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THE WARS OF TURLOGH 

head, took his broad sword, deeply fluted, having a golden cross­
hilt and a tracery-embellished scabbard, which he girded to his side. 
In his right hand he took the handy dart, to hurl among the enemy, 
in his left he grasped the thick-shafted, solid-riveted, great spear that 
he bore with which to charge the enemy." 

Such was the dread and splendid panoply of a Gaelic chief in 
the fourteenth century, weapons and armour of proof as good, and 
arms as strong to wield, and broad breast to bear them into the 
thick of battles as ever any mail-encased baron in the Europe of 
his time. 

It is obvious that these wars synchronise with a real military 
revival of the Irish Celts. They came to emulate the armour and 
horsemanship of the Norman invader; they dared, and with success, 
to face a completely equipped English army in the open field, and 
an O'Brien was the first to lead the way of victory. The Irish chiefs 
became feudal princes, and there fell upon them also the spell and 
splendour of European chivalry. At the first battle of Dysert O'Dea, 
in I 3 I 3, King Murtagh first addresses his troops, and then puts on 
a thick cassock of white fur with red-branched embroidery, a striped 
blue and gold coat of mail, a protecting collar on his neck, and a 
band embroidered with emblems and having a red edging round his 
head. Before the battle in which the King of Thomond fought 
foremost in the van, "the herald recited before the hosts the King's 
pedigrees and claims." 

It is a splendid picture, a new epic is told like that of the Gael 
and the Norseman, and the medieval heroes of the Dalcassians live 
again like the great ones of Emania and Almhuin, all moving in gay 
colours, in full panoply of war, set forth in the whole splendour of 
Celtic saga-telling. But it is not all romance. There is depth, 
humanity, and statesmanship in MacCraith's heroes. He is no 
panegyrist of war, but praises his great ones because after inevitable 
wars they seek the ways of peace. These O'Brien princes were in 
their way promoters of civilisation, no less builders of abbeys than 
of well-entrenched castles. We have here, then, one of the few, 
perhaps the only broad canvas in which are painted, in full colours, 
those medieval Irish princes, those battle-delighting Gaelic aris.to­
crats, with the men whom they summoned to their standards from 
field and furrow. With their heroic virtues and their human faults, 
they have gained, though long since gone from this soil, an enduring 
hold upon the imagination, affection and regret of all generations 
after them. They saw only intermittently the far ideal of National 
Unity, and preferred each to be a king in his own patrimony. But 
there they were true champions and protectors of the old deep-rooted 
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Gaelic life, order, language and law; they founded numerous 
churches; they saw that the people were fed; they earned the bless­
ing which attended the reigns of good princes in abundant harvests 
and boughs heavy with fruit; their power protected the Brehon in 
his seat of justice, the physician among his leech-books, the historian 
who kept alive the pride of race and the memory of great deeds, 
and the humble earth-tiller who covered the valleys with corn. Under 
their authority, one feels the common man was at least as happy and 
prosperous as under any of the feudal despots of Europe. 

But they were first and foremost men of war. They loved their 
revenge better than their meat. Europe of their time was trampled 
over and over, every mile of it, with the feuds and forays of a 
numberless aristocracy; in no country was a feudal caste more ready 
for blows, more contemptuous of peace and the " cow-death in the 
straw," more battle-ready and battle-delighting than these Irish 
princes. They trained a nation of fighters, rather than a nation of 
docile earth-tilling serfs or town-hucksters, a nation still pre-emin­
ently a fighting one. Does not Spenser tell us : " I have heard 
great warriors say that in all the services which they had seen abroad 
in foreign countries, they never saw a more comely man than the 
Irish man, nor that cometh on more bravely in his charge." Are 
they not also spoken of by an enemy as " great scorners of death?" 
When Humbert's game was up, and the rebels of lorrus were waiting 
in Killala the attack of a victorious, a trained and a pitiless army, 
does not that eye-witness, Bishop Stock, describe the ill-led and 
half-armed peasants "running upon death, with as little appearance 
of reflection or concern as if they were hastening to a show?" 

The end, too, of that Gaelic chieftaincy, whose thrones a wide 
rampart of hereditary swordsmen guarded, was worthy of that 
impulse of victory whose first wave was Bruce's triumphs and the 
battle-fields of Thomond. They built up a power which took the 
Tudor despots almost a century to break down, their wars of libera­
tion soared up at last into a last and splendid conflagration, the nine 
years' stand of Ulster, in which they worthily perished. Did they, 
who were destined never to take the field' again as champions of a 
Celtic polity, grudge their fate in bitter resentment? One feels they 
were too manly a race and too versed in the fatalist reasoning of 
soldiers. A Gaelic poet of the sixteenth century sings thus of the 
destiny of his people : 

Sword-land is Banha's land: 
Challenged be every one who says 

That there is any claim to the land of Fail, 
Save by force of conflict. 
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By force was taken Magh Fail of wide-branched woods, 

From the most civil race that ever ruled, the paternal race of Nemhidh: 

By force also was taken from the Firbolg (it is their fate 

And expulsion is the best decay) the wondrous hills of Erin. 

Expulsion, not decay, was the fate of our meaieval princes, and if 
history may be believed, they accepted the "'erdict of the sword like 
men. 

THE END 


