an archaic and highly stylized literary language distinct from vernacular speech, and learned to compose within an elaborate system of syllabic meters governed by strict rules of rhyme, alliteration, and consonantal correspondence that made Gaelic praise poetry one of the most technically demanding verse forms practiced anywhere in the medieval world. A poem composed by a trained fili in praise of a ruling lord was not the equivalent of an off-the-cuff toast or a piece of casual flattery. It was a formal legal-political instrument, composed according to exacting technical standards, that served to publicly affirm and transmit the lord's legitimacy, his genealogical right to rule, his martial prowess, and his fulfillment of the reciprocal obligations of generosity and protection that bound a Gaelic lord to his followers. The O'Kellys, like other major Gaelic dynasties, maintained long-standing patronage relationships with hereditary poetic and learned families, whose members served the dynasty across generations in a professional capacity not unlike that of a court historian or herald in a continental monarchy, and whose work, preserved in compilations like the Book of Hy Many, constitutes a body of literary production that any honest comparative assessment must recognize as sophisticated, technically accomplished, and culturally central rather than marginal or primitive.

The material circumstances of manuscript production in medieval Ireland further undermine the caricature of a society too impoverished or unsophisticated to sustain genuine literate culture. The production of a vellum manuscript on the scale of the Book of Hy Many required substantial resources: the preparation of animal skins into vellum through a laborious multi-stage process, the manufacture or acquisition of inks and pigments, in some cases including illumination and decorative initial letters that required specialized artistic skill, and the sustained labor of trained scribes capable of executing the demanding and highly regularized Gaelic hand in which such manuscripts were typically written. To commission a work of this scale and complexity was an act comparable, in its resource demands and its implicit statement of dynastic ambition, to a continental noble family commissioning an illuminated book of hours or endowing a chantry chapel. It required not merely wealth but sustained institutional support for the class of learned professionals, poets, historians, genealogists, and scribes, capable of producing such work, and the survival of multiple such compilations from different Gaelic dynasties across the medieval period demonstrates that this kind of cultural investment was a widespread and normalized feature of Gaelic aristocratic life rather than an isolated exception.

What the Book of Hy Many reveals about the O'Kellys specifically, beyond its testimony to the general sophistication of Gaelic manuscript culture, is the particular intensity and self-consciousness with which this family cultivated its own historical memory. William Buidhe O'Kelly, the chieftain under whose patronage the compilation was assembled, ruled Uí Maine at a moment when the dynasty's position, like that of Gaelic Ireland generally in the fourteenth century, existed in complex and shifting relation to the Anglo-Norman lordship that had been established in Ireland since the twelfth-century invasion. The fourteenth century was, in fact, a period of significant Gaelic resurgence across much of Ireland, as the initial force of the Anglo-Norman conquest weakened and numerous Gaelic dynasties, the O'Kellys among them, succeeded in reasserting or expanding their territorial authority at the expense of the colonial lordship. It was precisely at such a moment of reasserted confidence and expanding power that a ruling family might be expected to invest in exactly the kind of grand cultural and historical project that the Book of Hy Many represents, an act of documentary self-assertion that simultaneously recorded, celebrated, and legitimized the dynasty's renewed prominence.

The specific historical content of the Book of Hy Many, beyond its genealogical spine, includes material relating to the customary rights and obligations governing the relationship between the O'Kelly overlordship and the various subordinate families and septs within the wider Uí Maine confederation, material that functioned in practice as something approaching a constitutional record of the polity's internal political order. This kind of material is of considerable interest to historians attempting to reconstruct the actual mechanics of Gaelic lordship, because it reveals a political structure considerably more formalized and rule-governed than the popular image of Gaelic Ireland as a land of purely personal, charismatic, and essentially arbitrary chieftain rule would suggest. The Uí Maine confederation, as documented in the book compiled under William Buidhe's patronage, operated according to established customary norms governing precedence, tribute, military service, and succession, norms that were written down, preserved, and presumably consulted in cases of dispute, in a manner directly analogous to the way a continental feudal polity might maintain charters, customaries, and legal registers documenting the rights and obligations binding a lord to his vassals.

The compilation of the Book of Hy Many did not occur in isolation. It belongs to a broader pattern of O'Kelly cultural and religious patronage that extended across the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries and that reached one of its most visible and physically enduring expressions in the reconstruction of Kilconnell Abbey, undertaken under O'Kelly sponsorship in 1414. Kilconnell, a Franciscan friary situated within the heartland of Uí Maine territory, represents in its architectural remains, substantial portions of which survive to the present day as one of the more evocative ruined monastic sites in the west of Ireland, a different but equally significant register of O'Kelly cultural investment, one that connects the family's dynastic self-fashioning to the broader currents of religious reform and architectural patronage sweeping through late medieval Catholic Europe.

The Franciscan order to which Kilconnell belonged had, by the early fifteenth century, undergone significant internal reform movements, with the emergence of the Observant branch of the order pressing for a return to stricter standards of poverty and discipline than had come to characterize many older Franciscan houses. This reform movement found particular resonance in Ireland, where a substantial wave of new Observant Franciscan foundations and reconstructions swept across the Gaelic lordships in the fifteenth century, sponsored overwhelmingly by Gaelic ruling families eager to associate themselves with the spiritual prestige and reforming energy of the Observant movement. The O'Kelly reconstruction of Kilconnell in 1414 situates the family squarely within this broader pattern of Gaelic engagement with contemporary European religious currents, demonstrating that Uí Maine's ruling dynasty was not culturally or intellectually isolated from developments elsewhere in Catholic Christendom but rather actively participating in, and helping to fund, the religious reform movements reshaping monastic life across the wider Catholic world in this period.

The physical scale and architectural sophistication of what the O'Kellys built and endowed at Kilconnell further undermines any suggestion of cultural or material poverty. The surviving remains, including a substantial church, cloister, and associated conventual buildings, attest to a building project of genuine architectural ambition, executed according to the Gothic architectural vocabulary current across late medieval Europe, employing skilled masons capable of producing the kind of tracery, vaulting, and decorative stonework visible in the surviving fabric. Kilconnell would go on to serve, across the following centuries, as an important center of Franciscan learning and religious life in Connacht, and eventually, in a detail of particular poignancy given this book's larger themes, as a burial place for members of the O'Kelly family and their allied dynasties, a physical repository of family memory that would continue to be visited, tended, and used for interment even after the family's political power in the region had been broken. The abbey's own history of survival and eventual ruin, suffering suppression during the sixteenth-century dissolution of the monasteries and further depredation during the wars of the seventeenth century, before finally falling into the picturesque ruin that visitors encounter today, mirrors in miniature the larger trajectory this book traces of Gaelic Catholic institutional life in Ireland: vigorous foundation and patronage in the late medieval period, followed by systematic destruction under the pressures of Reformation-era state policy and colonial war.

The combination of the Book of Hy Many and the Kilconnell reconstruction, considered together, offers a remarkably complete picture of what a sophisticated Gaelic aristocratic culture actually looked like at the height of its confidence and capacity, a culture that invested simultaneously in secular historical and genealogical documentation and in religious architectural patronage, that maintained relationships with both the hereditary learned classes of native Gaelic tradition and the international religious orders of the wider Catholic Church, and that understood, with considerable sophistication, the role that both forms of cultural investment played in consolidating and projecting dynastic legitimacy. This was not a culture operating at the margins of European civilization, borrowing crudely from more advanced neighbors. It was a culture fully capable of producing its own distinctive and technically accomplished literary tradition while simultaneously participating, through its religious patronage, in the broader currents of pan-European Catholic reform and architectural practice.

It is essential to pause here and consider why this matters so profoundly for the larger story this book has set out to tell, because the significance of the Book of Hy Many and Kilconnell Abbey extends well beyond their intrinsic interest as medieval artifacts. These achievements constitute the specific, documented cultural patrimony that the O'Kelly family carried, in memory if not in physical possession, into the catastrophe of the seventeenth century and the exile that followed. When Wilhelm O'Kelly's uncle arrived in Vienna at the close of the seventeenth century and began the delicate work of establishing his family's credentials before the Habsburg court and the learned society of the imperial capital, he was not attempting to manufacture a claim to ancient civilization and cultural sophistication out of nothing, dressing up a family of provincial obscurity in borrowed finery in the hope that continental observers would be too ignorant of Irish affairs to notice the imposture. He was drawing upon, and translating into terms a Central European audience could recognize and respect, a body of genuinely documented cultural achievement, a manuscript tradition and an architectural patronage record every bit as real and every bit as impressive, within its own cultural idiom, as the achievements any continental noble house might point to in support of its own claims to ancient and legitimate distinction.

This distinction matters because it separates the O'Kelly case, and the broader Wild Geese phenomenon of which it forms a part, from a rather different and less flattering historical pattern that has sometimes been observed among displaced or declining aristocracies elsewhere in European history, the pattern of genealogical fabrication and invented tradition deployed by families seeking to claim a distinction they had not actually possessed. The O'Kellys did not need to invent their antiquity or their cultural sophistication. They needed only to document it, transmit it, and present it in a form that Habsburg court society, operating according to its own conventions of noble legitimation, could recognize and validate. The genealogical scholarship that the elder William O'Kelly would go on to produce during his career in Vienna, drawing extensively on exactly the kind of material preserved in compilations like the Book of Hy Many, functioned not as invention but as translation, rendering into Latin and into the conventions of continental heraldic and genealogical scholarship a body of historical claim that had already been established, documented, and preserved within the Gaelic tradition for centuries before any O'Kelly set foot in imperial territory.

There is a further dimension to this cultural inheritance worth examining closely, because it bears directly on the psychological texture of the exile experience that later chapters of this book will explore in greater depth. A family that possesses documented cultural achievement of the kind the O'Kellys could claim does not experience the loss of political power and territorial possession in quite the same way as a family whose distinction rested purely on martial force or transient political fortune. Cultural memory, especially cultural memory embodied in surviving physical artifacts like manuscripts and religious foundations, possesses a durability that outlasts the immediate circumstances of political defeat. A castle can be confiscated, its garrison expelled, its lands granted to a new and often hostile proprietor, and the loss, however devastating in material and immediate terms, remains in some sense a loss confined to the present generation's fortunes. A manuscript like the Book of Hy Many, by contrast, preserved and eventually removed from Ireland or hidden and later recovered, as such manuscripts frequently were during the turbulent centuries of confiscation and war, carries within it a claim to legitimacy that cannot be so easily confiscated, because it exists independent of the physical territory to which it originally referred. It can be carried into exile. It can be consulted, copied, translated, and cited in an entirely different political and cultural context, and it retains, in that new context, its evidentiary force as proof of ancient and legitimate distinction.

This is precisely the mechanism by which the O'Kelly family's medieval cultural patrimony came to function, a century and more after its creation, as a crucial asset in the family's continental rehabilitation. The specific manuscripts and specific documented achievements discussed in this chapter provided the raw material from which the family's later Habsburg-era self-presentation was constructed, a self-presentation that emphasized, in terms calculated to resonate with continental aristocratic values, the antiquity of the O'Kelly line, its long tradition of learning and religious patronage, and its established status as a ruling dynasty of ancient and legitimate standing within its native land. None of this would have been available to the family, or would have carried the evidentiary weight it did, had the O'Kellys of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries not made precisely the kind of sustained cultural investment that the Book of Hy Many and Kilconnell Abbey represent.

It is worth considering, too, what this pattern of cultural patronage reveals about the broader civilizational sophistication of Gaelic Ireland in the period immediately preceding the catastrophic contraction that began with the Tudor reconquest and accelerated through the seventeenth century. The image of Gaelic Ireland as a static, unchanging, and essentially primitive society, an image that served English colonial ideology so effectively for so many centuries, cannot survive serious engagement with the documentary and material record left by families like the O'Kellys. Gaelic Ireland in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries was a dynamic society, responsive to broader European currents of religious reform, capable of sustaining sophisticated literary and historical traditions of its own devising, and possessed of ruling families whose cultural ambitions and cultural achievements bear comparison with those of their continental aristocratic contemporaries. The tragedy of what followed, the systematic dismantling of this civilization across the following two and a half centuries, is only fully legible once the genuine sophistication of what was destroyed has been properly established, and it is for this reason that this chapter has dwelt at such length on artifacts that might, in a more conventional treatment of this history, receive only passing mention before the narrative hurries on toward the more dramatically compelling events of battle and confiscation.

There is a final point worth drawing out before this chapter closes, concerning the particular relationship between historical memory and political legitimacy that the Book of Hy Many exemplifies and that would prove so essential to the O'Kelly family's later continental success. Gaelic Irish political culture, as this and the preceding chapter have both suggested, placed extraordinary weight on documented genealogical legitimacy as the foundation of political authority, a weight that exceeded, in some respects, the emphasis placed on similar documentation within contemporary English or even continental European aristocratic culture, where military conquest, royal grant, or simple accumulated wealth might more readily substitute for demonstrated ancient lineage as a basis for claimed status. This particular cultural emphasis, on genealogy as the essential and irreducible foundation of legitimate authority, would prove to be precisely the quality that allowed families like the O'Kellys to navigate so successfully the very different but structurally comparable legitimation systems of Habsburg court society, where questions of quartered nobility, ancient lineage, and documented pedigree carried enormous weight in determining eligibility for court appointment, ecclesiastical preferment, and marriage into the established aristocracy. The Gaelic obsession with genealogical documentation, so thoroughly satisfied by works like the Book of Hy Many, turned out to be almost perfectly suited to the demands of the very different but analogously structured continental system the O'Kellys would eventually need to navigate.

None of this cultural achievement, it must be said plainly, would save the O'Kellys or their fellow Gaelic dynasties from the catastrophe that was, even as William Buidhe O'Kelly's scribes completed their work on the great manuscript that bears his family's territorial name, still more than two centuries distant but already gathering force in the broader currents of English state formation and religious change that would eventually sweep across Ireland with such devastating consequence. The Book of Hy Many and Kilconnell Abbey represent the O'Kelly civilization at a moment of confidence and achievement, but they were compiled and built by a family that could not have anticipated the specific character of the destruction that awaited their descendants, a destruction that would prove, in the end, comprehensive enough to strip the family of the physical territory to which their entire cultural tradition referred, while leaving intact, carried into exile in memory and in surviving manuscript, the documented proof of what that territory and that civilization had once been. It is to the gathering of that destruction, the specific political and military pressures that would transform the confident and cultured Gaelic Connacht documented in this chapter into the shattered landscape of confiscation and exile that later chapters must confront, that this book now turns its attention, carrying forward, as it does so, the full weight of what this chapter has established: that what would be lost was not primitive, was not marginal, and was not undeserving of the grief and the determined continental reconstruction that its loss would eventually provoke.
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​Chapter 3: The Gathering Storm
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Historians who study the collapse of societies tend to distrust the metaphor of weather, the gathering storm, the rising tide, the darkening sky, because such language implies a kind of natural inevitability that lets human actors off the hook for choices they made and consequences they might, at various junctures, have averted. And yet there is something genuinely apt about reaching for meteorological language when describing the seventeenth century as it bore down upon Gaelic and Old English Catholic Ireland, because what the O'Kellys and families like them experienced across this century was not a single catastrophic event but an accumulation of pressure, building across decades through a sequence of distinct but interconnected episodes, each one narrowing the space in which Catholic landholding families could operate, until the space narrowed to nothing at all. The century that began with the O'Kellys still in secure possession of the territorial and institutional inheritance chronicled in this book's first two chapters would end with that inheritance in ruins, the family scattered, and the very legal category of Catholic Gaelic landownership rendered, in large stretches of Ireland, almost a historical curiosity. Understanding how this happened requires attending closely to the specific sequence of political, military, and legal developments that produced it, because the destruction of Gaelic Ireland in the seventeenth century was not an accident of war alone. It was, in substantial part, the product of deliberate policy, pursued with varying degrees of ideological conviction and administrative competence across successive English and, after 1707, British governments, and understanding that policy in its specific mechanics is essential to understanding why the O'Kellys and their fellow Catholic gentry found themselves, by the century's end, with no viable option remaining except flight.

The opening decades of the seventeenth century found Gaelic Connacht, and the O'Kelly lordship within it, in a position that, while no longer possessed of the full independent sovereignty their medieval ancestors had exercised, retained substantial continuity with the pre-conquest order this book's earlier chapters have described. The Tudor reconquest of Ireland, completed with the defeat of the Ulster lords at the Battle of Kinsale in 1601 and the subsequent Flight of the Earls in 1607, had broken Gaelic independent power definitively in the north of the island, but Connacht's Gaelic and Old English landholders had, through a combination of earlier accommodation, geographic distance from the immediate theater of the Ulster conflict, and the particular legal arrangements negotiated in the province during the late sixteenth century, retained a greater degree of continuity in landholding than their northern counterparts experienced. The Composition of Connacht, negotiated in the 1580s, had established a settlement in which Gaelic lords, including the O'Kellys, accepted English legal tenure of their lands in exchange for fixed rents and formal recognition of their proprietorship, a settlement that, whatever its long-term implications for the erosion of traditional Gaelic land tenure and lordship structures, had at least the immediate effect of confirming O'Kelly possession of their ancestral territory under a legal framework the English crown recognized and, for a time, respected.

This relative stability could not, however, insulate Connacht's Catholic gentry from the broader currents of religious and political conflict that were reshaping the entire British Isles across the early decades of the seventeenth century. The accession of James I in 1603, uniting the crowns of England and Scotland and inaugurating a period of relative religious toleration by the standards of the age, gave way under his son Charles I to a period of mounting tension between crown and Parliament that would eventually erupt into civil war across all three of the king's kingdoms. Ireland's Catholic population, watching these developments from across the Irish Sea, understood with considerable clarity that their own position depended heavily on the outcome of this broader constitutional struggle, because a Parliament dominated by increasingly militant Protestant, and in some cases explicitly Puritan, sentiment represented a far greater threat to Catholic landholding and religious practice than a monarchy that, whatever its own Protestant commitments, retained some interest in accommodating its Catholic Irish subjects as a counterweight to an increasingly assertive Parliament.

It was against this backdrop of building constitutional crisis that the Irish Rebellion of 1641 erupted, an uprising that began among the dispossessed and aggrieved Gaelic gentry of Ulster, men who had watched their ancestral lands granted to Scottish and English Protestant settlers under the plantation schemes of the preceding decades, but that rapidly spread across much of Ireland as Catholic gentry throughout the island, Gaelic and Old English alike, calculated that the moment of England's constitutional paralysis offered an opportunity to reverse the accumulating erosion of Catholic land tenure and religious toleration. The rebellion's early weeks witnessed genuine and often brutal violence against Protestant settlers, violence that would be exaggerated to still more lurid proportions in subsequent Protestant propaganda, propaganda that would prove enormously consequential in shaping English public and political attitudes toward the Irish Catholic population for decades to come. Whatever the precise scale of the initial violence, its political effect was to convince English Protestant opinion, across the political spectrum from royalist to parliamentarian, that the Irish Catholic population represented a savage and treacherous threat requiring the most severe possible suppression once circumstances allowed.

The rebellion evolved, across the 1640s, into a complex and shifting war involving multiple factions, Gaelic and Old English Catholics organized eventually into the Confederation of Kilkenny, royalist forces loyal to Charles I, Scottish Covenanter forces intervening on behalf of Ulster's Protestant settlers, and eventually the forces of the English Parliament itself, a war whose factional complexity mirrored the broader chaos of the simultaneous civil wars raging across England and Scotland. The O'Kellys, along with the great majority of Connacht's Catholic gentry, aligned themselves with the Confederate cause, participating in a political and military project that sought, with genuine seriousness and no small degree of internal division over strategy and ultimate objectives, to secure a lasting settlement guaranteeing Catholic religious toleration and the security of Catholic landholding within a kingdom that would remain nominally loyal to the Stuart crown. This was not, it bears emphasizing, a rebellion against monarchy in the manner of the roughly contemporaneous parliamentary cause in England. The Confederate Catholics of Ireland fought, for the most part, in the name of Charles I, seeking accommodation within the existing constitutional order rather than its revolutionary overthrow, a distinction that would prove of little comfort once the war's outcome was finally determined.

That outcome arrived with devastating force in 1649, when Oliver Cromwell, having secured victory in the English civil wars and the execution of Charles I, turned the full military and administrative capacity of the now-triumphant English Commonwealth toward the subjugation of Ireland. The Cromwellian conquest of Ireland, conducted across 1649 to 1653, proceeded with a severity that shocked contemporaries even by the brutal standards of seventeenth-century warfare, most notoriously in the massacres that followed the sieges of Drogheda and Wexford, where Cromwell's forces killed defending garrisons and, in significant numbers, civilian populations, in actions that Cromwell himself justified in the language of divine judgment against a population he regarded as guilty of the massacres of 1641 and of persistent idolatrous Catholic error. The conquest's military phase, brutal as it was, represented only the first stage of a transformation whose second and, for the O'Kellys and families like them, ultimately more consequential phase was administrative and legal rather than directly military: the comprehensive confiscation and redistribution of Irish Catholic-owned land under the Act for the Settlement of Ireland passed by the English Parliament in 1652 and the subsequent Act of Satisfaction of 1653.

The mechanics of this confiscation deserve careful attention, because they represented an attempt at social engineering on a scale that had few precedents in earlier English policy toward Ireland, however severe that earlier policy had frequently been. The Cromwellian settlement classified the Catholic population of Ireland according to their degree of culpability in the events of 1641 and the subsequent war, a classification that ranged from those judged guilty of direct participation in the killing of Protestants, who faced execution or transportation, through various gradations of lesser culpability attracting correspondingly severe but non-capital penalties, down to a category of the merely "constant Protestants," a vanishingly small number of Catholics deemed to have remained loyal to the Parliamentary cause throughout the conflict and thus theoretically exempt from confiscation. In practice, the overwhelming majority of Catholic landowners throughout Ireland, regardless of their actual conduct during the preceding decade of war, found themselves classified in a manner that resulted in the confiscation of some or all of their estates, with a policy eventually formalized in the notorious dictate that dispossessed Catholic landowners could be granted alternative and generally inferior land west of the River Shannon, in Connacht, while their former estates in the more fertile and economically valuable regions of Leinster, Munster, and Ulster were redistributed to English Parliamentary soldiers owed arrears of pay and to the Adventurers, London merchants and investors who had financed the original suppression of the 1641 rebellion in exchange for promised grants of confiscated Irish land.

This policy of transplantation "to Hell or to Connacht," as the phrase that entered popular and historical memory would have it, produced a particular and cruel irony for families like the O'Kellys who already held their ancestral lands within Connacht itself. Rather than being uprooted from a distant province and relocated to the western territory the Cromwellian settlement designated as the acceptable zone of remaining Catholic landownership, the O'Kellys found the settlement's disruptive force arriving directly upon their own ancestral ground, as the province was reorganized to accommodate not only its existing Catholic landowners but also the influx of transplanted Catholic gentry arriving from confiscated estates elsewhere in Ireland, a reorganization that inevitably involved surveys, boundary adjustments, and reallocations that touched even those families who might otherwise have imagined themselves relatively insulated by the mere fact of already residing within the province the settlement had designated for Catholic retention.

The specific fate of individual O'Kelly landholdings during the Cromwellian confiscations is not always traceable with complete precision in the surviving documentary record, a limitation that affects the reconstruction of many Gaelic and Old English family histories from this chaotic period, when record-keeping itself frequently broke down amid the disruptions of war, transplantation, and administrative reorganization. What can be established with confidence is the general pattern that affected Catholic landowning families throughout Connacht during this period: even those who retained some portion of their estates under the Cromwellian settlement typically did so only after enduring surveys, legal challenges, and administrative proceedings that placed their tenure on a fundamentally less secure footing than it had occupied before the confiscations began, while the total acreage held by Catholic proprietors throughout Ireland fell, across the course of the Cromwellian settlement, from a substantial majority of the island's land to a small minority, a transformation in the pattern of Irish landownership so comprehensive that its effects would persist for centuries afterward, shaping the social and economic structure of Ireland well into the modern period.

The restoration of Charles II to the English throne in 1660 offered Irish Catholic landowners a moment of genuine hope that the Cromwellian confiscations, associated as they were with the regicide regime the restored monarchy explicitly repudiated, might be substantially reversed, restoring at least a significant portion of confiscated Catholic land to its original owners. This hope proved, in the event, only partially and inadequately realized, in a manner that illustrates with particular clarity the structural forces working against any meaningful restoration of the pre-Cromwellian order. The Restoration land settlement, embodied in the Acts of Settlement and Explanation passed in the early 1660s, attempted to navigate an almost impossible political problem: how to satisfy at least some of the claims of dispossessed Catholic landowners, whose loyalty to the restored monarchy the new government had every interest in cultivating, without simultaneously provoking the ferocious opposition of the Cromwellian-era Protestant settlers and soldiers who now held the confiscated lands and who possessed, by the 1660s, powerful political influence within both the Irish and English governing establishments.

The resulting settlement satisfied almost no one fully and left the underlying land question profoundly unresolved. A body known as the Court of Claims was established to adjudicate individual cases of dispossessed Catholic landowners seeking restoration, and a meaningful number of such claims were in fact upheld, restoring specific estates to specific Catholic families who could demonstrate, according to the settlement's exacting criteria, that they had remained loyal to the royalist cause throughout the preceding conflict rather than having participated in the Confederate war against the crown, a criterion that, given the genuine complexity and shifting allegiances of the 1640s conflict, proved difficult for many claimants to satisfy to the court's exacting standard. The overall effect of the Restoration settlement was to restore a meaningful but still minority portion of the land confiscated under the Cromwellian regime to Catholic ownership, while leaving the great majority of the redistribution accomplished under the Commonwealth intact, a compromise that left Catholic landownership throughout Ireland, by the 1670s, still reduced to a fraction, generally estimated at somewhere around a fifth or slightly more, of the total acreage of the island, down from the roughly three-fifths that had remained in Catholic hands even after the earlier plantations of the preceding century.

The O'Kellys of Uí Maine navigated this Restoration settlement with the mixture of partial success and continuing insecurity that characterized the experience of many Connacht Catholic gentry families during this period. The available evidence suggests that certain branches of the family succeeded in retaining or partially recovering portions of their ancestral holdings through the Restoration settlement process, a partial recovery that allowed the family to maintain a continued presence on at least some of the lands their ancestors had held for centuries, but this recovery came at the cost of a fundamentally altered legal and political position. Landholding that had once rested on ancient hereditary right, documented through the kind of genealogical and customary material preserved in works like the Book of Hy Many, now rested instead on the contingent and politically vulnerable foundation of royal grant and parliamentary statute, a foundation that could be, and as events would prove within a single generation actually was, entirely swept away by a subsequent shift in the political winds. The O'Kellys who lived through this period understood, with what must have been a bitter clarity, that whatever security the Restoration settlement offered was provisional rather than permanent, dependent on the continued goodwill of a monarchy whose own security could by no means be taken for granted in the turbulent political climate of later seventeenth-century England.

That climate deteriorated sharply during the reign of Charles II's brother and successor, James II, whose accession to the throne in 1685 initially appeared to Irish Catholics as an unprecedented opportunity, since James was himself an openly professed Catholic, the first Catholic monarch to occupy the English throne since the reign of Mary I more than a century earlier. James's Catholicism, combined with his evident sympathy for Irish Catholic grievances and his appointment of the Catholic Richard Talbot, Earl of Tyrconnell, as his chief representative in Ireland, raised genuine hopes among the Irish Catholic gentry that a substantial reversal of the Cromwellian and Restoration land settlements might finally be achieved under royal auspices. Tyrconnell's administration in Ireland, pursuing policies explicitly designed to restore Catholic influence within the Irish government, judiciary, and military, and to prepare the ground for a more comprehensive reversal of the land settlements through a Parliament that James intended to summon in Dublin, generated exactly the kind of optimism among families like the O'Kellys that had been so thoroughly disappointed by the inadequate scope of the Restoration settlement a generation earlier.

This optimism, however, proved to rest on foundations far more fragile than contemporaries could have appreciated at the time, because James II's own position on the English throne was simultaneously eroding under the pressure of English Protestant anxiety about the direction of his rule, anxiety that encompassed not merely religious concerns about Catholic influence at court but broader constitutional fears about royal absolutism modeled on the example of Louis XIV's France. These anxieties culminated, in November 1688, in the Glorious Revolution, the invasion of England by James's Dutch son-in-law William of Orange, an invasion that met with such widespread support, or at least acquiescence, among the English political establishment that James found his authority collapsing with startling speed, ultimately fleeing to France in December 1688 rather than risk capture by the advancing forces of his rival. William and his wife Mary
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