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Echoes of Irish History

PREFACE

Irish history is a fascinating subject and it has long been my goal to interest
others in its grandeur and scope; its drama and adventure; its joy and sorrow. For
that reason | began condensing and presenting short, single-subject writings on
selected phases of that history. Each was chosen to stand on its own as a story
without requiring the reader to be familiar with the subject; yet each had to be
interesting enough to entice the audience to further reading.

Ancient manuscripts have their place in museums and translations of those
manuscripts have their place in research facilities, but the grammar and form is
too cumbersome to make them popular as everyday reading. Further, historians
have become so engrossed with out-doing one another in facts and details that
for years they have really been writing for each other; again the result is tedious
reading. Is it any wonder then, that popular interest in Irish history has waned.
Similarly, tales of ordinary people, who have not had a significant impact on
world history, are usually forgotten or their stories are discarded as irrelevant
when, in reality, they are still interesting reading. It was therefore, my intention to
write short ‘popular histories’ on a ‘people’ level; to eliminate the ritualistic foot-
noting as well as the archaic grammatical form; and to select stories based strictly
on their appeal - in short, to present not Irish History but £choes of Irish History
in order to tempt people to seek the source of the echo.

As Historian of the Ancient Order of Hibernians, | had prepared writings in
that fashion for eight years and even read a few over the air on a local radio
program hosted by Pat Keane, when popular entertainer, Noel Kingston, invited
me to broadcast a short Irish History spot on his weekly “Noe/ Kingston Irish
Hour" in New York City. The reaction to those broadcast messages was most
rewarding: people listened, they enjoyed, and they asked for more. As a result of
requests from the radio audience, the AOH audience, and Noel Kingston, who
have all been so kind in encouraging this writer, a selected number of the weekly
radio spots have come to print.

These Echoes of Irish History are not intended to compete with the detailed
offerings of learned historians in the field. They are rather, stories of people,
things, events, and places that show the variety and depth of Irish history. They
are not fabricated but are taken from the ancient, near-ancient, and
contemporary writings that it has been my pleasure to read. Some are light and
some are serious, but all are true to the purpose for which they are intended; to
show that Irish history can be a worthwhile and interesting pastime.

My sincere thanks to all whose encouragement made this book possible: to
the A.O.H. for recognizing the true value of the subject, to Pat Keane for the first
chance, to Noel Kingston for the opportunity to further promote the stories, and
mostly to my wife, Tena, for understanding when Irish history took precedence
over chores that had to be done and to my sons, Kevin and Sean, who did the
chores so that their father could bury himself in books.

To each and all this effort is dedicated.
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TALES OF THE BARDS

There are many references to our Celtic heritage and Celtic tradition, but
what do we know about the remarkable men who kept that heritage alive
so that we could know of it and carry it on. The word, by the way, is
pronounced ‘Keltic’, not ‘Seltic’ for, even though the letter ‘c” can be pro-
nounced as a k”or an ’s”in the English language, in the Celtic languages
like Gaelic, the s”is soft and the ‘c”is hard so there’s no need for a %4 and
you'll find none in the ancient Irish alphabet.

What we know of that remarkable race comes from legend, historical
writings, and archeological evidence. The ancient Irish manuscripts pro-
vide most of our legendary information about the Celts who settled Ireland,
but legend is not a fair name for it implies fairy tales and folk tales more
imagination than fact. Yet, it was applied because the Celtic tradition of
recording history was an oral tradition. Historic tales were passed down in
poetry and prose from generation to generation by the Bards - learned
men, trained as geneologists and historians, whose task it was to preserve
the histories accurately, without modification, for future generations. With
the coming of Christianity and the Roman alphabet, scribes began to
commit the oral histories of the Bards to writing. However, since they were
written so long after the fact and no physical evidence remained to confirm
their accuracy, they were relegated to the category of legend - totally
unfair to the efforts of those learned men who studied and memorized their
histories just so they would be preserved.

Time however, is on the side of the Bards. As one example, the Book of
Invasions, which documents the Bardic account of the colonization of
Ireland, mentions an early settlement by the followers of a Chieftain named
Partholan along the Bann River in County Antrim at about 7000 BC - one
thousand years before the scientific community believed man to have
been in Ireland. The absence of hard evidence made historians totally
reject the bardic account of Partholan and his people in Ireland but a
startling discovery has changed all that. One of Ireland’s newest archeo-
logical finds is the remains of a mesolithic settlement, consisting of a
number of huts and a variety of utensils and tools, at Mount Sandal near the
banks of the Bann River. The settlement has been dated at about 7000 BC.

Archeological research in the twentieth century has uncovered a
number of items and sites that are confirming the accuracy of the old
bardic histories. The August, 1981, issue of Scientific American carries the
story and photos of the Mount Sandal excavations and two others as well.
All of this is renewing confidence in the ancient tales of the Bards, which
are being read and studied by a greater number of people seeking answers
to the antiquity of the Celtic people.....and in the land of life after death
known to the ancient Celts as 7ir na nOg, the Bards are smiling.
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IRISH MUSIC

The music of Ireland has a long history; it is mentioned as far back as the
earliest settlers of the land. The tales of the Tuatha de Danann, who arrived
in Ireland around 1750 BC, include such characters as a musician who
possessed a magical harp and an unjust Chieftain who failed to provide
musicians for the entertainment of his guests. There are many other stories
that have been handed down by the Bards concerning the importance of
music as a method of preserving historical information in song, as a vehicle
for praise, or as a weapon of condemnation. Nor was the music of Ireland
primitive and simple for it is recorded that the Monks of St. Columba in the
sixth century even sang in counterpoint,

The harp was, and still is, the favorite of all Celtic instruments; in later
times, the fiddle, flute, accordian, bodhran and pipes developed a uniquely
Irish sound through the application of Celtic musical patterns and rhythms,
giving rise to a great tradition of Irish country or folk music. Today, these
are considered Irish traditional instruments and they can be found in com-
petition at many modern Irish Feisanna. Modern Irish entertainers have
introduced such instruments as guitars, banjos, organs, and drums but it
will generally be found that the type of music that they play was developed
on an instrument considered traditionally Irish. Some of the tunes were
even developed from old clan or war marches: the popular ‘Carry Me Up
to Carlow’, for example, was written to the tune of the war march of Fiach
McHugh O’Byrne and was originally played on the great Irish Warpipes.

The first serious attempt at collecting Irish tunes was made by Edward
Bunting (1773 - 1843) who devoted his life to this great work. The great
Belfast Harpers Festival of 1792 provided the incentive when Bunting won
First Prize for his playing of the ancient air, The Coulin. After this achieve-
ment, he made many friends among the Irish harpers whose traditional
tunes he wrote down for posterity. The Irish Folk Song Society, founded in
London in 1904, also collected and preserved many of the lovely songs
which were fading from living memory. The Society published a journal
from 1904 to 1925 which contained many of these tunes and was edited
from 1920 by Donal O’Sullivan, who eventually published the vast Bunting
collection. Other dedicated individuals, like the late Seamus Ennis, have
devoted a lifetime to collecting the music of the Irish people and left a
tremendous legacy for such modern organizations as Comhaltas Ceoltori
Eireann who carry on the work, not only of collecting and publishing, but
of promoting concerts and schools where the traditional music is kept
alive.

In spite of all the efforts, what exists today is only a small part of what
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was; every now and then, another melody is discovered that adds to the
collection but the library will never be completed for gone are the magical,
musical Celts of Ireland. Yet we are grateful for those who labored to save
what is known today because without it we would not even have a glimpse
of that inspiring tradition.




IRISH DANCING

There are no modern books on the subject of Irish dancing and, with the
exception of an occassional article in an Irish publication, only scattered
references to that subject can be found. Yet, it is one of the most significant
signs of our culture that exists today. The oppressed state of Ireland during
the Penal times, when all things Irish were banned or destroyed, is mostly
responsible for the gap in written records but, before that time, Irish music
and dance were much admired on the continent. Strange as it may seem,
most of what we know today about our early national dances comes from
English sources, for scholars like Joyce, O’Curry, and Stokes have searched
Gaelic literature in vain.

Ina 1569 letter from Ireland to Queen Elizabeth, Sir Henry Sidney spoke
enthusiastically of the jigs danced by the ladies of Galway who, he wrote,
"are very beautiful, magnificently dressed, and first class dancers”. In the
time of Charles |, it is recorded that the gentlemen at the English Court were
inclined to "dance with the fair ladies of the Court in the fashion of the
Hey and the Fada - two Irish country dances”. The term, Hey, is properly
applied to a couples movement as in such dances as the High Caul Cap,
while the Fada refers to the Rince Fada, or Long Dance, where dancers
lined up in a row. These are the two oldest forms of Irish dancing.

Peadar O'Rafferty, the founder of the Lambeg Irish Folk Dance Society,
believes that 3 definite connection exists between these forms and ancient
ceremonies. For example, on the great Celtic feast of Beltaine on the eve of
May 1, livestock were guided between two huge bonfires to be purified by
the smoke and preserved from disease for the coming year. It doesn’t take
much imagination to picture people moving in a line on either side of the
animals urging them between the fires and, alternately, toward the smoke
of either fire. Such ceremonial line movements have developed into folk
dances in many countries and Ireland is no different. Since nothing dies
harder than tradition, the dances continued as an art form long after their
significance was forgotten,

Fynes Morrison in his 17th century book, ‘The Manners and Customs of
the Irish’, wrote that, " The Irish delight much in dancing of which they
have some pleasant to behold such as the Whip of Dunboyne. They
dance commonly about a fire in the center of a room holding twigs in
their hands and by certain strains draw one another closer to the fire”.
An old description of the Fada was, " Three abreast each holding the ends
of a handkerchief, they moved a few paces forward to slow music, the
rest following in pairs, a handkerchief held between them. Then the
dance began. The music changed to a brisk time, the dancers passed
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with quickstep under the handkerchief of the three in front, wheeled
round in semi circles, formed a variety of pleasing revolutions inter-
spersed with cuts, united, and fell again into their original places behind
the first three”.

If that description sounds familiar, then you are fortunate to have seen
Irish dancing. If not, then you should make every effort to look into an art
form that was old before most civilizations were new and is considered by
many to be the most distinctive of Ireland’s cultural inheritances - the for-
mal set dances, figure dances, and ceili dances of Ireland.
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THE IRISH DANCING MASTER

The central figures of 18th century Irish dancing were the travelling
Dance Masters - an elite group schooled in their craft and dedicated to
pass it on to future generations, improving existing steps and creating new
ones using traditional guidelines. Some taught at schools dedicated to the
art form of which we know at least three by the year 1800 - one each at
Kerry, Cork, and Limerick. Unfortunately, after the Penal times and the
great potato crop failure in the mid-1800's, the preservation of traditional
dance forms seemed less important than the everyday fight for survival and
it suffered a marked decline - in fact, many dances were totally forgotten as
was the travelling Dance Master and his vocation.

Fortunately, in the late 19th and early 20th century, the Gaelic Revival
was responsible for renewed interest in early traditional dance forms and a
good number were re-introduced with the revival of one of Ireland’s oldest
national functions - The Feis. First held in pre-Christian times as part of
annual festivals and holidays, modern Feisanna sponsor competitions in a
variety of traditional art forms including dancing, with such dances as jigs,
reels, hornpipes, and set dances most prominent. Interest has grown to
such a degree that today, schools of Irish Dance exist in every hemisphere.

Another type of Irish dance is the Ceili Dance - the less formal group
dance in round, long, or square pattern; some of which have their origins in
historical events. As an example we can look at the story of Enniskillen - the
age old fort of the Maguire, Chieftains of Fermanagh. Enniskillen occupied
a very strategic plain alongside Lough Erne and it guarded an area known
as the Pass of the North. It was the gateway to Ulster and a key position to
both the Irish and English forces in their struggle for the control of Ulster
during the Elizabethan Wars. On February 2, 1594, the English attacked
Enniskillen and the Irish clan of Hugh Maguire were driven out. Maguire,
with the aid of Red Hugh O’Donnell, counterattacked and defeated the
English at the Battle of the Ford of the Biscuits (so called because biscuits
littered the ford after the fleeing English dropped their rations with which
they hoped to provision the fort) and Enniskillen was once again in Irish
hands. The English recaptured the prized fort only to lose it once again in a
seige in 1595. Because of its strategic location, seige followed seige and the
fort of Enniskillen continued to change hands up to 1649 when Cromwell’s
forces finally secured it.

When the popular ceili dance, The Siege of Ennis, forms up, rows of
dancers face rows of dancers. The rows dance toward each other as if in a
seige and then manoeuver left and right as if seeking a more advantageous
position. Then, they pair off with a facing person from the opposing row
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and swing wildly as if in a battle after which the rows separate and one row
dances under the upstretched arms of the other, turns and takes the posi-
tion of the former. Finally, they return and repeat the sequence allowing
the former to return under their upstretched arms. Analyzing the move-
ments of the dance, it is very easy to see them as representing a seige, a
battle, and a continuous changing of position. Since no Irish town with the
prefix Ennis in its name has ever changed hands as often as Enniskillen,
could it be that the Seige of Ennis was originally choreographed as a histori-
cal record, a monument to an exciting part of his nations’s history, by a
very clever dancing master? And, if so, what about that lovely ceili dance,
The Walls of Limerick.
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THE RAPPAREES

After the tragic death of the Irish leader, Owen Roe O’Neill, by English
hands in 1649, Oliver Cromwell’s Puritan army overpowered all resistance
in Ireland and left the land so desolated that wolves wandered into towns
in search of food. Into the midst of this destruction was introduced the
Cromwellian Settlement. The English government had incurred enormous
debts in waging their war in Ireland and the creditors sought settlement of
their claims. Cromwell decided to make Ireland the payment and declared
that all lands owned by Catholics were to be forfeited to the government
and their estates would be handed over to satisfy the debts. The displaced
Catholics were given the choice of going ‘to Hell or to Connaught’, the
western and least productive portion of the island. Over 40,000 Irish dis-
appeared beyond the Shannon by the end of 1654; those who didn’t were
hunted down and press-ganged into the English Navy or sold as indentured
servants to the Barbadoes and Virginia colonies.

Some however, refused to leave and hid in the hills and glens near their
ancestral homes raiding the new settlers on the lands of their clans. Bitter,
they led an outlaw existence and were termed Rapparees after the short
shillelaghs or rappers’ that they carried beneath their cloaks. They would
be a constant concern to the English for the next 200 years. One of the
earliest was Redmond O’Hanlon. The O’Hanlon’s of Armagh were typical
of the northern clans who fought on the side of Owen Roe O’Neill; those
not executed as rebels were ordered west of the Shannon. In 1671, the
legendary Redmond O’Hanlon took to the Slieve Gullion of south Armagh
and, for the next 10 years, swept down with his band on English settlers in
Monaghan, Tyrone, and Armagh until he was gwurdered in 1681,

By the time William of Orange was invited by the Protestant English Par-
liament, in 1688, to take the throne from the Catholic King, James |1, there
were many Rapparees in Ireland. When James turned to the Catholic Irish
to assist him in regaining his throne, a number of Rapparees joined the
struggle. After William’s victory at the Battle of the Boyne in 1690, King
James |l fled to the continent leaving his Irish supporters in the field. Patrick
Sarsfield took command of the Irish ranks and withdrew to the Shannon to
defend the only remaining Gaelic land in Ireland, the area to which the
Irish had been forced by the Cromwellian Settlement 36 years earlier; in
hot pursuit was King William'’s vastly superior army. Sarsfield decided to
make his stand at Limerick but he needed time to strengthen the walled city
against the coming assault and turned to the Rapparees.

There were at least five different bands of Rapparees controlling the wild
glens and mountains around Limerick but the man who was to ride into
history with Sarsfield was Michael ‘Galloping’ Hogan who controlled the
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Tipperary mountains southwest of Nenagh. Sarsfield, with Galloping
Hogan and his band of Rapparees guiding the way, led his troops north on
the western side of the Shannon, crossed the river after dark near the town
of Killaloe, and, sweeping south again, fell on King William’s troops and
supply train heading for Limerick destroying their fearful seige guns and
artillery. The successful raid gave the Irish the needed time to strengthen
their city and provision for the seige to come.

There were many other famous Rapparees, like Sean O’'Dwyer of the
Glen and the White Sergeant, called for the white cockade of the Stuarts
worn in his hat to show his support for the Catholic King James, but after
the capitulation of Limerick on October 3, 1691, when Sarsfield accepted
the terms offered by the English, all who supported King James were de-
ported to France. Fourteen thousand Irish left and among them were many
Rapparees. The Flight of the Wild Geese had begun.

A few Rapparee riders remained to harass the English settlers and among
the more notable was Edmund O’Ryan better known as Eamonn an
Chnuic, or Ned of the Hill, for his north Tipperary hideout on the mountain
behind Cappaph White. A member of Galloping Hogan’s band who had
rallied to the call of Sarsfield, he took to the hills after the fall of Limerick
and raided English settlements until he was finally betrayed in 1702 for a
200 Pound reward. Captain Freney was another who stayed to carry on
the fight in the Cratloe woods of south Clare.

To the English, these men were little more than murdering outlaws; to
the Irish, they personified the spirit of resistence. Outlaw, Highwayman, or
Rapparee, they were a class that never would have existed, were it not for
the treachery of the English, and although they were never quite numerous
enough to unite and threaten England’s rule, they did cause considerable
damage. When future generations gave birth to secret vigilante societies
such as the Ribbonmen, the Whiteboys, and the Moonlighters, they were
carrying on a tradition that had its roots and its inspiration in those superb
horsemen and early guerilla fighters - the Rapparees.
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THE CLADDAGH RING

The Claddagh Ring, designed and worn in Ireland since the late 1600’s,
has enjoyed a growing popularity with Irish exiles the world over. The
modern Galway Jeweller, Stephen Fallon Ltd, notes, ” The use of joined
hands to denote friendship and the human heart to denote charity is
common enough in forms of art which use highly conventionalized
symbolism"” and "rings of this general type, known as fidelity rings are not
excessively uncommon.” However, when referring to the crowned heart
supported by two hands, it is stated that "“this particular style is most
definitely the Claddagh Ring and nothing else.”

It has been generally concluded that the earliest maker of this particular
design was a Galway goldsmith named Joyce who had learned his craftin a
rather remarkable way. When he was still a young man, Joyce was taken
by Algerian pirates and spent a number of years of captivity in Tunis where
he was indentured to a jeweller and became a skilled craftsman in precious
metals. When William 1l acceded to the throne of England in 1689, he
concluded an agreement whereby all of his subjects who were held in cap-
tivity by the Moors were to be allowed to return to their homes. Joyce
returned to the town of Claddagh, County Galway and pursued a career
with his new-found skills. There he prospered as a worker of gold and silver
until about 1730 and several examples of his ecclesiastical works are still in
existence. Shortly after his return home, about 1690, Joyce created the
special design that in time became known as the Claddagh Ring. The rings
became popular around the town of Claddagh and soon their popularity
spread across the whole of County Galway. They were kept as heirlooms
with great pride and were passed from generation to generation, often
used as wedding rings. Even people of limited means were prepared to
exert themselves to make enough money to purchase a good example of
the ring. The popularity of the ring continued to spread and, even after
Joyce's death, the demand continued to rise. The tradition was carried on
by the Robinson family who became the principle makers of the ring
throughout the 18th century.

As to the meaning of the symbols on the ring, many stories have been
handed down but the one most universally accepted has to do with the
history of the time and seems the most likely. During England’s attempted
conquest of Ireland, each generation of Irishmen resisted the cruel yoke of
slavery forced upon them. In 600 years of English intrusion into Ireland,
there were no less than 14 resistance movements - 11 of which were
armed rebellions! It was after one of these aborted rebellions - the Nine
Years War of O’Neill and O’Donnell against the Crown - that the English

10
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decided to end the threat of the northern clans forever. In 1607, charges of
treason were fabricated against the Chieftains of Tyrone, Tirconnell, and
Fermanagh and those noble Irish leaders were forced to flee Ireland in
what became known as the Flight of the Earls. After the Flight of the Earls,
the Irish again found themselves victims of oppression and, in desperation,
the next generation aligned themselves against the Crown in the Williamite
War. In 1691, when the last bastion of Irish resistance in that war fell with
the capitulation of Limerick, the English pressed their advantage. The re-
maining Gaelic aristocracy was either destroyed or forced into exile in
what became known as the Flight of the Wild Geese. In exile, the Gaelic
Princes and their followers lamented the loss of their beloved Erin and pre-
served their love for Ireland in song and story.

When the Claddagh Ring was designed, the Flight of the Earls was recent
memory and the Fall of Limerick and the Flight of the Wild Geese was a
current event. Joyce, who was well aware of the heartbreak of a forced
exile from Ireland, is reported to have fashioned the Claddagh Ring as a
reminder to all Irishmen of the ties that bound them to their heritage. The
ring - two hands grasping a heart topped with a crown - symbolized the
embrace of mother Ireland on the hearts of Gaelic royalty and was cast in
gold as a reminder of the riches of Erin stolen by the Saxon invader. It
received its name from the little town of Claddagh near the beach around
Galway Bay where Joyce first introduced his creation.

This is the fact and the legend of the Claddagh Ring. It is very likely that
Joyce, having kown the pain of an exile, had the Flight of the Earls and the
Flight of the Wild Geese in mind when he designed the crest however,
since he never left a record of his reasoning, several other explanations
have been offered. As is the case with most stories, the truth probably lies
somewhere in the middle - between the fact and the legend that have com-
bined in the legacy of the Claddagh Ring.

1
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DAN DONNELLY

The art of Prizefighting has had many Irishmen among its heroes but
possibly the greatest Irish boxer of all time is remembered by very few
because of his short career. His name was Dan Donnelly and he has been
compared to the great John L. Sullivan himself in strength and ability even
though, amazingly, he was never trained as a professional boxer. In fact,
one of the most notable boxing matches in pugilistic history took place
between Dan and the English Champion, George Cooper, on the Curragh
of Kildare in 1815, but that's getting ahead of our story.

Born in Dublin in 1788, Donnelly was a carpenter by trade and a man of
extraordinary strength, locally known for his amateur boxing ability and
well liked as a man of good temper. In 1814, when Dan was 26 yearsold, a
top fighter from England named Thomas Hall made an exhibition tour of
Ireland. Everywhere Hall went he was preceded by an arrogantly-worded
challenge to all Irishmen. Insulted by the wording of the challenge, Dan
accepted and the resulting bout gained national attention. The two men
met on the Curragh on September 14, 1814, before an assembled crowd
of over 30,000 people who cheered both men as they entered the ring -
though few thought that Dan would stand a chance against the experience
of the English fighter. The fight was fair and Donnelly overpowered the
Englishman who failed to make a single point or effectively stop one of
Donnelly’s blows.

When news of Donnelly’s victory was received in England, a challenge
was issued by the English Champion, George Cooper. Cooper had beaten
all the leading contenders in England at the time and English hopes rested
on his terrible hitting power. Dan accepted the challenge and the finest
boxer in England came over to fight the man now acclaimed as the Irish
Champion. The two men met on the Curragh of Kildare on the same spot
that saw Donnelly’s victory over Hall. The place was named then, and will
probably be called forever, Donnelly’s Hollow. The bout took place on the
afternoon of December 13, 1815, and the excitement was intense; to this
day it remains a topic of conversation in the area. On the morning of the
bout, all roads to the Curragh were jammed to a stand still with wagons and
carriages of every description. After eleven stormy rounds, Donnelly
knocked Cooper senseless amid wild cheering and celebrating.

It was now the Irishman'’s turn to travel and Donnelly sailed to England
and issued a challenge to all comers. England was hard-pressed to find a
suitable opponent for the Irishman and it was becoming an embarrassment
to the government for here was a man from a race that they had labelled
inferior and he was beating the best that England could muster. At length, a

12
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strong and able contender named Oliver took up the challenge. All Europe
was alive with discussions over the outcome of this match and it was said
that over One Hundred Thousand Pounds Sterling had been wagered on
the contest; any man in Ireland with a Pound to spare bet it on Donnelly
while the nobility and gentry backed Oliver. It was shaping up as more
than a mere battle of strength, it became a battle of ideologies with a cham-
pion.on each side battling for a cause. Emotions ran extremely high. The
battle took place on July 21, 1819, within 30 miles of London; it was a
brave and desperate contest. Finally, after the 34th round, Donnelly cross-
countered Oliver, whirled him over the ring, and left him to be carried off
unconscious. Donnelly emerged from the bout scarcely marked, dressed,
and went off to see another bout. It is believed that after the bout Donnelly
was knighted by the Prince Regent (later George 1V); at any rate, he was
ever after called ‘Sir Dan’.

On February 18, 1820, with a promising career in front of him, Sir Dan
Donnelly was forced into an untimely match with the only opponent he
could not conquer - the grim reaper. He succombed to a fever he had
contracted several days before and went to his eternal reward just one
month short of his thrity-second birthday.

13
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MAYOR LYNCH OF GALWAY

In Galway, the name Lynch appears as Judge or Mayor no less than 95
times between 1274 and 1654. They were a family known for their devo-
tion to the law and its honest application; yet, as a slang expression, to
lynch means to hang. The story of how the name became so associated is a
tragic one.

One member of this family, James Lynch Fitzstephan, a merchant by
trade, was elected Mayor of Galway in 1493. (The name Fitzstephan was
most likely an accomodation to the Normans with whom James Lynch, son
of Stephan Lynch, traded although he continued to be known locally by
the surname of Lynch.) He had sent his son, Walter, on a voyage to Spain
to purchase a shipment of wine. Young Lynch, however, spent the money
entrusted to him and was forced to obtain credit from a Spanish merchant
to complete his mission. The merchant agreed to allow his own nephew to
accompany young Lynch, on board Lynch’s ship, back to Ireland to re-
ceive payment. As the ship approached Ireland, young Lynch decided to
conceal his indiscretion and he intimidated the ship’s crew into silence.
The Spanish youth was then seized and thrown overboard to drown. Un-
aware of the murder, young Lynch’s father and friends, delighted with the
success of the mission, received him with joy. In the space of a few years,
young Lynch became a successful merchant just like his father, secure in
the thought that his crime was forgotten.

With all seemingly in his favor, young Lynch was about to be married to
the daughter of a wealthy family. Just before the wedding however, one of
the seamen on the original voyage became deathly ill and called for the
senior Lynch to make a deathbed confession. He recounted the terrible
crimes of the Mayor’s only son. As Mayor, the elder Lynch was also the
Chief Magistrate of the City and his respect for the law was paramount. He
bound his only son over for arrest and presided at the trial in which his son
was found guilty and sentenced to be hanged. Young Lynch had many
friends and family who felt that, for the sake of the family name, he should
not be allowed to die such a shameful death in spite of his father’s convic-
tion that no man was above the law. The Mayor’s own wife, failing in her
exertions to save her only son, went to the heads of her family and de-
manded his rescue for the honor of the clan.

On the day appointed for the execution, young Lynch walked with a
noose around his neck, between his father and a priest, toward the door to
the jail yard in which stood the scaffold of death. Upon opening the door,
they were confronted by an armed and angry mob demanding the young
prisoner’s release. Such a confrontation would have shaken the nerves of


























































