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The Munster Geraldines                                                        
  by The Blackwater and The Bride

The Geraldines! The Geraldines! –––`tis true in

Strongbow`s van

By lawless force as conquerors their Irish reign began.



–––––––––––––––

The Early Geraldines and Youghal

Maurice Fitzgerald and his nephew Raymond le Gros were amongst the most notable of those Normans who came over with Strongbow to this  country in the twelfth century. Maurice is sometimes called the patriarch of the Geraldines. Through his eldest son Gerald, he was ancestor of the Earls of Kildare, and from Thomas, his second son, descended the Earls of Desmond. 

Soon after their arrival in Munster they acquired large possessions in the Province, which included, amongst other places, Youghal and its vicinity. Whatever the ethical views of the ‘lawless force’  by which they acquired their Irish estates, they were certainly generous benefactors of religion. They founded and endowed two great monasteries in Youghal, the South Abbey in 1226 and the Dominican or North Abbey about forty years later. The South Abbey occupied the site on which the Presentation Convent now stands. Its founder Maurice Fitzgerald, grandson of the patriarch, after many years of war retired within its walls and was buried in its precincts. This great monastery contained, too, the remains of many other illustrious Geraldines, including those of eight Earls of Desmond. Not a vestige of it now remains.

The Dominican Abbey at the opposite end of the town was celebrated for the ivory statuette of Our Lady and Child which for many years was shrined within it. This figure, embedded in a log of wood, was mysteriously washed by the sea into Youghal, carried to the northern end of the bay, and there deposited near the monastery. The monks placed it in their church where the statue was long venerated, many miracles being ascribed to it. It is now in the Dominican Church in Cork City.

In the days of Henry VIII and of his daughter, Queen Elizabeth, these beautiful abbeys were despoiled, their monks driven out or put to death and their walls broken down or left to crumble and decay.

Another great ecclesiastical edifice which these early Geraldines erected in Youghal was St, Mary’s Church, a short distance from the Dominican friary. Founded in1220 it is today one of the outstanding memorials of old-time Youghal. In the religious persecutions of the sixteenth century it went through many vicissitudes. In 1602 it fell into the hands of the notorious Boyle, Earl of Cork. He converted one of its wings into a family cemetery and installed in it life sized effigies of himself, of his two wives and of his numerous children. All of these are still to be seen there. It is recorded that when Cromwell was in Youghal during the Winter of 1649 he stabled troops of horses within the walls of St Mary’s. In modern times it has been largely renovated and, notwithstanding the ravages and the abuse of centuries, it presents to-day a well-preserved appearance.

Near by is the quaint mediaeval structure known as Sir Walter Raleigh’s house. Tradition has it that within its grounds were planted the first potatoes grown in Ireland.

The Blackwater has often been described as the ‘Irish Rhine.’  Much of the similarity of scenery by the banks of both rivers is due to the ruined fanes and castles which overlook them. The Fitzgeralds beautified the Blackwater, especially that part of it approaching Youghal, with abbeys, churches, and feudal keeps.

At Rhinecrew Raymond le Gros erected a Preceptory for the Knights Templars. A sanguinary battle fought here in the tenth century between Danes and Irish gives the place its name –Rinn-Cru– the bloody promontory. Nor was the name inapplicable even in later times; in a duel fought here in 1826 Captain Daunt, father of Mr. Wm. O’Neill Daunt, a member of Parnell’s party, was killed by a Mr. Connor.

On an island nearby is Molanna Abbey in which the great Raymond le Gros was laid to rest in the year 1186. This Abbey long pre-dated the Norman and Danish invasions. For an unbroken thousand years from the sixth to the sixteenth century, it carried on its sacred mission under the Augustinian Order, but the ‘Dissolution of Monasteries’ under the ‘Reformation’ regime put an end to its beneficent career.

Templemichael Castle was another great Geraldine fortress on the Blackwater, a few miles from Youghal. After it had for nearly three hundred years maintained its strategic position above a pass by the river it was battered by Cromwell’s cannon during his Irish campaign.

The First Earls of Desmond

Nearly a hundred years elapsed after the Geraldines had established themselves here by the banks of the Blackwater before they were able to extend their sway to the nearby valley of the Bride.

A knight named FitzAnthony obtained from King John (Henry the Second’s son) the grant of an extensive territory in Waterford and Cork known as ‘Desmond and Decies.’  A daughter of this FitzAnthony married John FitzThomas Fitzgerald, grandson of the Patriarch. By this marriage about 1260, Fitzgerald became Lord of ‘Desmond and Decies’ in which was included ‘Coshbride,’ part of the valley of the Bride. But he did not long enjoy his new possessions. In 1261 the Geraldines suffered a crushing defeat at the hands of the McCarthys in the great battle of Callan, near Tralee, Fitzgerald and his son Maurice, were killed in the fight and Maurice’s son, Thomas, surnamed ‘An Appagh’ then a child, succeeded to the estates. Thomas an Appagh’s son, Maurice, in 1329 became the first Earl of Desmond

Maurice was succeeded in the Earldom by three of his sons in turn –Maurice, John, and Gerald. The last-named had a reputation for learning and was known as Gerald the Poet. Though he did on occasions lightly woo the Muses he was not forgetful of more serious affairs. The western boundary of his Coshbride Estates adjoined the lands of Olethan, one of the cantreds of the De Barrys who also came over with Strongbow. Probably as a protection against these powerful neighbours the Poet in 1389 built the frontier castle of Aghern, about a mile up the Bride from Conna. After it had served the Desmonds for two hundred years it was included in a grant to another foreigner named Fullerton early in the seventeenth century. With other Brideside possessions it later passed into the capacious maw of the adventurer Boyle.

The Poet’s son, John Fitzgerald, the fifth to wear the Desmond coronet, died in 1399 after a brief day of power, and he was interred in the stately Geraldine mausoleum in the Franciscan Abbey, Youghal.

The sixth Earl, Thomas, son of the fifth Earl and grandson of the Poet, offended his family by a misalliance.  ‘When out hunting on one occasion he was overtaken by night and was obliged to take shelter in the house of one of his dependents called MacCormac. A beautiful daughter of his host instantly attracted his attention. He fell in love with her and soon afterwards they were married. By this inferior alliance the sixth Earl alienated his followers whose brutal pride regarded his action as an unpardonable degradation of his family.’

Moore makes this the subject of one of his Irish Melodies:

By the Feal’s wave benighted,

No star in the sky,

To thy door by Love lighted

I first saw thine eye;

Some voice whispered o’er me

As the threshold I crossed

There was ruin before me,

If I loved I was lost.

Love came and brought sorrow

Too soon in his train,

Yet so sweet that to-morrow

‘Twere welcome again.

Though misery’s full measure

My portion should be

I would drain it with pleasure

If poured out by thee.

You who call it dishonour

To bow to this flame,

If you’ve eyes look but on her

And blush while you blame.

No–Man for his glory

To ancestry flies

But Woman’s bright story

Is told in her eyes.
Earl Thomas was obliged to fly the country, the title and estates being seized by his uncle, James. Thomas returned after some years to assert his rights but he failed to recover his inheritance. He was compelled to renounce the Earldom, to go back to exile and to leave his forceful uncle in peaceful possession. The banished Earl died at Rouen in France in 1420.

James, the seventh Earl, is generally distinguished by the name of ‘The Usurper.’ He was a bold and aggressive warrior and he added greatly to the possessions and power of his family. From his estates beside the Bride he got the title of Lord of Lisfinny and of Aghern. After a long reign he died in 1462 at Mocollop on the northern bank of the Blackwater about nine miles west of Lismore. He was another of the Desmond Earls who were laid to rest in the South Abbey of Youghal.

Mocollop passed from its Geraldine owners at the close of the sixteenth century. But, following the outbreak of 1641 it was again for some time in their possession and a descendent of the Usurper was in charge of its defence when it was stormed and taken by Cromwell’s soldiers in 1650.

The Great Earl of Desmond

The usurper’s son, Thomas, the Eighth, and, as he is usually called, ‘The Great Earl,’ was the most illustrious of all in the long line of those who wore the Desmond coronet. He carried out his designs in a princely style. Youghal gained very largely by his benefactions. He founded there and richly endowed a magnificent college which flourished for many years as a seat of learning of wide repute. He enlarged St. Mary’s Church whose capacity was in his time inadequate to the needs of the town, though it was built to accommodate three thousand people. The Great Earl’s name is closely associated with the Bride valley. He married a daughter of Lord Barrymore of Castlelyons and in Mogeely Castle, between Conna and Tallow, he lived in true Geraldine splendour.

A story is told that he at one time gave orders to burn Mogeely Castle. He had a favourite steward to whom he deputed much responsibility. Trading on his privileges this steward often took extravagant liberties in his master’s name. On one occasion, it is said, he sent out invitations to the nobles and gentry of a wide area for a lengthened stay at Mogeely. During the visit the provisions in the Castle ran short, and to the Earl’s dismay he was told by those in charge of the commissariat that there was not the wherewithal to provide the following day’s dinner. And to add to his Lordship’s difficulties the steward on whom he was accustomed to rely in such emergencies had disappeared and none knew where he had gone or when he might return.

In this desperate situation the only means the Earl could see of saving his honour was to take his guests out a-hunting, get the servants to burn the castle in their absence, and pretend that it had caught fire accidentally. From the rising ground over which the party hunted next day the Lord of Mogeely watched out with a heavy heart for the flames which were to devour the magnificent castle in the valley below, the greatest and strongest of all the fortresses commanding the passage of the Bride. 

In the crisis of his anxiety the Earl was surprised to see the missing steward riding towards him, and still more to learn that the larders of the castle had been replenished, that the steward had been out collecting corn, cattle and supplies of all kinds, and that he had returned just in time to prevent the Earl’s orders as to the burning of the Castle from being carried out. A substantial dinner awaited the hunting party on their return and none of them realised how narrowly the noble building had escaped destruction that day.1  At the period of which we write England was passing through a prolonged Civil War known as the Wars of the Roses. Two powerful houses, those of York and Lancaster, contended for possession of the English throne. The Anglo-Normans in Ireland took sides in this conflict and sent contingents across the Channel to the aid of those whose cause they espoused. The Desmonds favoured the House of York and when the Yorkists prevailed at the Battle of Towton in 1461, the new king, Edward IV, remembered his Irish friends and appointed ‘The Great Earl’ his deputy in Ireland. The king’s proposed marriage with Elizabeth Woodville, widow of a Sir John Gray, was not popular in England, and the Great Earl is said to have advised him against it. In some domestic difference afterwards between the King and this lady, as his Queen, he told her he was sorry he had not taken the Great Earl’s advice. These words rankled in the Queen’s breast and in moments of happier connubial relations she managed to learn what this advice was. Hell, we are told, has no fury like a woman scorned, and this woman had indeed a violent temper. She plotted against the Great Earl, got him dismissed from office, and she had a favourite of hers, one Tiptoft, Earl of Worcester, sent over in his place. Tiptoft  called together a complaisant parliament in Drogheda and had the Great Earl attainted. The fearless Geraldine boldly faced his accusers but, far from his own palatinate and away from his friends and followers, he was arrested, imprisoned, and to the amazement of the Irish nobles, beheaded. The royal seal affixed to his death warrant was said to have been surreptitiously procured by the vengeful Queen.

Desmond’s death was a shock to the King. Tiptoft was recalled and when, two years later, he lost his life beneath the headsman’s axe, the Great Earl’s death was to some extent avenged.

The Following Century

On the Eight Earl’s execution in 1468 his five sons, some quite young, rose in rebellion and with the help of relatives and friends ravaged the English possessions almost to the walls of Dublin. The King was beset with difficulties in England. The Wars of the Roses were not over. His hold on the throne was insecure and he was fain to make peace with the Geraldines. The Earldom and estates were restored to the family and four of the sons of the beheaded Thomas became Earls in succession. The eldest, James, the ninth Earl, after a reign of nineteen years, was treacherously murdered at Rathkeale by his own servants, instigated, as some say, by immediate members of his family. He died without issue and was the fourth Earl buried in the South Abbey at Youghal.

James was succeeded by his brother Maurice and when Maurice’s son, another James, died without issue in 1529 the Earldom reverted to the third son of the Great Earl, another Thomas, generally known as Thomas the Bald. He was an old man when he succeeded to the title, sixty four years after his father’s death.

The Old Countess.

His second wife was the famous Catherine of Dromana known as the ‘Old Countess.’ Some of her biographers tell us that she lived to the age of 140 years and that she grew a third set of teeth. Her husband, Thomas the Bald, died in 1534. After this she was a widow for seventy years, and would have been so longer had not her death been ‘prematurely’ brought about by a fall from a cherry tree which she had climbed in the orchards of Dromana. If this old lady at the age of seven score was equal to the activity attributed to her she must have been a sprightly maiden 120 years earlier when, as related, she danced with King Henry VII after the defeat of his Yorkist opponent, Richard III, at the battle of Bosworth. The old Countess’s tomb is one of the many interesting object in St, Mary’s Church at Youghal.

The Last Earls of Desmond.

As Thomas the Bald’s son had predeceased his father the Earldom on his death in 1534 descended to his grandson, James, who at the time of his grandfather’s death was a hostage in England. Coming across to take over his new honours, he landed at Youghal and was proceeding to Limerick when he was murdered near Fermoy by his cousin Maurice Dubh. The murderer’s father, John, the fourth son of the Great Earl, was then called from his retreat in a monastery at Tralee to assume headship of the Desmond House. But death claimed him after one short year and he was buried in the monastery where he had been spending his closing years.

John’s son, James, brother of Maurice Dubh, reigned twenty two years (1535-1557).  He is generally reckoned the Fifteenth Earl, though he has been sometimes designated the Fourteenth. He was first married to a daughter of Lord Fermoy by whom he had a son named Thomas Roe. On the pretext of being too near of kin he divorced this lady and set aside Thomas Roe as illegitimate. He then married a daughter of O’Carroll of Ely by whom he had a son named Gerald. On his father’s death Thomas Roe attempted to secure the Earldom and lands. But Gerald got the greater support and Thomas Roe’s efforts were unsuccessful. The latter was, however, allowed the Barony of Kinnataloon embracing 15,000 acres on both sides of the Bride.

Gerald had not long been in possession of the extensive Desmond Estates when he got involved in a local dispute. Sir Maurice Fitzgerald of Dromana, a subordinate chief, refused to pay him tribute on the ground that he (Fitzgerald) held his lands direct from the Queen and not from the Earl. On his father’s death Desmond prepared to use force whereupon the refractory knight appealed for help to the Butlers of Kilkenny, old-time enemies of the Desmonds. The opposing armies met at Affane on the Blackwater, between Youghal and Cappoquin, in February 1564. Desmond’s forces were far outnumbered, and his friends advised him to retire and await reinforcements. But he refused to do so. In the battle that followed his army was routed, he himself was unhorsed in a charge, had his leg broken, and was taken prisoner. As he was being carried off the battlefield on a stretcher one of his enemies tauntingly asked, ‘Where now is the great Earl of Desmond?’ Raising himself with an effort from his couch (which was being borne along on their shoulders|) he quickly retorted, ‘Where, but where he always was –on the necks of the Butlers!’

After the battle of Affane the Earl of Desmond and the Earl of Ormonde, head of the Butlers, were summoned to England to explain their conduct. Ormonde, a protestant and a favourite at the English court, was soon released, but Desmond was detained for twelve months. After his return he was distrusted and spied upon. He had powerful enemies. They poured in complaints against him and the fact of his being a Catholic sufficed, in the estimation of the Queen and her ministers, to give credit to these complaints.

The Desmond Rebellion.

In the early years of Queen Elizabeth’s reign Catholics were treated with some toleration but by degrees more repressive measures were enacted against them. The  Desmonds, one of the most powerful families in Ireland, found their position growing more and more intolerable; and when the Earl himself and his brother, Sir John of Desmond, were arrested and imprisoned in the Tower of London in 1557 they felt that the extirpation of their religion was aimed at. With the neighbouring native chiefs, O’Briens, MacCarthys, etc., they formed a great Catholic Confederacy to protect their faith, and for a dozen more years Munster was ravaged by intermittent wars. The Earl and his brothers were kept prisoners for six years. On their release in 1563 Sir John joined the rebels but the Earl kept aloof from the war. He was vacillating, wavering, irresolute. His sympathies were naturally with his kinsfolk and fellow Catholics but he feared to challenge the might of England. He professed loyalty to the Queen and even affected to attack the Confederates, but he could not temporise indefinitely. Pelham, the Queen’s deputy, distrusted him and forced him to come off the fence. He ordered the Earl to send away the Pope’s legate and the foreign soldiers he had brought over, to surrender some of his chief castles, to co-operate actively in the subjugation of the rebels, and to present himself personally to the deputy. But the Earl had no confidence in the mercy of either the Deputy or the Queen and, refusing to obey Pelham’s peremptory commands, he was proclaimed a traitor in November 1579. He immediately marched on Youghal, sacked the town, and took its treasures to his castle at Strancally and Lisfinny, then garrisoned by Spaniards. In the following year a further eight hundred Spanish soldiers arrived at Smerwick Harbour in West Kerry. But before assistance arrived from the Earl they were surrounded, and after they had all surrendered they were butchered almost to a man. Amongst those who took part in this infamous massacre were three men whose names have passed into history, Edmund Spencer, Hugh O’Neill, and Sir Walter Raleigh.

Lord Barrymore of Castlelyons and Fitzgerald, Seneschal of Imokilly, allies of the Desmonds, were at this time encamped on Dromineen to the south of the Blackwater. The Desmonds were posted on the opposite sides of the river. A quarrel arose between Lord Barrymore and Fitzgerald and, with a view to effecting a reconciliation, Sir John, the Earl’s brother, set out for Dromineen. Near Castlelyons he and his brothers were surprised by a strong enemy force and in the struggle that ensued Sir John was mortally wounded and died on his way to Cork. His head was cut off and fixed on a pole over Dublin Castle and his body was for years left hanging on a gibbet in Cork City. Lord Barrymore’s forces were defeated soon after and he submitted and was pardoned but the Earl of Desmond refused to accept a pardon as he probably feared what his fate would be. He became a hunted fugitive with only a few followers. On one occasion he escaped by plunging into a river and hiding beneath a bank for hours up to his neck in water. He was eventually captured in a Kerry glen when a man named Kelly broke his arm with a stroke of a sword and cut off his head with a second stroke. The severed head was sent to Queen Elizabeth who caused it to be spiked on a pole over London Bridge. Kelly was rewarded by the grateful Queen with a pension of thirty pounds a year for thirty years but long before the term had expired he was hanged at Tyburn.

The influence of the Munster Geraldines was now practically no more.

‘And people said again ‘We dreamed’,

     They thought of days of yore,

But swords that round Fitzgerald gleamed

     Glanced at his call no more.’
At the Earl’s death his only son, about ten years of age, was a hostage in the hands of the Irish Government. In the following year he was sent to London and kept prisoner in the Tower.

Desmond Estates ‘Granted’ out:

Sir Walter Raleigh.

The Earl’s forfeited estates were portioned out amongst ‘undertakers,’ each of whom was to plant on the land assigned to him a number of English tenants proportioned to the size of his grant. There were grants of up to twelve thousand acres, but Sir Walter Raleigh, with the lions share, got forty two thousand acres by the Blackwater and the Bride, as well as much property in the town of Youghal. Included in this grant were the castles of Mogeely, Lisfinny and Mocollop.

Raleigh spent little of his time in Ireland. He was what would be called afterwards an ‘absentee landlord’ who entrusted the management of his estates to agents. It would seem as if he was perennially hard-pressed for money. In 1589, two years after he had acquired his great possessions, he sublet Lisfinnny and ‘the decayed town of Tallow.’  In 1592 he leased Mogeely to a dependent of his named Pyne. Two years later, before sailing to South America in search of his Eldorado, he parted with all his lands and castles to Richard Boyle for the comparatively trifling sum of one thousand pounds. Raleigh did not find the goldmine he sought, but he found something more valuable in the potato which he was the first to introduce into Ireland from those South American countries. From the small quantity set in his garden at Youghal it quickly spread throughout the country, and in a comparatively short space of time became a staple article of diet.

Conna Castle and Thomas Roe

When Thomas Roe, the elder brother of Earl Gerald, was in 1557 assigned the Barony of Kinnataloon he erected there the castle which is still to be seen a hundred yards east of the village of Conna. This is one of the latest-built and best-preserved of all the Desmond strongholds. Rising from a rocky eminence beside the southern bank of the Bride its lofty unbroken walls and massive proportions made it an outstanding object in the locality.

Thomas Roe enjoyed the peaceful possession of the castle for some years after its erection, about the year 1561. But he naturally became involved in the Geraldine Rebellion. His allegiances seem to have been as fickle and inconstant as those of most of the Irish chiefs of the time. In 1569 he was knighted by the Lord Deputy Sidney, and that same year he assisted in repelling the Butlers who had invaded the Desmond country. Two years later he cooperated with Ormond, head of the Butlers, in capturing Mocollop Castle. He was driven from Conna in 1573 but he was able to return the following year. In 1579, the year in which his brother Earl Gerald, was proclaimed a traitor, Thomas Roe was a loyal subject of the Queen and was aiding her Majesty’s forces. He was, however, defeated and taken prisoner by Lord Barrymore. In the following years he fell from grace and in 1584, when the Desmond Rebellion was over, he and his son James sought and obtained Elizabeth’s pardon.

At the close of the Desmond Rebellion Munster was little better than a desert, wasted by war and famine and pestilence. The descriptions left us of the horrors and desolation prevailing at this time are appalling--crops, cattle and habitations destroyed, those who had escaped the sword hiding like wild beasts in caves and woods or venturing out to feed on cresses or carcasses.

At the time of Thomas Roe’s death in 1595 the people were beginning to recover from the ruin and terror of this fearful time. But their hearts were full of smouldering resentment and bitter memories,  The success of Hugh O’Neill and of Hugh O’Donnell in the North were kindling hopes anew in their breasts and after O’Neill’s great victory at the battle of Yellow Ford in August 1598 the flames of war spread quickly throughout Munster. The Undertakers were soon cleared away and the province was, for the most part, again in the hands of its ancient owners.

The Sugawn Earl: Hugh O’Neill Visits Cork.

Hugh O’Neill, assuming the authority of an Irish king, which at the time he really was, set up James, son of Thomas Roe as the new Earl of Desmond. All the Desmond Geraldines rendered him allegiance but the English in derision nicknamed him the ‘Sugawn Earl,’ the equivalent of our ‘man of straw.’

Early in 1600 O’Neill himself came south with a considerable force and was met at Cashel by the newly-created Earl. The combined forces came on to Lord Fermoy’s country, crossed the Blackwater, and entered the territory of Lord Barrymore. This was the same   who had fought with the Confederate Catholics in the Desmond war. He was the only leader of note in Munster who had not joined the Sugawn Earl. When appealed to by O’Neill to unite with his fellow-Catholics for the maintenance of their religion and the extirpation of their enemies Barrymore refused. To O’Neill’s threat to ‘fytt that course which shall be little to your liking and to your country’ Barrymore returned a defiant answer, bade him do his worst and promised to be ‘quit’ with him later on though he was unable at the time to resist them.

The forces of O’Neill and Desmond then ravaged Barrymore’s whole territory from Castlelyons to the sea and to such effect that the Lord President and Council of Munster, appealing  to the Privy Council for help for his Lordship declared: ‘His poverty is now such chiefly through spoils which Tyrone did upon him that he is not able to keep his men together or to preserve his country from further spoils.’

After O’Neills return to the north there was no strong bond of unity between the Earl of Desmond’s forces. The Lord President Carew was a master of intrigue and he worked upon their jealousies and fears and ambitions to divide them. In this way he detached even Geraldine families from the Confederacy. Amongst the first to secede were the White Knight and Condon, the chiefs of contiguous territories on the northern banks of the Blackwater. Other pardons were also freely offered and accepted. But the Earl himself, a few of his immediate friends, and all priests in the Province were excluded from clemency.

Carew supplemented his other schemes by the bribe of £1000 reward for the capture or death of Desmond. Amongst the strongest of the supporters remaining with the outlawed Earl was Dermot O’Connor, son-in-law of the late Earl Gerald. Carew suggested to O’Connor’s wife that the success of the Sugawn Earl would deprive her own brother, who was a prisoner in London, of his inheritance. She thereupon prevailed upon her husband to betray his leader. But before the traitor had time to put his plans into execution his perfidy was discovered and he himself was murdered some time afterwards in Connaught.

Notwithstanding serious defections the Sugawn Earl retained a large following throughout the Summer of 1600 but in the Autumn of that year he was heavily defeated near Kilmallock. After that his forces broke up into small parties and were hunted from place to place. The Earl was sheltered for some time by Redmond Buoy Barry in Kilcor, Castlelyons, a kindness for which that gentleman was subsequently punished by the loss of two townlands. But Redmond Barry’s kinsman, Lord Barrymore, gave the fugitive little rest. He had obtained one hundred soldiers from the queen and with these he relentlessly pursued him. On one occasion some of Desmonds hunted men took refuge in Clangibbon. Carew through his spies was soon informed of the fact. He sent for the White Knight, severely reprimanded him for his remissness, and threatened to hold him responsible with life and lands for any future assistance to the Earl or to his hunted followers. The Lord of Clangibbon thereupon promised the President to bring Desmond to him alive or dead. By bribing a retainer he discovered the fugitive’s retreat in a mountain cave near Clogheen. The unfortunate Sugawn Earl was arrested, imprisoned, tried, and sentenced to death, and his cousin, the White Knight, got a thousand pounds for delivering him to his enemies. The condemned man’s life was spared for purposes of State policy. While he lived the Irish could not proclaim another of his family Earl of Desmond to raise again the fighting slogan of ‘Shanid Abu.’  In August 1601 he was committed to the Tower of London where after a time he became mentally deranged; and he died without issue in 1608.

While the Sugawn Earl’s followers were still a force the Queen took the young son of the late Earl from the Tower, created him Earl of Desmond, and sent him over to Ireland in the hope that he might draw off some of the adherents of his cousin, the Sugawn Earl. He was brought to Kilmallock, an old Geraldine centre, where he was welcomed by the people with the utmost manifestations of joy. The following day, Sunday, he attended service in the Protestant Church. When he came out he was reviled and boohed and spat upon. The hopes based on his presence in Munster collapsed. He was taken back to her Majesty’s ‘protection’ and died the following year.

At the time of the Sugawn Earl’s capture his brother John was in Ulster seeking aid from O’Neill. When the Northern princes came south in December 1601 he accompanied them and took part in the Battle of Kinsale. After that disastrous engagement he kept up a guerrilla warfare and in 1603 went to Spain where he was known as the Earl of Desmond. After John’s death his only son, Gerald, also bore the title of Earl of Desmond. He died without issue in Germany in 1632, and with him passed away the last direct representative in the male line of the four sons of the Great Earl. Thenceforward:
‘Of Desmond’s blood through woman’s’ veins

flowed on the exhausted tide.’

The Earls of Desmond held territorial possessions for two hundred and fifty four years from Maurice FitzThomas, the first of the line in 1329 to Gerald the sixteenth, and the last regnant Earl, who was slain in 1583. But these sixteen Earls represent only seven generations. Many of them were prematurely taken off. The ‘axe and brand and treachery your proudest cut away.’  The brand and treachery, however, were as frequently domestic as they were foreign.

Thomas Roe’s family were the last Irish owners of Conna Castle. The history of the closing years of their connection with it is obscure. At the beginning of the seventeenth century it was in possession of a man named Fullerton (already referred to), from whom it passed in 1603 to Robert Boyle. Essex in his military tour of the south of Ireland in 1599 passed by Conna and dismantled the castle. Boyle re-fortified and repaired it and then for nearly forty years it enjoyed a period of peace.

The Confederate War; Blockade of Youghal.
In the twelve years’ war that followed the outbreak of October 1641, these castles by the Bride and Blackwater again played prominent parts. Conna was one of the first to be attacked. Early in 1642 Boyle again put it into a defensive position and in February of that year Fitzmaurice of Mocollop vainly endeavoured to storm it. Boyle, now Earl of Cork, and his sons Lord Dungarvan, Lord Kinalmeaky and Lord Broghill, with their brother-in-law Lord Barrymore, were amongst the strongest and most active opponents of the Irish in Cork county at this time. Lord Broghill held Lismore Castle and defeated the Confederates in a pitched battle near Cappoquin in July 1642. The old Earl, then seventy six years of age, defended Youghal with a force raised by himself and maintained at his own expense. After some months’ siege he was reduced to straits and his financial resources were severely strained. In a letter to England asking for aid he said that before the rebellion his income was £50 per week whereas at the time he was writing he had not, he said, 50 pence per week. He further declared that if the State of England did not speedily help them they, the besieged, ‘should be buried alive.’

Youghal harbour was strategically important as a port for disembarking men and supplies from England and the Irish had three cannon fixed at Pilltown to command its entrance. The weeks wore on and no relief was forthcoming. Nevertheless the old veteran indomitably held out, true to a promise he had given that he would be a good constable to the King, his master, and that he would die in defence of the town.

A month or six weeks after the Earl’s appeal Sir Charles Vavasour ran the blockade and brought in a thousand men from England. The Seneschal of Imokilly co-operated with the besieged and kept communications with Cork city open. Youghal was then a walled town and so with its supplies replenished the garrison was able to defy attack and to hold it as a base for the English.

Lord Barrymore and Castlelyons Castle.

In May 1642 Lord Barrymore and Lord Dungarvan crossed the Blackwater, invaded Condon’s country and took Ballymacpatrick castle at Careysville near Fermoy. The garrison was put to the sword and a hundred women and children found within the castle were slaughtered. Among those was Condon’s wife, a grand-aunt of Lord Barrymore. Two months later Barrymore took Cloghlea castle, Condon’s chief fortress, and again put the garrison to the sword. Condon soon afterwards not only recovered Cloghlea but captured Coole, a fortress garrisoned by Lord Barrymore’s troopers.

In September of this year, 1642, Lord Barrymore died at the comparatively early age of 37 years. He was grandson of the Viscount Lord Barrymore who had defied, and suffered at the hands of Hugh O’Neill. Richard, this Viscount’s eldest son, pre-deceased his father, and Richard’s son, another Richard, the Lord Barrymore with whom we are at present concerned, was not born till after his father’s death. The wards to whom he was entrusted in his early years brought him up a Protestant, the first head of the Barrymore family who was of that faith. At the age of sixteen and a half he was married to the Earl of Cork’s eldest daughter: and six years afterwards in 1627 he was created Earl of Barrymore.

In 1641 the Confederate Catholics, including the other Barry families of Cork, offered to make him general for Munster. But he spurned the offer, declaring that he would rather be Hangman-General to his brother-in-law, Dungarvan, at Youghal. They then threatened to destroy his castle at Castlelyons, but he defiantly declared that he would defend it while a stone of it remained upon a stone.

This great fortress which had stood through the sieges and storms of centuries was accidentally burned down by a tinker in July 1771. Substantial portions of the massive walls are yet standing, rising gaunt and bleak and bare above the village and its surroundings.

By Lord Barrymore’s death the anti-Irish forces lost an energetic leader. But the great Barrymore castle by the Bride was still at their service. In June 1643 Vavasour ravaged Condon’s lands and took Cloghlea Castle. Following quickly on this, Lord Castlehaven, leader of the Confederate Catholics, came up with a large force of Irish from Tipperary. Vavasour retreated in hot haste hoping to be able to hold the Blackwater bridge at Fermoy. But he and his army were overtaken at Manning, near Glanworth, when crossing the Funcheon, a tributary of the Blackwater. Vavasour himself, several officers and 600 of his soldiers were taken prisoners and his cannon and baggage fell into the hands of the Irish. It was the greatest disaster that had befallen the English so far in this war.

The Earl of Cork

Twelve months after the death of his son-in-law, Lord Barrymore, the Earl of Cork died at Youghal, the town around which so much of his history centres. He was interred in that great family mausoleum he had erected in St. Mary’s Church, an elaborate monument that still dominates the interior of the south transept.

This Earl of Cork was one of the most extraordinary men of his time. In 1583 at the close of the Geraldine Rebellion he crossed the Channel to this country with only twenty six pounds to call his own. The time was propitious and he was a man to exploit opportunities,  The zeal and vigour with which he promoted both the English interest and the Protestant religion recommended him so well to those in power that he was in succession knighted, created Baron of Youghal, and in, 1620, Earl of Cork. He acquired extensive possessions in different parts of Munster. On his estates by the Bride and Blackwater, around Lisfinny Castle and Cappoquin, he mined and smelted iron on a large scale and he exported the finished article. He got his seven daughters married to some of the highest nobles in the land including the Earl of Kildare. Four of his sons were raised to the peerage; a fifth was the celebrated philosopher who has given his name to Boyle’s Law, well known to students of chemistry.

The Successes of Lord Castlehaven and Owen Roe O’Neill.

In the Autumn of 1643 a cessation of hostilities was agreed upon for a year between the Royal forces under Ormond and the Irish Confederate Catholics. But early in 1645 fighting broke out again. In May Lord Castlehaven at the head of a strong Confederate army swept through North Cork. Some of his forces crossed the Blackwater and moved towards Castlelyons.

Lord Broghill with a detachment of cavalry set out from the castle to intercept them. When the opposing forces had got within sight of each other Broghill affected a hasty retreat and having drawn the Irish into a disorderly pursuit suddenly wheeled around and completely defeated them.

Castlehaven himself subsequently came along, reduced Castlelyons, and took the castles of Ahern, Conna, Mogeely, Lisfinny, Kilmacow, Mocollop, Templemichael, Strancally, and Lismore, all within a fortnight of the fall of Castlelyons. His methods were not less summary nor anything more merciful than those of his opponent. When he had stormed Conna he wrote to the Governor of Mogeely demanding possession of the castle, failing which, he said, he would make an example as he had done at Conna by ‘putting to the sword some and hanging the rest.’  ‘If Pyne be there,’ he concluded, ‘I except him from pardon.’

Luckily for Pyne he was not there. At the outbreak of the Rebellion in 1641 the castle was the property of Mr. Nicholas Pyne. At the time of Castlehaven’s peremptory summons it was held by a Mrs. Danvers, sister of Nicholas Pyne. On the uprising in Munster in 1598 Mrs. Pyne abandoned Mogeely and fled with the other Undertakers from the forfeited Desmond lands. From 1610 to 1628 the castle was a government centre, being converted into the official residence of the Lord President of Munster, Sir William St. Leger. It afterwards passed to the Earl of Cork, and by marriage to the Dukes of Devonshire,

In the year following that in which Castlehaven conducted his victorious Munster campaign Owen Roe O’Neill at Benburb inflicted a crushing defeat on a Scotch army under General Munroe. In this great battle nearly four thousand of the enemy were slain while O’Neill’s losses amounted to only seventy men.

Cromwell Takes a Hand.

But dissensions and jealousies and rivalries set in amongst the Irish leaders. Energies were wasted in futile negotiations and opportunities lost in unpopular truces and treaties. Meanwhile the Civil War between Charles the First and his parliament had taken a decisive turn. The Royalists were defeated. The King was made prisoner. The fighting had ceased and Cromwell was at length able to turn his attention to Ireland. On the 15th August, 1649, he landed in Dublin with an army of seventeen thousand men and an abundant supply of war materials. Ireland at the time was split into a number of more or less hostile sections, each of which had its own army. After a campaign of three months marked with the barbarous massacres of Drogheda and Wexford he made Youghal his Winter headquarters. Early in the New Year he was again on the warpath. Towards the end of January he stormed and captured Conna Castle while other parties of his Ironsides took the castles of Mocollop, Lismore, and Dromana. About this time rumours were current in England that the exiled King Charles the Second was about to come back into the country. There were calls across the water for Cromwell’s return to England, and towards the end of May he set out from Youghal to meet the threatened danger. During the nine months he was here he added a dire and bloody chapter to the long history of hapless relations between this country and England. He was summoned back before his work was completed but he left worthy lieutenants behind to implement the curse, that ‘curse of Cromwell’ which generations of Irishmen since his time have regarded as the essence of every malediction.

Lismore Castle.

Many of these castles by the Bride and Blackwater suffered severely during the Confederate and Cromwellian Wars. Of some not a trace now remains, of others there are but broken and ivy-covered walls. A few have survived in something like their original condition, but only one of them all is inhabited today, –the magnificent castle of Lismore. And this is no longer a fortress but a noble palatial mansion rising among wooded grandeur over the Blackwater winding about its feet.

Though situated in the midst of Geraldine territory Lismore Castle was not a Geraldine stronghold. Founded by King John on his visit to Ireland in 1184 it was burned by the Irish some years afterwards. When it was rebuilt it remained for centuries the residence of the Bishop of that area. The notorious Miler Magrath, Protestant Bishop of Lismore and Archbishop of Cashel, its last episcopal occupant, sold it to Sir Walter Raleigh at the beginning of the seventeenth century; and the latter transferred it with his other estates to the First Earl of Cork. A daughter of the Fourth Earl of Cork married the Fourth Duke of Devonshire, and when this Earl of Cork died without a male heir, about the middle of the eighteenth century, Lismore Castle together with his other estates passed to the Devonshire family; and in their possession it still remains.

In 1814 the famous Lismore crozier and also the Book of Lismore, an ancient Irish manuscript volume, were found hidden in a recess in one of the walls of the Castle while some repairs were in progress.

Lisfinny Castle (And Douglas Pyne).

In the second century a king of Munster named Finghin (Fineen) had his dun or lios on the spot where Lisfinny Castle now stands, close to the town of Tallow and overlooking the river Bride. From this lios the place is said to have got its name. The same Fineen also gave his name to the high ridge of ground, Drom Fhinghin, running through the Counties Cork and Waterford from Dungarvan to Fermoy. Dromineen is stated in old Irish writings to have been one of the three best ridges of land in Ireland.

After the wars of the seventeenth century Lisfinny, like other castles of its kind in Ireland, lost its importance as a fortress. It figures no more in the records of battles and sieges. For two hundred years it had an unobtrusive and uneventful career, and, approaching the end of the nineteenth century, deserted and neglected, it had well nigh ceased to have even a passing interest for the people. It was at this time that it suddenly and unexpectedly sprang once more into a position of notoriety and acquired a celebrity it scarce had known even in its palmiest days. Douglas Pyne, M.P. for West Waterford, took an active interest in that phase of the Land agitation known as the ‘ Plan of Campaign’. In the Autumn of ’87 he was wanted for offences against Balfour’s Coercion Act. After he had been for some time ‘on the run’ he betook himself to the topmost floor of Lisfinny Castle, more than eighty feet over ground, and, having removed all means of access to his retreat, determined to defy arrest. By a pulley fixed on the castle top he raised and lowered visitors and friends and hoisted up whatever supplies he needed. The authorities had the castle soon surrounded by policemen who kept constant watch to prevent the occupant from escaping.

Pyne’s bold and novel method of circumventing ‘The Castle’ at that time attracted widespread attention. Districts far and wide sent congratulatory contingents to Lisfinny Castle, all emphasising the protest against the oppressive laws of the period. And the police could only look helplessly on while the crowds presented their addresses to Pyne and while he from his elevated platform preached to them below amid resounding applauses.

But Pyne very soon made a dramatic escape. A Tallow Press correspondent gave the following account of the outwitting of the police at Lisfinny and of Pyne’s escape to England:- 

‘Tallow, Saturday, 14/1/88.

One of the cleverest manoeuvres of recent times occurred here last night. Lisfinny Castle, the bastille in which Douglas Pyne, M.P., has defied Coercion laws and police, was surrounded by constabulary for the past three months to bring that gentleman to trial before a Coercion Act tribunal. Yet he eluded his spies. Police are still on the alert but the bird has flown. Our people are highly jubilant at the ‘sell’ the pimps of Boycotting Balfour have received. Two hundred head of cattle were driven along the road by the Castle. The Police were demoralised and Pyne escaped in a covered car. The telegraph lines were cut. He travelled to Queenstown Junction and at five o’clock next morning got away in a steamer to England’  Thirty seven police held on to the place for a week minding the empty castle.’

17/1/88. ‘There was a huge meeting in Tallow on Monday night. Tar barrels blazed around the town. The fife and drum band was out and a procession headed by a goat paraded the streets.’

10/2/88. ‘Pyne was arrested going into the House of Commons and was brought back to Ireland for trial.’

Later that year Pyne was made the recipient of a presentation by his constituents. A writer at the time described Lisfinny as an ancient dismantled fortress over one hundred and fifty feet high, clad in the ivy of centuries and the grey lichens of ages past; and Pyne he speaks of as passing through its narrow darksome passages with the agility of a deer.
Later on in one of his journeys as M.P. between Cork and London Pyne unfortunately lost his life by falling overboard from a cross-Channel steamer.

Conna Castle -Later History

Conna castle, like its neighbours, shared in the peace that supervened on the cessation of the twelve years war. In 1652 it was in the possession of Lord Broghill, one of Cromwell’s staunchest Irish adherents and the most powerful nobleman in Munster.

‘His father, the Earl of Cork, had come to Ireland as plain Richard Boyle, and by the most shameless corruption in the offices he held and by every species of injustice had acquired enormous possessions and was then the richest nobleman in Ireland. His instincts, the instincts of bigotry and plunder, had been transmitted to his son.’(Dalton’s History of Ireland).

In 1740 Conna Castle passed to the Duke of Devonshire. The Rev'd. Mr L’Estrange, its last owner, expended a large sum on its repair, and on his death bequeathed it to the nation. Towering high above its elevated pedestal it is in truth an imposing structure. Triumphant over the wars and ravages of four centuries it seems in the consciousness of its strength to throw out a challenge to time and, secure in the national custody, to look forward in its superannuation to a long and happy future.

These old castles by the Bride and Blackwater call up varied emotions. They were the cradles of some of the noblest of the Munster Geraldines and sheltered the last of the line. Built as bulwarks against the natives whose land had been grabbed they were long the symbols of despotism and oppression. Nevertheless in later days they were associated with gallant fights for Faith and Freedom. They take us back across the centuries and tell of stormy years of battles and sieges when their banners waved defiance to the Saxon and their walls kept his cohorts at bay. They participated in our country’s triumph as well as in its tragedies: they shared in the vicissitudes of its glory and of its gloom. The story of each of them is part of the history of our people. Though some of these historic buildings are to-day neglected and decayed they are yet venerable memorials of a long gone past, a national heritage which it is our duty, as it should be our pride, to cherish and preserve.

1. This story is incorrectly attributed to Thomas The Bald, son of the Great Earl, in the Cork Historical Journal, pages 55-6 (1927) 
