
A Brief History of Ireland 
In 1806, Irish poet and singer-songwriter Thomas Moore wrote one of his most famous works, The Minstrel Boy, referring to his 
homeland as the "Land of Song" an apt description as much of Irish history has been memorialized in music. As we follow the 
thread of history laid out here, I will be interjecting various lyrics from Irish songs, some traditional, some modern, but all relating 
to the Emerald Isle. There is far more history than these short pages can hold, so for those with a desire for more details I have 
included a section of books to read, movies to see, and albums to hear. So enjoy a cup of tea or uisce beatha (Irish for “The Water 
of Life” aka whiskey) and soon we’ll be in Ireland! 

Slán go foil, 

Declan  

"I don't know what to say to anyone and as soon as I open my mouth they'll say, Oh, you're Irish, and I'll have to explain how that 
happened." - Frank McCourt 

Mythology of Ireland 

“Pray tell me the story of young Cuchulainn, how his eyes were dark, his expression sullen, 
And how he'd fight and always won, and how they cried when he was fallen”  

– Róisín Dubh by Thin Lizzy   

 
The Irish are one of the few people whose mythology does not concern itself with creation, focusing instead on the 
people and places. The oldest sources are the Metrical Dindshenchas, or “Lore of Places” focusing on the geography 
and the topography of Ireland, and the Lebor Gabála Érenn or “Book of Invasions,” focusing on the people who 
invaded, settled and were defeated by the next wave of invaders. It is from the later we learn of the mythical Tuatha Dé 
Danann, who ruled Ireland for centuries before being defeated by the ancestors of the current day Irish, known as the 
Milesians. The Tuatha Dé Danann spread a spell of invisibility and hid their palaces underground, becoming the 
Danann Sidhe, or as we know them, the Fair Folk or faeries, including the bean sí or banshee and the leprechauns. 
Lady Gregory and W.B. Yeats collected the stories of the fair folk in their book, Complete Irish Mythology. 
Later mythological cycles include the Ulster Cycle featuring the stories of Cú Chulainn, Mebh and Táin Bó Cúailnge, or 
“The Cattle Raid of Cooley.” Cú Chulainn was the greatest hero in Irish mythology, and in his final battle he pierced his 
foot with his spear so he would stay standing. For three days the opposing army would not approach, for fear he was 
still alive. A statue of Cú Chulainn is in the Dublin General Post Office, marking the site of the 1916 Easter Uprising. 
The third cycle is the Fenian Cycle, focusing on Fionn mac Cumhaill and his warriors the Fianna. Thought to be the 
origin of the tale of King Arthur and his knights, the stories in this cycle are full of love, betrayal, and heartbreak. Many 
rebels in Ireland called themselves Fenians after these men.  The final cycle is the Historic Cycle, which bridges the gap 
from the mythological to the historical, including Brian Boru, the high king of Ireland.  

Prehistory of Ireland 

From your pillars of grandeur an answer is sought  
When the tombs of the Pharaohs were only a thought  

- Newgrange by The Wolfe Tones 

  
Historical evidence of Ireland lends a slightly different perspective – the first people to settle Ireland were Mesolithic 
(Middle Stone Age) tribes in 8000 BC. Around 4,000 years later they shift to agriculture, particularly in the County 
Mayo in the northwest of Ireland. These Neolithic (New Stone Age) tribes began to construct stronger, more durable 
structures, such as stone fences in County Mayo and stone tombs in the Boyne Valley of County Meath. The most 
incredible tomb is Newgrange, a massive, acre large stone tomb older than both the Pyramids and Stonehenge. On the 
winter solstice a beam of light passes through an opening above the door, tracing a line along the floor until it reaches 
the back chamber which is illuminated for a few minutes before returning to darkness for the rest of the year. 



By 1000 BC the Celts were spreading throughout Europe, from Austria to France and Spain; soon they crossed the 
English Channel and settled Wales, Ireland and Scotland. The Romans knew of Ireland, as featured in Ptolemy’s 140 
BC work Geographia, but never invaded Ireland as they did England; all evidence suggests they traded goods with the 
Irish tribes. As the Roman Empire collapsed these Irish tribes raided Britain and brought back much of their 
knowledge of classical civilization, which was collected by the monks and written into manuscripts. “How the Irish 
Saved Civilization” by Thomas Cahill goes into more detail on this subject.   

Monastic Ireland 

'Tho I was an artist with canvas and paints, I sailed with Saint Brendan and his jolly saints.  
- Saint Brendan's Fair Isle by Jimmy Driftwood 

 
Ireland received its first bishop in 431, when the pope sent St. Palladius to “all Irish believing in Christ.” St. Patrick, 
once captured by Irish slavers returned to Ireland in 432, and soon was followed by other missionaries. By 563 a 
golden age of monasteries spread throughout Ireland and beyond, with St. Columba and St. Brendan founding 
monasteries at Iona and Clonfert, and their disciples spreading to continental Europe. Many cities in Europe grew 
around these Irish-founded monasteries, such as Lucca in Italy, Regensburg in Germany, and Salzburg and Vienna in 
Austria. The manuscripts copied by the monks included not only religious works but stories, legends and designs. The 
Irish were explorers too, as in 800 AD St. Brendan was said to have sailed from Ireland to North America; Tim Severin 
recreated Brendan’s journey in a traditionally crafted authentic craft similar to those made in 800 AD. Severin’s 
account can be found in the book The Brendan Voyage: A Leather Boat Tracks the Discovery of America by the Irish 
Sailor Saints. 

Vikings and High Kings of Ireland 

O’er the Plain of the Flocks from Fingall to Athclee  
Roll the Hosts of the Gael like the March of the Sea.  

- Brian Boru’s March by Patrick Joseph McCall 

 
The political landscape of Early Ireland was similar to aboriginal North America; numerous tribes, called clans, held 
the land and were fiercely independent. All clans were governed by Brehon Laws, which dictated how trade would be 
handled, marriage and divorce, inheritance and even injury, with fines based on severity and location of the wound. 
Occasionally one king would become powerful enough to become the High King of Ireland, a title earned through force 
of arms and political savvy, not inherited. The most famous High Kings were Niall Noígíallach, or Niall of the Nine 
Hostages, who demanded fealty by taking a son from each of the powerful rulers, and Brian Boru, who defeated the 
Viking King in single combat.  
Beginning in 795 AD, the Vikings began to raid the Irish Monasteries, including those on Iona and Inishbofin. Their 
shallow hulled boats were perfect for raiding Ireland’s many rivers, able to sail deep within the island. By 852 AD the 
Vikings began to create fortresses in Ireland to support their raiding parties; the cities of Dublin, Wexford and 
Waterford were started this way. Over the next two centuries battles raged between the Vikings and the Irish, with the 
Irish winning in 1014 when Brian Boru, acknowledged as High King by his fellow Irishmen and the Catholic Church, 
defeated the Vikings. Many Vikings stayed, and like future invaders were quickly assimilated into the Irish culture. 



The start of 800 Years of English Rule 

 See the swords of Glen Imaal, they're flashing o'er the English Pale 
See all the children of the Gael beneath O'Byrne's banner  

- Follow Me up to Carlow by Patrick Joseph McCall  

 
In 1167 the exiled Irish king of Leinster named Diarmait Mac Murchada, or Dermot MacMurrough, went to the 
English King Henry II for help in reclaiming his kingdom. There was religious pressure for Henry II’s invasion of 
Ireland as well, as both Pope Adrian IV and Pope Alexander III encouraged the invasion; the latter calling Ireland a 
"barbarous nation," with "filthy practices." These filthy practices included allowing married priests and women 
holding full rights in the church, including the ordination of St. Bridget as a bishop. Lead by Richard “Strongbow” de 
Clare, the Normans conquered Waterford, Wexford and Dublin. Strongbow married Dermot’s daughter and became 
the heir to an Irish kingdom, and future Normans followed his lead, becoming Anglo-Irish lords, changing their names 
to Irish pronunciations and spellings, with “de Burgh” becoming the Irish “Burke.” Henry II came to Ireland to further 
secure the English claims, which was protected by a large stockade fence known as “The Pale.” Over the next 200 
years, many of the Norman lords and settlers were becoming more “Irish than the Irish themselves,” adopting the 
cultures and traditions of those tribes living outside of The Pale. The phrase “beyond the pale” comes from the Norman 
assimilation into the Irish culture.  
These new Anglo-Irish lords were viewed as a threat by the English nobility, and in 1366 the Statutes of Kilkenny were 
passed to sharply divide the Anglos and the Irish. It forbade the intermarriage of English and Irish, the adoption of 
Irish children by English and the use of Irish names or dress. All holdings would be stripped of those who did not 
conform, while the Irish Brehon code of law was to be replaced by English Common Law. It was never fully enforced, 
but the concept began the process of separating the country into two classes, the Irish and Anglo-Irish versus the 
English. The class gap widened in 1495 under Poynings' Law, with draconian restrictions meant to bring Ireland to 
“whole and perfect obedience,” a direct cause of the largest conflict in the Elizabethan era, the Nine Years War. 

Gráinne Ní Mháille, Flight of Earls, Scottish Plantations in Ulster  

Tá Gráinne Mhaol ag teacht thar sáile, Is Fianna Fáil 'na mbuidhin gharda, 
(Gráinne Mhaol is coming from over the sea, the Fenians of Fál as a guard about her) 

- Óró,'Sé do Bheatha aBhaile by Pádraig Pearse 

 
One of the most incredible characters during this period (and my wife’s favorite Irishwoman) was Gráinne Ní Mháille, 
or Grace O’Malley. A fierce pirate and lord in her own right, O’Malley became a legendary figure even in her day. 
Defending a fortress known as Cock’s Castle against the Joyce clan, she so impressed the attackers they began to call it 
“Hen’s Castle,” a name it holds to this day. She even went toe to toe against Queen Elizabeth I, and when Elizabeth 
broke the terms of the treaty they had agreed on, O’Malley began to support the Irish Rebellion of the Nine Years War. 
Over 18,000 English soldiers were fighting in Ireland during the Nine Years War, the largest army in this period. Much 
of the fighting took place in Ulster, the region most commonly recognized as Northern Ireland. Many of the Ulster 
Irish lords who fought against the English were exiled or fled to the Continent in 1607, referred to as the Flight of 
Earls. With much of the land emptied of the native Irish, the English created large plantations and brought Scottish 
Protestants, primarily Presbyterians, to settle the formerly Gaelic lands.  These settlers were far different than those 
who came before, believing these land grants were part of a covenant between themselves and God for their devotion. 
In future conflicts, these Presbyterians would stand with the crown again the Catholics and the Protestants elsewhere 
in Ireland, and the Troubles in Northern Ireland had many roots in this period of settlement.  
Another effect of the Nine Years War was further restrictions on Catholics and dissenting Protestants, as they were 
barred from holding political office or serving in the Army and forced to pay “recusant fines” for non-attendance at 
Anglican services. These restrictions would hold for decades until 1642, when Charles I of England required military 



support against Oliver Cromwell. Charles I restored many rights to the Irish, who formed the Irish Catholic 
Confederacy to fight for him. Unfortunately, like the reign of Charles I, it was over almost as soon as it began. 

Oliver Cromwell and Penal Laws 

Cromwell and his roundheads batter all we know  
Shackled hopes of freedom we're now but stolen goods 
Darken the horizon blackened from the sun  
This rotten cage of Bridgetown is where I now belong 

- Tobacco Island by Flogging Molly 

 
Oliver Cromwell is the most hated man in Ireland. Inspired by the description in Malachy McCourt’s History of 
Ireland, I will not go into detail about his life, and simply use the quote from the book: “He out Herod-ed Herod.” Plus 
most of the words I would use to describe the man would not be appropriate to read by anyone. 
After Cromwell and the Puritans crushed the forces of Charles I, the Irish were the next to feel his wrath. Oliver 
Cromwell’s troops massacred thousands of men, women and children, while he gave those who lived two choices: “To 
Hell or to Connaught,” the latter being the barren, rocky area in the west of Ireland. Many of the Irish died due to 
subsequent famine and plague, with figures ranging from 15% to nearly 50% of the population.  In addition, Cromwell 
enslaved more than 50,000 Irishmen and Irishwomen, sending them to plantations in the Caribbean; the second 
largest reported ethnic group in Jamaica is Irish, while Montserrat, the Emerald Isle of the Caribbean, has nearly the 
same accent you would hear in County Cork. Irish television has a special that you can find on YouTube about it.  
And if the death and enslavement wasn’t enough of a blow to the Irish culture, the Act of Settlement of 1652 forced 
draconian measures on the Catholics, barring them from Parliament, while the Adventures Act left major Catholic 
landlords with their lands confiscated and resettled by English landlords. Catholic Priests faced execution if found, 
hounded by “Priest Hunters” with orders to capture or kill priests and bishops. Other “Penal Laws” forbid the 
Catholics from owning a horse worth more than £5, barred them from attending Trinity College Dublin, voting in 
elections, speaking the Irish language, owning musical instruments and even from wearing the color green. As one 
couplet so well stated, “Catholics could nor read nor teach, plead nor preach.” The Penal laws have been described as 
an attempt of “Cultural Genocide,” trying to destroy the Irish culture.  

Battle of the Boyne, Irish Rebellion of 1798 and United Kingdom 

The Minstrel fell! But the foeman's chain could not bring his proud soul under; 
The harp he loved ne'er spoke again, for he tore its chords asunder; 
And said "No chains shall sully thee, thou soul of love and bravery! 
Thy songs were made for the pure and free, they shall never sound in slavery!" 

- The Minstrel Boy by Thomas Moore  

 
In 1690 the battle between King James and King William reached Ireland, with the Catholics supporting King James. 
In July the two forces clashed at the Battle of the Boyne. The Irish were defeated by King William’s forces, which 
secured the English Anglican rule over Ireland. It is important to stress many of these Penal laws applied to any non-
Anglicans, Catholics and Protestants alike: Only Anglicans of the Church of Ireland were given full rights. In fact, of 
the three major Irish leaders in the late 1700s, only one was Catholic, Danny O’Connell, of whom O’Connell Street in 
Dublin is named. The others, Wolfe Tone and Robert Emmet, were Protestants who sought equal rights for all. 
The leader of the United Irishmen, Wolfe Tone was a Protestant barrister who wrote many a political pamphlet in the 
style of Thomas Paine. He met his hero when recruiting aid for Ireland in France, staying in the same home as Thomas 
Paine; both were guests of future president James Monroe, the American ambassador to France who helped translate 



for Tone when negotiating with the French. Two years later he led an uprising in 1798, which after some early 
successes was crushed by the English. Massacres of captive and wounded rebels across Ireland were reported, 
including some being burned alive; the reported death toll ranges from 20,000 to 50,000. Wolfe Tone attempted 
suicide while in prison by cutting his throat, but was saved by four surgeons so he could still be hanged; one doctor 
warned him not to move his head a certain way or he would die from his wounds, and, using this knowledge, Tone died 
the night before his execution. A popular Irish band calls themselves the Wolfe Tones in his memory. 
The hope of a free Ireland slipped further away with the Acts of Union in 1800, which formalized the United Kingdom 
of Great Britain and Ireland. Three years later the second United Irishmen uprising occurred when Robert Emmet and 
his followers attempted to seize Dublin Castle. While it too was unsuccessful, it raised Emmet to a heroic stature, and 
inspired generations of rebels to come. 
By 1829 the Catholic Relief Act repealed some of the Penal laws, allowing many of the middle class to pursue civil 
service and law careers. However, the Acts of Union were not repealed, nor the tithe requirement, which led to a series 
of conflicts known as the Tithe War through the 1830s. By the time the requirements were removed, Ireland was faced 
with a new threat: the potato blight. 

An Gorta Mór in Black ’47: Blight vs Famine 

By a lonely prison wall I heard a young girl calling “Michael they are taking you away. 
You stole Trevelyn's corn so the young might see the morn. Now a prison ship is waiting in the bay” 

- The Fields of Athenry by Pete St. John   

 
The Great Famine, or an Gorta Mór, was a period between 1845 and 1852 in which 1 million people died and millions 
more emigrated to the cities of Boston, New York, and Liverpool. The cause was a potato blight destroying the staple 
crop of over one-third of the population. Many of the Irish would work as the equivalent of sharecroppers, working the 
land for the landlord for a small share of the crop. They would often have a small plot for themselves to grow their own 
food, of which the potato was the most common. Without the potato, many began to starve. 
Yet a famine assumes a widespread scarcity of food, which was not the case in Ireland; records show during the period 
Ireland was exporting approximately 30 to 50 shiploads per day of food produce, leading many historians to view The 
Great Famine as a form of either direct or indirect genocide. What little food relief was available was abandoned due to 
a banking crisis in London. Workhouses were crowded death traps, with mass graves nearby. Restrictive laws limited 
how much the Irish could be paid, and useless projects like “penny walls” and roads to nowhere were built. The worst 
disaster to hit an industrialized nation, the deaths and emigration due to an Gotra Mór reduced the population by 
nearly half over 40 years; even today the population of Ireland is three-quarters what it was in the 1830s.  
For those who emigrated, the journey could be as dangerous as staying behind. Known as “coffin ships,” these vessels 
were crowded and disease-ridden, and many of the captains gave the legal minimum of food and water to each 
passenger. Mortality rates of 30% were common, with sharks often following the ship due to the amount of bodies 
thrown overboard. 
One positive fact: In 1847, during through the Great Irish Famine, a group of Native American Choctaws collected 
$710 for Famine aid. "It had been just 16 years since the Choctaw people had experienced the Trail of Tears, and they 
had faced starvation... It was an amazing gesture." according to Judy Allen, editor of the Choctaw Nation of 
Oklahoma's newspaper, Biskinik. To mark the 150th anniversary, eight Irish people retraced the Trail of Tears, and the 
donation was publicly commemorated by Irish President Mary Robinson. 



The Uncrowned King of Ireland Charles Parnell 

Let us hear you tell how you slandered great Parnell, you thought him well and truly persecuted, 
Where are the sneers and jeers that you loudly let us hear, when our heroes of ’16 were executed.  

– Come Out Ye Black and Tans by Dominic Behan 

 
Charles Stewart Parnell was one of the many Irish Protestants who lived the posh life, schooled in England and raised 
by nannies. Yet there was rebel blood in his veins, as his paternal great-grandfather railed against the Acts of Union in 
1800, while his maternal grandfather was an American hero in the War of 1812. Parnell was elected to Parliament 
where he found an ally in Joseph Biggar, a hunchbacked butcher from County Clavan. (Irish people, like most people 
around the world, often vote for the candidate with the most character rather than political savvy.) Yet Biggar was one 
of the first to promote the use of Obstructionism, similar to the American Filibuster - in one session Biggar was 
reading from Government documents for hours until another Parliament member said he couldn’t hear, which lead 
Biggar to apologize, raise his voice and start over from the beginning! 
Parnell was a great leader, and his many victories brought Ireland close to Home Rule. He might have made it a reality 
if not for his relationship with Kitty O’Shea, a married colleague with whom he carried on a long term affair. When the 
relationship was made public during her divorce, the newspapers hounded him for weeks, which completely ruined his 
career and tarnished all he did. To this day, many refer to him as the Uncrowned King of Ireland. 

Easter 1916 Uprising 

At Easter 1916 when Pearse called them out, the men from the Dublin battalion roved out 
And in the post office, they nobly did show how a handful of heroes could outfight the foe  

– Michael Collins by The Wolfe Tones 

 
After the failed Fenian uprising in 1867, things quieted down in Ireland. The Government of Ireland Act passed, which 
would offer Ireland Home Rule, but was postponed due to World War I. Both Irish Catholics and Protestants originally 
supported the war effort, but, as historian Gillian McIntosh put it, "Both political camps [nationalist and unionist] 
expected the gratitude of the British administration for their willingness to sacrifice themselves and the rank and file 
of their parties. Neither foresaw that in the First World War, all special interests would be expendable." 
On Easter Monday, April 24, 1916, the Military Council of the Irish Republican Brotherhood (forerunner of the Irish 
Republican Army) joined with members of the Irish Volunteers, Irish Citizen Army, and Cumann na mBan to take 
control of key buildings in Dublin, such as the General Post Office. Their leader, Pádraig Pearse, read the 
proclamation, which called on all Irishmen and Irishwomen to strike for Ireland’s freedom and for all to have equal 
rights under the law; progressive as America women would not have the right to vote for another four years.  
The English Army retaliated harshly against the rebels, declaring martial law and attacked with snipers, machine guns 
and even howitzers shelling the rebels at the GPO. The only two leaders to avoid execution were Countess Constance 
Markievicz, an Irish woman who married a polish count, and Éamon de Valera, an American by birth; the British were 
hesitant to execute a woman, and desperately needed the US to help them in WWI. The most notable execution was of 
James Connelly, was so wounded he could not stand before the firing squad and had to be tied to a chair. These heavy-
handed actions by the British helped sway the public to the rebel cause, including those who were previously neutral or 
even hostile to the fight. The uprising was so newsworthy, it made the front page of the New York time for 14 
consecutive days! 



War of Independence 

Sinne Fianna Fáil, atá faoi[gheall ag Éirinn, (Soldiers are we, whose lives are pledged to Ireland) 
– A mhrán na bhFiann (A Soldier Song, the Irish National Anthem) by Kearney, Heeney, & Ó Rinn 

 
Many of those who fought in the 1916 uprising were sent to prisoner camps, including Michael Collins and Terence 
McSwiney. The camps became "Universities of Revolution," and in 1918, Sinn Féin ( “We Ourselves”) won a majority 
in the general election, formed a breakaway government and declared independence from Great Britain. The Irish 
Republican Army, or IRA, began to raid Royal Irish Constabulary and British Army Barracks. This IRA is equivalent to 
the Continental Army of the United States, with Michael Collins as its Washington. The IRA of the modern era will be 
discussed later. The English retaliated by sending unemployed veterans to crack down on the IRA, called the Black and 
Tans due to their improvised uniforms of khaki or dark green. Particularly ruthless, they are still reviled for their 
atrocities against the Irish. In 1920, Terence McSwiney, recently elected the Lord Mayor of Cork, was arrested for 
sedition and died during a hunger strike, the first of many Irish patriots to become martyrs for the cause in this way.  
On the 21st of November, Michael Collins’s squad shot 19 British spies, killing 14 and dealt a massive blow to British 
Intelligence. In response the British Auxiliary forces fired indiscriminately into a crowd Croke Park Stadium, killing 
13; they also tortured and killed three men in custody, one an innocent man. Violence rose to peak levels until the cost 
of the war was too much and the British Government signed a truce with the IRA in July 1921.  

Truce and Treaty and the Parting of the Ways 

And after truce and treaty and the parting of the ways he wore it when he marched out with the rest. 
- Broad Black Brimmer by Art McMillen 

 
After the truce, Michael Collins and Arthur Griffith were sent to negotiate the Anglo-Irish Treaty; although Collins 
himself believed someone more competent than he should lead the delegation. The treaty created the Irish Free State, 
a semi-autonomous state within the English Empire. It also allowed Northern Ireland to opt out of the Free State, 
which it did in December of 1922. When Collins and Griffith returned, the Provisional Government forces led by 
Collins accepted the treaty while the Republican contingent led by Éamon de Valera refused to honor it. This division 
led to “The Parting of the Ways,” the term for the Irish Civil War which raged for over a year. It also claimed the life of 
Michael Collins, assassinated in August of 1922 near Béal na mBláth in County Cork. Coming together to form a 
government, de Valera lead the country into creating its constitution in 1937, which replaced the Free State with a new 
state called Eire, or Ireland. The role of the English Monarchy was finally eliminated by the Republic of Ireland Act of 
1949, giving the country its official name of the Republic of Ireland. Ireland joined the United Nations in 1955; UN 
Assembly President Fredrick Boland of Ireland shattered his gavel bringing Khrushchev to order.  

Northern Ireland and the Troubles 

I remember your eyes from the 12th of July. When the sirens were screamin' & the flames lit the sky  
– Fanatic Heart by Black 47 

 
The Republic of Ireland had its shares of economic issues, but was at peace during this time. In contrast, Northern 
Ireland had a far stronger economy but tensions and class divisions were about to erupt. Commemorating the Battle of 
the Boyne on July 12th, the Orange March follows routes through predominately Catholic areas, leading to violence. 
Keep in mind that the conflicts were not fueled by religious beliefs but economic issues; the poor, disenfranchised and 
oppressed were overwhelmingly Catholic, the majority living in the ghettos of Derry and Belfast. By 1967 many 
Catholics began to be inspired by the Civil Rights movement in America and formed their own groups. Feeling 
threatened, loyalist groups formed in response, such as the Ulster Constitution Defense Committee (UCDC), the Ulster 



Protestant Volunteers (UPV) and the Ulster Volunteer Force (UVF). They began attacking Catholic businesses, the first 
bombing was of a Catholic owned pub in Shankill area of Belfast, killing an elderly Protestant widow next door.  
Declaring war against the IRA, which was not engaged in any armed action at the time, the UVF was a “heavily armed 
Protestant force dedicated to this cause,” seeking to execute IRA members and any who dared help them. The UVF 
killed 2 Catholics and wounded 2 more in the following months, and was declared illegal by the NI government.  
Undeterred by violence, Civil Rights groups marched across Northern Ireland, resisted and attacked by UPV members. 
The Royal Ulster Constabulary (RUC) did not curb the attacks, which led many to believe the RUC sided with loyalist 
groups. During a civil rights march from Belfast to Derry on New Year’s Day 1969, some 200 loyalists and off duty 
police officers with iron bars, bricks, and bottles ambushed the protests. The RUC officers then went into the Catholic 
neighborhood of the Bogside in Derry, attacking homes and residents. A series of bombings by the UVF and UPV 
members were designed to be blamed on the IRA and the civil rights groups. Violence erupted over the summer, 
including the RUC beating a man and his daughters to death; one daughter was recovering from surgery on the sofa.  
Splitting from the Official IRA, the Provisional IRA, or Provos, swore to defend the Catholic Community, particularly 
the Bogside. Soon 29 barricades had been constructed, over half of which were so well built the British Army could not 
break through with one ton vehicles. By 1972 the Provos killed 100 soldiers, wounded 500 more and carried out 1,300 
bombings. The UVF and the newly founded Ulster Defense Association increased their attacks, with some members 
engaging in torture, such as the Shankill Butchers. Relations hit their lowest point this year due to “Bloody Sunday,” in 
which 13 unarmed protesters were shot by British Paratroopers, many in the back while fleeing or while tending to the 
wounded. Bernadette Devlin, still the youngest woman ever elected to Parliament at 21, was a witness to the events. 
Denied the chance to counter claims the military fired in self-defense during a Parliament hearing, Devlin slapped 
Home Secretary Reginald Maudling across the face.  U2’s Sunday Bloody Sunday and Paul McCartney’s Give Ireland 
Back to the Irish were written in response to this tragedy. The UK Government would eventually apologize for the 
actions of the military, and the soldiers were found to be at fault.  

Hunger Strikes and Good Friday Peace 

A hunger strike we did commence for the dignity of man. But it seems to me that no one gave a damn   
- Joe McDonnell by the Wolfe Tones 

 
By 1980, the Troubles were raging out of control. The British Government took direct control of Northern Ireland and 
sent in the army, while trial by jury was suspended in many cases. The prisons started to fill up, and those who were 
not radicalized before going into the system would more often than not join the Provos afterwards. Many suffered the 
horrible conditions of the HM Prison Maze, or H-block, where they were routinely beaten by guards. Having their 
Special Category Status as political prisoners stripped of them, prisoners from both sides began protesting, wearing 
blankets rather than prison uniform until they were given back their clothing and refusing to clean out their cell’s 
chamber pots until the guards ceased attacking them. The final protest was a hunger strike: The first to do so was 
Bobby Sands, who had been elected to Parliament while in prison in April 1981. He began his strike on March 1st, 1981 
and died on May 5th, less than a month after being elected to parliament. Twenty-two others prisoners joined in a 
staggered fashion to increase the impact, and nine fellow prisoners died including Francis Hughes, Ray McCreesh, 
Patsy O’Hara, Joe McDonnell, Martin Hurson, Kevin Lynch, Kieran Doherty, Thomas McElwee and Michael Devine. 
In 20 years the Troubles had severely damaged Northern Ireland’s reputation, with many businesses hesitant to 
invest. Many people, Catholic and Protestant alike, wanted an alternative to the violence. The Republic of Ireland, 
under its first female president Mary Robinson, was beginning a period of impressive economic growth, called the 
Celtic Tiger. A serious effort to move past the Troubles began, culminating in the Good Friday Agreement, which was 
brokered in part by US President Bill Clinton and US Special Envoy George Mitchell. The Good Friday Agreement, or 
Comhaontú Bhéal Feirste, helped bring much needed changes to Northern Ireland and laid the groundwork for peace. 



Celtic Tiger and IRA Decommission 

The years have made me bitter, the gargle dims my brain 
'Cause Dublin keeps on changing & nothing stays the same 
The Pillar & the Met have gone, the Royal long since pulled down 
As the great unyielding concrete makes a city of my town  

- The Rare Auld Times by Pete St. John 

 
As the 1990s and early 2000s went on, Ireland’s economy increased exponentially. For the first time in centuries, more 
people began moving to Ireland than away. Major tech firms like Microsoft and Dell founded their European 
headquarters, while the Irish Culture took the world by storm. Bands like U2 and the Corrs, writers like Frank 
McCourt, and even the musical Lord of the Dance made people the world over fascinated by Irish Culture. But this 
development has not been without cost. Many of the old places in Dublin and throughout Ireland have been replaced 
by more modern structures. U2’s Bono and The Edge were able to tear down historic buildings, though they had to 
keep the frontage when building their new hotel, The Clarence. The economic downturn has slowed the Celtic Tiger a 
bit, but through tough choices and a highly skilled workplace, the Irish economy has improved in 2016. 
In Northern Ireland the Provos of the IRA received a great deal of negative publicity in 2005 through 2007 and were 
beginning to lose the respect of the people; instead of calling the IRA the “Rah” as a nickname, people in my 
generation started calling it the “Rah-fia” due to funding themselves through organized crime. Once they started losing 
political support, they officially disbanded. And while there is a splinter group calling themselves the “Real IRA,” it 
seems like many people are dedicating themselves to peace and prosperity rather than violence and bloodshed. While 
it might not be perfect in Ireland, it’s a far cry better than it has been in centuries. 

Suggested Reading 
Since this is far from being a research paper, I am not going to go into too much detail on the books I suggest reading. 
These are just the first few to come to mind. 

Books:	  
How the Irish Saved Civilization by Thomas Cahill – A bit dry, but great info. 
The Brendan Journey by Tim Severin  - He sailed along Brendan’s course to North America in an accurate boat. 
Princes of Ireland and Rebels of Ireland by Edward Rutherford – A bit long, but tells the history in a dynastic 
format. First book goes from Druids to some of the big uprisings, the second from uprisings onward. 
Translations by Brian Field – A play addressing the English renaming the place names from Irish to English. 
An Irish Country Doctor Series by Patrick Taylor – Great book to see how much of life in smaller towns was like, 
even throughout the 1960s.  
Angela’s Ashes, Tis, & Teacher Man all by Frank McCourt – I know everyone’s heard of the first book, but Tis 
and Teacher Man are far better, in my opinion. Even if you disliked Angela’s Ashes, the other two make up for it. 
A Monk Swimming and A History of Ireland by Malachy McCourt – Frank’s brother, the first is his crazy 
autobiography, the second does in 400 pages what I’ve tried to do in 8. 
Complete Irish Mythology  by Lady Gregory and W.B. Yeats – all the mythology you can imagine. 
When The Clock Struck in 1916 - Close-Quarter Combat in the Easter Rising by Derek Molyneux and 
Darren Kelly – Great resource about Dublin then and now. 
Videos: 
I was once told all movies made by Ireland are for consumption by Americans – Ireland just doesn’t have the 
population to make it financially successful. Most are either light hearted films like Quiet Man or about the War of 
Independence.  
 



Michael Collins in 1996 is a good movie about the “Big Fellah,” and though it takes some liberties, it is a good intro. 
Rebel Heart A BBC series that some said glorifies the Irish Rebels, but is still a fine film. 
The Wind that Shakes the Barley is a bit more realistic, but a bit more violent. It also goes into more detail about 
the Truce and Treaty, and won the Palme d’Or award at Cannes. If you aren’t too squeamish, watch it. 
Once is a great movie about finding your place in the new Ireland. Does have some strong language, particularly from 
the Czech actress, as apparently people curse more when not speaking in their native language. 
The Black Irish of Montserrat A 1976 report on the Irish who were sold as slaves to the island and their legacy. 
You can find it on YouTube. 

Music:	  
There are many Irish bands across the spectrum, and they tend to range from being polite to political. Tommy 
Maken and the Clancy Brothers are some of the traditionalists, as are the Chieftains and Paddy Reilly. (Van 
Morrison, himself from Northern Ireland, collaborated with the Chieftains in one of the best albums I can 
recommend) Black 47 combines hip-hop beats and Irish instruments to tell Irish political history and everyman 
stories in America, while Flogging Molly is mostly punk, but have some amazing acoustic songs. The Wolfe Tones 
are more political, but in a historical way – think Battle Hymn of the Republic or Yankee Doodle. There are other more 
radical bands I won’t suggest here, as I support the Good Friday Agreement rather than weapon sales.  The most 
influential band I can think of from modern times would be The Pogues. Lead singer Shane MacGowan is as poetic as 
Bob Dylan, if you can understand him: he once was kicked out of his band for being too drunk. 



Statistics 
The Republic of Ireland is about the size of West Virginia, while Northern Ireland is about the size of Connecticut. 
Overall the entire island is about the size of Indiana. The population of the whole island is about 6 million, the same as 
Missouri and 500,000 less than Indiana. 
Ireland is part of the European Union, utilizing the Euro as their currency since 2002. Like many countries, Ireland 
suffered an economic downturn, fueled by a housing bubble before home prices dropped 47% in 2008. By 2010 the 
budget deficit to GDP reached 32.4%, but is now down to 7.2%. It is the 35th largest exporter in the world. Ireland has 
one of the youngest populations in the world, with over 33% under 24 years old. The literacy rate is 99%. Educational 
spending in Ireland is 8th in the world, with 45% of the population between the ages of 25 and 34 having a college level 
education. Ireland’s life expectancy is 15th in the world. 
Ireland has banned smoking in the workplace since 2004, and in 2009 prohibited the advertising and display of 
tobacco products in all retail outlets.  
The government is a republic, parliamentary democracy, with a two house Parliament, or Oireachtas, consisting of the 
Senate, or Seanad Eireann, and the lower house of Parliament, or Dail Eireann. The Senate has 60 seats, filled by 
appointment by universities, vocational panels, and the prime minister. There are 166 seats in the Dail Eireann, with 
members elected in a similar fashion to the United States. Members of both houses serve five-year terms. The Irish 
have a Supreme Court, with a chief justice and seven judges, which serve until age 70.  
 
Northern Ireland is part of the United Kingdom, and as such follows the laws and customs of the UK. However, it is 
semi-autonomous, able to print its own money (the Northern Ireland pound sterling) among other things. Northern 
Ireland citizens are also able to claim citizenship in the Republic of Ireland. And although the pounds sterling printed 
by the Bank of Northern Ireland are worth the same as those printed by the Bank of England, they are only accepted in 
Northern Ireland after a massive bank robbery in 2004. The robbers made off with over £26.5 million in Northern 
Ireland Bank notes as well as Euros and US dollars. The case still remains unsolved and only one person has been 
arrested, a financial advisor who laundered part of the money.    
Unfortunately, even now Northern Ireland is not as economically developed as the Republic of Ireland. Nearly 1 out of 
3 residents are employed by the government, while another third are employed by businesses which have government 
contracts.  There are signs of an improvement, however – The shipyards famous for building the Titanic and other 
large ships are now being used for filming of many popular movies and TV shows, such as HBO’s Game of Thrones.  

Irish Phrases 
While Irish is a required course, it is not often spoken in public. For those interested, I have put some phrases below. 
Note that since travel in Ireland was (and in some cases, still is) so difficult due to a lack of easily navigable roads, the 
accent and dialect changes from region to region, and in some cases even county to county! 
English    Irish     Pronunciation  
Hello      Dia dhuit     (DEE-a GHWIT) 
Hello in Response   Dia is Muire dhuit    (DEE-a iSS MWIRR-a Gwit) 
How are you?     Conas atá tú?     (CUNN-us a-TAW too?) 
I'm well.     Táim go maith    (TAW'm guh MAH)  
Please.     Le do thoil /Le bhur dtoil (plural) (LE do HULL, LE wur DULL) 
Thank you/you (plural)  Go raibh maith agat/agaibh   (GUH ROH MAH ug-ut/ug-iv) 
You're welcome (response)   Tá fáilte romhat/romhaibh   (TAW FOIL-chyeh ROWt/ ROW-iv) 
Goodbye     Slán or Slán go foill   (Slawn) (Slawn go FOW-el) 
10,000 welcomes   Céad míle fáilte   (Cade ME-lay FOIL-chyeh) 
Whiskey     uisce beatha     (ISH-kaa baaha) 



  



1916 Addendum 

Oh the bravest fell, and the Requiem bell rang mournfully and clear  
For those who died that Eastertide in the springing of the year 
While the world did gaze, in deep amaze, at those fearless men, but few, 
Who bore the fight that freedom's light might shine through the foggy dew 

 
With the centennial of the Easter Uprising, Ireland once more is discussing the impact of the events of 1916. Vastly out 
gunned (their shipment of weapons from Germany was scuttled off the Southern Coast) as well as outnumbered, a 
small band of about 1,600 Irish volunteers nevertheless stood against the over 20,000 English troops on their way to 
the front in Europe. Over the course of the week, entire districts of Dublin were destroyed, including the General Post 
Office. In addition to the rebels and soldiers, many civilians were killed.  
From the start, the uprising was most likely doomed. Most of their weapons never arrived, and miscommunication 
lead many of the rebels to believe the uprising was called off. The date of the uprising was moved forward due to the 
actions of James Connelly. A founder of the Labour Party in Ireland, Connelly was one of the founders of the Irish 
Citizen Army, a volunteer force of about 200 that protected striking workers from the police and thugs. When it 
became clear that he was going to start his own uprising, he was inducted into the secret organization known as the 
Irish Republican Brotherhood. Together they agreed to start the uprising on Easter Monday, 1916. Michael Collins said 
that he “would follow Connelly through Hell.” With the most experience in such matters, Connelly was the 
Commander-in-Chief for the uprising. So wounded that he had to be carried out on a stretcher, he reassured his men 
that they need not worry, as the British would only shoot the leaders of the uprising. 
Other notable leaders of the movement include Countess Constance Markievicz and Padrig Pearse, a lawyer, poet, and 
scholar., an Anglo-Irish noblewoman who married a Polish Count. Markievicz’s father, Arctic Explorer Sir Henry Gore-
Booth, cared deeply for the Irish who worked his estate in Ireland, so much so that during the famine of 1879 he 
provided free food to his tenants, a position nearly unthinkable to his peers. Taking this lesson to heart, she always 
thought of those less fortunate, often selling her jewelry to buy food for the workers who went on strike in 1913. She 
fought in the uprising, leading an all-female team of snipers. My favourite quote of hers: “Dress suitably in short skirts 
and strong boots, leave your jewels and gold wands in the bank, and buy a revolver.” She served in Irish politics for 
years after, and when she died she was in a public hospital ward, having given away all her fortune. One of the doctors 
treating her was a woman that she led during the uprising. The son of a prosperous craftsman, Pearse was classically 
educated, eventually receiving his law degree. Yet it was his love of the Irish language that was his true passion, and he 
created an Irish language school to break from the English system currently in place, believing that system only 
produced “good Englishmen or obedient Irishmen.” He nearly went bankrupt in this endeavor. His love of the 
language was apparent in perhaps his greatest work – the Proclamation of the Irish Republic. Calling upon all 
“Irishmen and Irishwomen,” Pearse created a document that has inspired generations of Irish leaders. It also called for 
universal suffrage, which at the time not even the United States had. When he and his brother William went out to 
fight, the last words his mother said to them were “Don’t do anything rash.” After promising they wouldn’t, the Pearse 
brothers began one of the most devastating uprisings in Irish history. 
At the beginning of the uprising, the people of Dublin thought so little of the rebels they were heckled during the 
reading of the Proclamation; they thought it would be over quick, with a handful of arrests. Over the course of the 
week, when they fought off over 10 times their number, the perspective changed. At one location, just two rebels held 
off over 400 British soldiers, wounding dozens. In the park, the rebels would pick up and throw back live grenades at 
the British troops! The English Navy sent a gunship up the river Liffey, and shelled numerous targets, while howitzers 
and troops were diverted from the front to fight off this uprising.  
Unable to continue the fight and unwilling to increase civilian casualties, the rebels surrendered. All of the signatories 
of the Proclamation were executed, as were their fellow leaders. The others were arrested, as well as their known 
associates; such was the paranoia that the number of arrests exceeded 3,500, including 79 women. Some 1,400 were 
released within two weeks, while 579 were sent to prison camps in Wales, including many who had no prior 
involvement with the rebels. Over 90 death sentences were handed down by the military tribunals; while most were 
commuted, a number of the 15 the executions caused outrage both in Ireland and around the world. The executions of 



William Pearse (seemingly for no other reason than he was the brother of Padrig), the Boer War hero Maj. John 
McBride; and the critically wounded James Connelly were the most galvanizing. Connelly’s wounds would have killed 
him in a few days, so much so that was unable to stand for the firing squad; they had to tie him to a chair to keep him 
upright in order to shoot him.  
The executions and mass incarcerations, as well as details of various atrocities committed by the British forces such as 
the murder of newspaper editor Francis Sheehy-Skeffington, led many in Ireland to sympathize with the rebels. The 
ideals of the Proclamation compared to the mistreatment under British rule were a stark reminder of their second 
class status. When Michael Collins and his contemporaries returned from the camps, the Ireland they came home to 
was ripe for a new uprising.  
In the last 100 years, the uprising has been commemorated in song and story, books and film. Politicians all clamor to 
be the heirs of those that fought and died in 1916. And the effect of the uprising has been debated by those who lived 
through it and those alive today. But one thing that they all acknowledge: it was a week that changed history.  
For more to read on 1916: 
The first part of a series that examines the fighting on a day by day basis: 
http://www.irishtimes.com/culture/books/an-easter-rising-timeline-sunday-april-23rd-1916-1.2186351 
 
The last letter Pearse wrote, to his mother: 
https://en.wikisource.org/wiki/Patrick_Pearse%E2%80%99_Letter_to_his_Mother,_1_May,_1916 
 
A view from the English perspective 
http://www.newstatesman.com/politics/2015/07/hundred-years-after-1916-easter-rising-history-wars-ireland-still-
rage 
 
A Bio on Constance Markievicz 
http://thewildgeese.irish/profiles/blogs/constance-markievicz-the-countess-of-irish-freedom-part-1-of-2 
 
A list of all the events from the last year marking the centennial of the Uprising 
http://www.irisheasterrising.com/ 
 


