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There is something grimly fitting about giving this lecture in this mode: a distanced, make-do, second-best way of lecturing is all too appropriate for a British historian talking about Irish history. In Britain, and especially in England, the smaller island to our west is generally an afterthought. Had I been in a lecture theatre in London today, as these lectures normally are, I would at this point have asked people to raise their hands if they had had their schooling in England and if during the course of that schooling they had studied Irish history at any point. And of course, as a lecturer, you only ask an audience that kind of question if you are very confident what the result will be. For the past five centuries and more, the English have generally tried to think about Ireland as little as possible, and when forced to think about it, the dominant thought has often simply been a wish that it would go away. As a result, of course, Ireland has periodically thrust itself onto English and British attention. The extent to which the Brexit crisis of 2017-19 was dominated by the issue of the Irish border took most people in Britain by surprise: the issue simply had not featured in the referendum campaign, despite the vigorous attempts by a number of Irish voices to raise it. It is a repeated pattern: from the Catholic Emancipation question which first ended Pitt the Younger’s premiership and then thirty years later precipitated the Great Reform Act, to the Home Rule crisis which threatened to break Gladstone’s Liberal party in the late Victorian age, the ever-shifting, never-resolved Irish Question has tormented British politics. And when I say it thrusts itself onto British attention, it has often – not always – done so in the same way that the epidemic which has kept me from my London lecture theatre has thrust itself onto our attention: by threatening to kill. British civil and political life has been astonishingly peaceful for centuries: the last pitched battle fought anywhere on the island of Great Britain was at Culloden in 1746, and although British politics has often been hotly contested in the centuries since then, it has hardly ever been conducted by means of assassination, revolution or street fighting. Irish politics has not always had the luxury of civility but has repeatedly featured the resort to violence and the threat of violence. It is often the only way to get England’s attention.
A trap which I am perhaps falling straight back into, by discussing Irish history in the context of a series on atrocities. My defense is that Ireland during the era of the religious wars featured not only some of the most ghastly and notorious atrocities of the age, but also some of the most consequential. Some of the atrocities we have looked at so far in this series, such as the St. Bartholomew’s Day Massacre in France or the persecution of Catholics in seventeenth-century Japan, were shocking and notorious in their time, but as time has passed the memory has become less raw and intense, instead becoming somber and elegiac or even trivialised. Not so with the horrors that marked seventeenth-century Ireland, wounds which have continued to bleed and to poison Irish and therefore also British life down to the present. These are not stories we can ignore: even if they are also stories about which the British still know remarkably little.
Which is to say: this is a ticklish business, these subjects remain hotly contested, and as a British historian, I may aspire to neutral objectivity, but I unavoidably come to this with some baggage. And there is a further complication: in most of the lectures in this series, we have been focusing on an atrocity in which a single religious community is the victim, whether that be Jews in the Spanish Inquisition, Protestants in England or France, or Catholics in Japan. Ireland, however, is a land of competing atrocities. In particular, today I will be focusing on two events: the Irish rebellion or rising of 1641, which became notorious for the deaths of large numbers of Protestants at Catholic hands; and the massacres at the towns of Drogheda and Wexford in 1649, in which a great many Irish Catholics were killed by Oliver Cromwell’s English Protestant army. My reason for doing this, I should emphasise, is not to suggest that the two events balance one another out. Atrocities don’t work that way: they do not justify or obscure one another, and those of us who might want to be or to seem impartial should not thereby fall into the trap of claiming these two events as equivalents. The point, rather, is that they have both served similar purposes to the communities who have cherished their memory and used them to build narratives of victimhood and grievance which can justify ongoing violence. In both cases those narratives have some real foundation; in both cases there is also exaggeration and special pleading. But not, it should be said, in the same way or to the same degree.
A little background first. Ireland was invaded by English lords and then by the English King Henry II in the 1160s and 1170s, and Henry and his successors styled themselves lords of Ireland – a lordship bestowed on them by Pope Adrian IV, who by a remarkable coincidence is the only Englishman ever to sit on the papal throne. Until the sixteenth century, however, English control over Ireland was mediated and incomplete; the island was split between a so-called Anglo-Irish population, descended from the twelfth-century settlers and based in Dublin and several other towns, and a Gaelic Irish population who dominated the west and north of the island in particular and who lived in a manner that the English regarded as wild and barbaric, no matter than of course this was the culture which had preserved Christian civilisation in the wake of the collapse of the Roman Empire and which had re-evangelised pagan Anglo-Saxon England from the sixth century on. The island’s ruling class was a mixture of Anglo-Irish and Gaelic Irish nobles, with great families such as the Butlers and Fitzgeralds moving seamlessly between those two worlds; and the long-term arrangement with the English crown was that this ruling class would pay their English lords fealty and a degree of obedience, would pose no threat to them, and would in return be left largely alone. In the early sixteenth century the Fitzgerald earls of Kildare served as Lords Deputy of Ireland very much in this mould.
In an age when the Tudors, like other rising European dynasties, were tightening their control on unruly peripheries, this arrangement would probably have come unstuck anyway. But in the early 1530s, a grumbling long-term problem suddenly became acute when Henry VIII renounced his obedience to the papacy and declared himself Supreme Head of the English Church. While this was unfolding, in 1534, the Earl of Kildare was arrested and his son raised a rebellion against Henry in the name of loyalty to the pope, briefly laying siege to Dublin. The rebellion was suppressed, but it was a sign of what was to come: both sides of the old settlement, in which the English pretended to rule Ireland and the Irish pretended to obey, were breaking down.
After the rebellion, a parliament in Dublin obediently copied the English legislation on Henry’s newly-claimed title and powers, but this move, like virtually every other English policy towards Ireland for the following five hundred years, failed decisively to solve the emerging Irish question. One immediate problem was that Henry VIII’s title, lord of Ireland, had originally been bestowed by the pope, which for a king who now declared that the pope was Antichrist was a little awkward. In 1541, a new and shrewd Lord Deputy – an Englishman, not an Irishman, which was itself a sign of the new era – made a bold new attempt to turn nominal English rule into a reality, the centrepiece of which was that an Irish parliament declared that Ireland was now a kingdom in its own right and that Henry VIII was its king, a new title. In theory Ireland was an independent sovereign kingdom, equal in status to England or to any other realm in Christendom; it just so happened that the same person was king of both Ireland and England, rather as if the modern Irish Republic chose Boris Johnson as its Taoiseach while otherwise retaining its constitutional structures, or indeed as if the modern UK chose Donald Trump as its prime minister. But as those examples might imply, this independence was in practice largely illusory. Ireland was a client state, a dependency of England permitted as much jurisdictional independence as suited London’s interests. Its kings were absentee rulers: no lord or king of Ireland set foot on Irish soil between 1399 and 1690. The most grating symbol of this fictional independence was the notorious Poynings’ Law, a statute passed by an Irish parliament in 1494 which in effect gave not only the king but also his English privy council full control over the Irish parliament’s business. Ireland was a legally separate but in fact wholly subordinated polity, an island whose contradictions would be a constant engine of conflict.
The later sixteenth century, from the creation of the kingdom of Ireland in 1541 to the death of Elizabeth I in 1603, was when nominal English lordship was turned into a reality. Partial or ambiguous loyalty was no longer enough, especially not in the era of the religious wars, when Protestant England became alarmed and its Catholic enemies excited by the possibility of using Ireland as a springboard for invasion of England. The obvious way to prevent this would have been to plant the Protestant Reformation firmly in Ireland, and some English churchmen – most notably Thomas Cranmer, archbishop of Canterbury in the middle of the century – were genuinely committed to that project: but such commitment was always intermittent and always desperately underfunded, and it looked like too slow and uncertain a process for an English state which saw Ireland more as an urgent security problem than an exciting spiritual opportunity. Elizabeth I’s instinct, on the contrary, was initially to try to keep Ireland loyal by soft-pedalling the Reformation there; and when rebellions broke out anyway, and she was forced to spend ever-increasing sums suppressing them, she became no more inclined to plough extra resources into winning hearts and minds. Instead, she fell back on a policy first employed at scale by her Catholic sister Queen Mary: to plant loyalty to England in Ireland by planting Englishmen and women there, granting them lands confiscated from rebellious Gaelic lords. The policy was unlikely to win favour among either the Gaelic Irish or the old Anglo-Irish settlers, the ‘Old English’ as they now came to be known in contrast to the ‘New English’ who had been sent over by the Tudors. But it did establish groups of reliably loyal subjects across the island, and at almost no up-front cost.
By the 1580s the lines were hardening: the New English were Protestants, and so the Old English and the Gaelic Irish were increasingly robust in their Catholicism; and increasingly assertive English control was meeting increasingly robust resistance. This perhaps inevitably came to a head in the so-called Nine Years’ War in which control of the island was decided. Hugh O’Neill, earl of Tyrone and would-be Gaelic high king of Ireland, became head of a rebellion or revolution took control of almost the entire island and allied itself with Spain, then, in the wake of the great Armada, still very much at war with England. It was a war Elizabeth I could not afford to lose, and slowly, reluctantly, she poured in the resources necessary to conquer the island. It was not pretty: systematic destruction of crops and using starvation as a weapon, was central to the English strategy. But it worked, and when the Spanish did try to intervene, they ended up forcing their Irish allies into a dangerously exposed position and precipitating the most decisive English battle-victory of the war. O’Neill finally surrendered in 1603, a week after Elizabeth I had died to be succeeded by her Scottish cousin James VI. James now found himself king of not two but three formally independent realms, Scotland, Ireland and England, and the tensions which that triple role forced on him and his successors are fundamental to the whole story that followed.
Turning victory over a violently subdued population into a lasting peace was tricky, and James reached for the traditional tool: plantation. Ulster, the northernmost province of Ireland, was the heartland of O’Neill’s support and the least Anglicised, most Gaelic region of the island: and so, it was naturally here, that the new plantations were sent. In 1609, half a million acres of land in Ulster confiscated from former rebels and other Gaelic lords was made available to English settlers. The City of London formed a company specifically to support the plantation effort, one long-term result of which was the refounding of the small settlement of Derry with a new prefix, which has only partly stuck. But in fact, English settlement was disappointingly slow, the prospects of settling in hostile territory among hostile neighbours, being unsurprisingly unappealing to many in England, and the new owners often preferred to be absentee landlords. The successful Ulster plantation was more informal and came not from England but from Scotland, Gaelic Scottish Protestants seeking refuge from internecine conflicts in the Scottish Highlands, the McDonnells the most important among them. Previous English rulers had taken a dim view of Scottish presence in Ireland, but King James naturally had a different perspective, and in 1620 legitimised this new plantation by giving Sir Randall McDonnell, the head of the family, the Irish noble title of earl of Antrim. 
These settlers helped to cement the Protestant ascendancy in 17th century Ireland, but it’s important to be clear that ascendancy had its limits. The Catholic population, including the Gaelic Irish and Old English elite, was simply too large and too entrenched to be ridden roughshod over. A clever wheeze in 1613 to summon a new Irish parliament whose membership was fixed to produce a Protestant majority backfired when the Catholic members simply walked out, and King James, ever the pragmatist, recognised reality, changed the structure, and abandoned the aggressive programme of penal laws that Protestant hardliners had proposed. Early in the reign of his son Charles I, in 1628, it looked as if this religious détente would be formalised. King Charles was desperate for money, not least because of ballooning military costs, and the Irish Catholic elite struck a deal. In exchange for promises of fresh taxation, Charles agreed to a series of concessions known as the Graces: that the seizure of Catholics’ lands would stop, along with fines for failure to attend Protestant worship and the requirement to take the Oath of Supremacy which renounced the authority of the Pope. Charles promised to relax the enforcement of these laws immediately, and to support their repeal the next time an Irish Parliament met. From a king whose wife was a French Catholic princess, it looked like a deal that might hold.
Creative and pragmatic compromise, however, was not Charles I’s strong suit. When the parliament eventually assembled in 1634, under the presidency of the new Lord Deputy, Thomas Wentworth, a bulldozer of a politician whose support for the king and the Protestant cause was not tempered by subtlety. Wentworth in effect tricked the parliament: he extracted the taxes, and then reneged on the promise to pass the Graces into law. He then spent the rest of the 1630s aggressively promoting fresh plantation of Protestant settlers in the western province of Connaught and extracting as much taxation from the island as he possibly could.
Wentworth’s regime was unpopular but forceful and stable. What unraveled it was the crisis that was beginning to unfold over the water. In 1637-8 Scotland rose in rebellion against King Charles’ religious policies, and reluctant to summon an English parliament to fund his counterattack, Charles was casting round for whatever support he could find. In 1639 he summoned Wentworth back to England to help with the unfolding crisis, wanting such a loyal and forceful servant at his side, but also thereby leaving a power vacuum in Ireland. And anyway, the Scottish crisis was not susceptible of Wentworth’s kind of solutions. A brief war in 1640 left the Scots with their heels on Charles’ throat and compelled him to summon an English parliament, determined to reverse what they saw as a decade of arbitrary misrule. One of their prime targets, a symbol of the government’s tyrannical style, was Thomas Wentworth. He was attainted for treason and, under excruciating pressure and to his own lasting regret, King Charles accepted his execution in May 1641. For Irish observers watching with fascinated horror as events unfolded in England, two things were clear. First, Ireland was not going to get Wentworth back. Second, the emerging new regime in England was far more aggressively and indeed paranoidly Protestant than Wentworth had ever been. It seemed all too likely that the power vacuum would soon be filled. 
So, with hindsight, what happened on 22 October 1641 should not have been quite so surprising as it was. On that date there was a coordinated series of risings across the island aimed at Protestant planters and the New English centers of power. The attempt to take Dublin failed, but in the other initial heartland of the rising, in Ulster, it was quickly successful. The initial rising, it now seems clear, was planned by certain members of the Old English aristocracy and was, as they say, a continuation of politics by others means. The idea was that a coup against the New English, whose leaders loudly proclaimed their loyalty to the crown, could produce a new reality on the ground in Ireland that a weakened Charles I would be forced to come to terms with. They would secure the Graces and perhaps some further tolerance for Catholics and independence for Ireland: there was talk of repealing Poynings’ Law. Quick, clean, as bloodless as possible and thoroughly political.
Unfortunately, the rebels proved unable to stick to the script. If they had succeeded in taking Dublin in that first wave, it might have been different. But as it turned into a series of local battles, the aristocrats’ agenda was overtaken by that of the levies and retainers who were fighting for them, Catholic Irishmen whose resentment of the Protestant planters had been brewing for decades. Catholic clergy, especially the Franciscan friars, were also preaching up a storm against the settlers, advocating driving them out or worse. And so, in the first stage the rebellion, the settlers faced a wave of fury, but it was mostly aimed at expulsion. They were driven from their houses, their lands and goods seized, they were mocked and humiliated, but at first, they were not generally killed – aside from a few cases where specific resentments or local grievances made matters worse. And equally, in other cases, some settlers were treated with considerable care and restraint. Most famously, the Protestant bishop of Kilmore, William Bedell, a long-term advocate of outreach to the Gaelic Irish population and one of the very few New English settlers to have actually learned the Irish language himself, was put under house arrest together with his family by the rebels, but they were not mistreated; and when he died of disease early in February 1642, the O’Reillys who were holding them permitted his son, also a Protestant clergyman, to use the Protestant rite for his funeral. Indeed, his coffin was accompanied by an honour guard of O’Reillys who fired a volley over his grave and shouted, Requiescat in pace ultimus Anglorum! – which could mean either the best of the English or the last of the English, and most likely meant both. 
By then, however, four month and one hard winter into the rising, the wider picture had turned much uglier. In some places, the rebels met unexpectedly strong resistance, and mounting casualties left scruples behind. A turning point came in November, after the failed rebel assault on Lisnagarvey in County Antrim, when several hundred rebels were captured and put to death. The single most notorious incident of the rising followed immediately from that: a group of Protestant civilians who were being escorted to the coast to be deported to England were instead marched onto a bridge over the river Bann, at what is now Portadown, were stripped naked at sword point, and forced off the bridge into the icy waters: those few who showed signs of being able to make the shore were shot from the bridge. The numbers are unclear, but there were likely at least a hundred and perhaps as many as three times that. Regardless, it indicated that the time for niceties was over.
In any case, the difference between actually killing people, and merely turning them out onto the roads without food or shelter in midwinter, turned out to be moot. Miserable bands of Protestant settlers straggled towards Dublin, liable to be stoned and beaten and even stripped of their clothes as they went; some had escorts to guarantee their safety, and if most of those escorts did not behave like those in Portadown, they were not always solicitous for their charges’ welfare either. The best guess is that something like eight thousand Protestant settlers died from exposure, malnutrition or other indirect consequences of the revolt during the first two years of the rising, maybe half of them during that first winter: that against a total settler population on the island of perhaps 125,000. And as the revolt grew in bitterness and the ambition to mount a bloodless coup dissolved, the amount of direct and deliberate killing also steadily increased. The figures are again very open to dispute, but something in the order of two thousand settlers were killed during that first winter, and as many again over the following year or so.
It was therefore, you might think, bad enough. But the story I have told you is a sober and restrained one compared to how it was reported back in England. As we have so often seen with atrocities, sudden outbreaks of violence are liable to be exaggerated, and since news only reached Dublin and then Britain in drips and fragments, that is understandable and even innocent. The extent to which the exaggerations were seized on, weaponized, and blown up over the months and years that followed is not quite so innocent. With England and Scotland in a state of febrile political paralysis, with fears of Catholic conspiracies already circulating, an event which seemed to vindicate even the more paranoid terrors was always going to be received in a particular way. A flood of pamphlets and newssheets surged off London’s overheated printing presses, and let us say that in the winter of 1641-2, playing down the news from Ireland was not a good way to sell books. Meanwhile, the English Parliament launched an enquiry into the events, which turned out not to be a level-headed attempt to establish the facts but rather a deliberate hunt for inflammatory evidence. Over eight thousand witnesses were heard from; the most shocking and bloodcurdling accounts, many of them at second-hand, were the ones selected for publication, but the fact that they came with the official stamp of a parliamentary enquiry lent them additional authority. The stories were told and retold: the images that accompanied them told their own stories. Some focused on well-attested events, not least the Portadown massacre, or on the general pattern of expulsion and exposure: in this one, the Gaelic Irish taunt the settlers, saying ‘now are ye wild Irish as well as we’. Others take dubious stories from the depositions and make them concrete: the killings of children – here their brains are dashed out, an echo of a notorious Biblical image as well as a warning of the genocidal ambitions of Catholics; here they are roasted on spits before their parents’ eyes. In this one, a pregnant woman is raped, murdered and her unborn child ripped from her before being – as this caption puts it – ‘sacrificed’ in the fire, the work of pagans and devil-worshippers. The message was plain: this is what the Irish and all Catholics will do to England if they have a chance. And it seemed all to likely that they might. King Charles wanted to raise an army to go to Ireland to subdue the rebellion, but his English opponents no longer trusted him at all, and often suspected that he was a crypto-Catholic himself: the fear was that if he went to Ireland with an army, he would not confront the rebels but join forces with them, and return to imbrue England with Protestant blood. The Irish rising made England’s simmering political crisis boil over, as the King and the Parliament realised that neither side was willing to trust the other with an army. It is no exaggeration to say that the reports of atrocities in Ireland in the autumn of 1641 led directly to the civil war that began in England the following spring; and it is only a slight exaggeration to say that the English civil war was fought over the question of who had the right to suppress the Irish rebellion. 
That, at least, would explain why the barrage of publicity about the atrocities kept coming even as England’s own civil war ought to have provided more than enough news and blood to keep the printshops busy. In 1646, the year of Parliament’s victory in the first civil war, Sir John Temple produced this official history of the rebellion which put the total death toll amongst Protestants in Ireland during the rising at 300,000 – against, let us remember, a total Protestant population of some 125,000. Mistakes are made with numbers in the heat of the moment, but after four years’ evidence-gathering this was a stretch; yet the claim was reproduced when Temple’s account was reprinted in 1679, in 1698, five times during the eighteenth century – including immediately after the Jacobite risings of 1715 and 1745 – and on through the nineteenth, with an edition even appearing during the Home Rule crisis in 1912. When a falsehood continues to be repeated despite plainly being wrong, there is usually a good reason: typically, it is a claim that has what we nowadays call truthiness, that is, it feels true to a particular audience even if it is not factually correct. So, it is with the atrocity stories of the Irish rebellion: they became a myth, indeed perhaps the founding myth of Irish Protestant identity. The anniversary of the rising on 23 October was commemorated with marches, sermons and demonstrations for centuries: like that other great act of Catholic treachery, the Gunpower Plot, it was never to be forgot. But to Irish Protestants, its meaning was that they were permanently living in a building filled with gunpowder. Their neighbours, who enormously outnumbered them, had suddenly and viciously turned on them before, and might do so again if they let their guard down even for a moment. It was and to some extent even now remains the proverbial predicament of the man who rides a tiger; there is no way to reach safety, there is no reconciliation to be had, there is at best only eternal vigilance. It made idealistic projects of conversion and coexistence of Bishop Bedell’s kind look naïve to the point of ridiculousness. It ensured that the fundamental relationship between Ireland’s Catholic majority and Protestant minority would remain one of profound fear and suspicion, and that all future atrocities on both sides would be weighed against and interpreted through that history. The banners and murals of modern Irish Protestantism hark back to it. When Ian Paisley was asked to explain the modern partition of Ireland, his explanation was to say simply: 1641.
As so often with atrocity stories, the real damage is done not so much by invention and exaggeration – though there was certainly that – but by selection. The 1641 rising and the killings that immediately followed it have lived long in Irish Protestant memory; the decade of war that followed not so much. That war, the ‘Eleven Years’ War’ or the ‘War of the Confederation’, is not my subject today, so I won’t dwell on it, but we need to notice it. That first winter, the royalist force in Dublin held on, and with some English and Scottish reinforcements, began to fight back; in the spring of 1642, the Catholic rebels formed the confederation of Kilkenny, whose war aims included the total reversal of the Reformation and re-establishment of Catholicism. The war continued for most of the decade, apart from an uneasy truce between 1643 and 1645, with four principal players: Catholic Irish confederates, Scottish Protestants, English royalists and English parliamentarians – for by now England, too, was embroiled in full-scale civil war. The English Civil War is vividly remembered for its brutality and bloodshed. The largely forgotten Irish wars of the same decade were at least as bad. Atrocity stories did their work: both sides demonised their enemies and struck ever more extreme positions. Add to that long-standing patterns of Irish warfare in which scorched-earth tactics were used by all sides, meaning that by the end of the decade large parts of the population were exposed to famine, dysentery, typhus and, in a fresh outbreak in 1649, bubonic plague. All in all, the war-related deaths of that decade may add up to something close to half a million people, that is, a fifth or more of the island’s population.
One reason for this was that the stakes were so high, not only for the Irish themselves but for the Scots and the English. Neither island, Britain or Ireland, could be secure if the other was held by a hostile regime. The Catholic confederates in Ireland were indeed hoping to invade England and subdue its heretical parliament, perhaps in alliance with the king, perhaps not. The various Anglo-Scottish forces were all working to turn Ireland in their favour. Live and let live was simply not a possibility.
Which is why Oliver Cromwell, having made himself effective master of England and having executed the king in January 1649, made it his first priority that summer to tackle the long-running Irish emergency. Forces loyal to the new regime had already secured Dublin from the defunct royalist army. Now Cromwell himself arrived with 3000 battle-hardened English mounted troops backed with first-class field artillery, some of the world’s most formidable soldiers under the century’s most ruthlessly brilliant general. His first priority was to secure the east coast, then the south, and he rolled up the major towns one by one, suffering relatively low battle casualties although a hefty toll of disease. As this string of victories proceeded, many towns surrendered without a fight, recognising that these battles could not be won. Cromwell himself returned to England in 1650, but his son-in-law Henry Ireton took command and pressed their advantage: resistance was confined to a relatively small area of the west by the end of 1651, and the last confederate force surrendered in early 1653. 
The Cromwellian conquest was of course a disaster for Irish Catholics, and in its wake over a tenth of the remaining population was driven off the land to make way for a what was supposed to have been a huge further wave of Protestant plantation: this was the period when the regime offered a substantial bounty of five pounds to anyone who brought in the head of a Catholic priest. But for all the notoriety that has attached to the 1650s, two names have come to symbolise the Cromwellian tyranny: Drogheda and Wexford. 
Drogheda, some thirty miles north of Dublin, was the first target of Cromwell’s campaign: it controlled the coast road from Dublin to the Protestant settler communities in Ulster. It was a town of some three to four thousand people, and it was also held against Cromwell by a garrison of just under three thousand men, a combined force of Catholic confederates and English royalists which included some of the most formidable soldiers in Ireland: Cromwell actually suspected the force was rather larger than it turned out to be. Cromwell’s total force consisted of some twelve thousand men, plus heavy guns. The city’s defenses were medieval curtain walls, built to repel archers, hopelessly out of date against artillery: only one tower survives today. The defenders were also critically short of gunpowder and ammunition, although Cromwell did not know the full extent of this: they were waiting and hoping to be resupplied if they could hold out a little longer. Cromwell decided not to give them the chance. He arrived at Drogheda on the 3rd of September and prepared his guns for an assault. On the 10th of September, he issued an ultimatum, demanding the governor surrender so that ‘the effusion of blood may be prevented’, and adding, ‘If this be refused, you will have no cause to blame me.’ That was more than an ominous threat: it was a clear statement in accord with the contemporary laws of war, which stated that if an opportunity to surrender had been offered but refused, there was no obligation on besieging forces to give any quarter.
The assault took place on the following evening, the 11th of September, and was hard-fought. The walls were breached in two places by artillery, but in both cases the attackers met fierce resistance and around 150 of Cromwell’s troops, including one of his colonels, were killed. Cromwell wrote that ‘in the heat of the action, I forbade them to spare any that were in arms in the town’; and we will never know to what extent it was a spur-of-the-moment decision fired by his anger at his own losses, and to what extent a calculated use of exemplary terror. Regardless, the order to give no quarter was issued, and obeyed. There are disputes as to how many of the defenders survived – possibly as many as two hundred, most likely fewer: most of the survivors were sentenced instead to penal transportation to Barbados, aside from a handful who managed to flee west into the country. Cromwell’s own account, written five days later, claimed that ‘I believe we put to the sword the whole number of the defendants. I do not think thirty of the whole number escaped with their lives.’ One group barricaded into a tower were offered their lives if they surrendered by a junior commander, who, it turns out, did not have the authority to make the offer: they accepted it, Cromwell overruled him and they were killed. Another group of defenders took refuge in the church steeple. Cromwell ordered it set on fire: some thirty of them were killed by fire, the remaining fifty-odd fled outside and were killed there. 
Civilian casualties are a different matter: Cromwell claimed that ‘many inhabitants’ died, whatever that means, and one of his military chaplains estimated up to eight hundred, but most modern historians reckon the number may have been lower: the distinction between civilian and combatant was in any case not a clean one – these were not uniformed armies with well-defined rules of engagement. What we can say is that Cromwell’s army deliberately set out to slaughter the defending soldiers but that there was no deliberate policy of killing civilians; nor was there a scrupulous care for their welfare and protection. And all of this, it should be said, was within the norms and accepted laws of siege warfare, albeit it was unusual for the accepted legal right to deny quarter to be exercised to this extent, and Cromwell himself in his previous military career had never done anything like this.
His next target was the small port town of Wexford, on Ireland’s south-eastern corner, the gateway to the south coast and a base from which royalists and confederates were raiding English shipping. Events there following Cromwell’s arrival with a smaller force of some 6000 men on the 2nd of October are more confused. Alarmed by the news from Drogheda, some defenders and civilians were inclined to surrender, but the confederate commander instead played for time, stringing out negotiations with Cromwell while he quietly gathered reinforcements, building up his forces to nearly 5000 men, a number which made an assault dauntingly difficult. It appears that the actual assault began on 11 October without Cromwell’s direct order: it was sparked when an English royalist captain commanding a section of the defenses chose to surrender on his own initiative, and Cromwell’s troops took the chance to launch an assault without waiting for orders. It was irregular, but effective: the surprised defenders were routed, and Cromwell’s men suffered negligible casualties. Unlike at Drogheda, there were no orders not to give quarter, but few of Cromwell’s soldiers seem to have wished to accept surrenders. Cromwell reckoned some two thousand defenders were killed, although modern historians would lower that figure to maybe fifteen hundred. A comparable number of civilians also died; several hundred of those deaths happened as the population, especially the women of the town, fled towards the harbour and surged onto boats to try to escape, many of which were then swamped. The town was devastated much more severely than Drogheda had been, to the extent that Cromwell’s army was not even able to billeted there.
The two cases, then, are rather different: the one a deliberate and systematic policy of slaughtering men in arms, the other a disordered massacre of both soldiers and civilians. The total death toll at Drogheda was higher and the proportion of the defenders killed at Wexford was much lower, but Wexford suffered much worse civilian casualties and property damage. However, the fact that the first two battles Cromwell’s army fought in Ireland both led to such exceptionally bloody massacres is not a coincidence. Cromwell, explaining the Drogheda killings to the Rump Parliament back home, said that there were two reasons for it:
“I am persuaded that this is a righteous judgement of God on these barbarous wretches, who have imbrued their hands with so much innocent blood; and that it will tend to prevent the effusion of blood for the future.”
The second point is a grimly reasonable one, the logic of war, and arguably the rest of the campaign bear it out: after these two massacres, a number of other towns such as Dundalk surrendered without resistance. The Earl of Ormond, the royalist commander in Ireland, lamented at how his men were stupefied into cowardice by the massacres. This is what one historian calls the Hiroshima justification: a spectacular and merciless atrocity can sometimes bring a war to a speedier conclusion. Whether or not you feel that is a justified argument, you can at least see the logic.
But Cromwell’s first point was perhaps the more fundamental one, and it was that point that he reiterated after Wexford, when he wrote that ‘righteous justice brought a just judgement upon them’ – that is a lot of moral and legal language to use to describe a chaotic massacre carried out by soldiers acting without orders. His men, after all, belonged to a self-consciously Protestant army: they were holy warriors, who for eight years had been fed stories of Irish atrocities, of this running sore of a rebellion which they were at last in a position to avenge. This was more than military pragmatism: it was justice, the rough and terrible justice of the God of battles. Wexford was an even better witness to this truth than Drogheda, for there it was not even an order; it was simply how events beyond anyone’s control had unfolded, and for Cromwell that meant it was plainly God’s will. We might be inclined to ascribe it instead to how an army fed on atrocity stories, hardened by a previous massacre and convinced of the treachery and inhumanity of its opponents will behave, especially since the forces restraining seventeenth-century armies from atrocities in captured cities were never very strong. And look too how Cromwell’s comment blends two different reasons for seeing the massacre as just: the specific claim that the blood shed by Irish Catholics had earned this recompense, and also the underlying conviction, centuries old in English attitudes to Ireland, that they were barbarous wretches, savages who could only be dealt with in one way.
Cromwell’s military judgement was, as usual, shrewd: the ruthlessness of these two sieges very likely won him his victory more swiftly, and, crucially, enabled him to return to England himself. They also made 1649, and the twin names Drogheda and Wexford, as notorious as 1641; it was a decade with something for everyone. In modern times, the sense that they are in indelible stain on Cromwell’s reputation has grown: he is no longer the hero of constitutionalism whose Victorian Whig admirers erected a statue to him outside the Palace of Westminster in 1899 – in the teeth of Irish Nationalist objections; nowadays it is routine instead to describe him as a war criminal, except among Irish loyalists, who still celebrate him as a liberator. But this is about far more than one historical figure’s reputation. As with the stories told about 1641, many Irish and Catholic accounts of the two sieges are exaggerated, tend to inflate the numbers of the dead and to turn complex and confused military encounters into simple morality tales, but once again there is a certain truthiness in this. The reason Drogheda and Wexford have endured in Irish memory is that they are symbols of a wider truth, and if the symbols themselves don’t always fit the wider truth is I think beyond dispute: that for centuries the English in Ireland, and Ireland’s Protestant establishment, have regarded Irish Catholic lives as cheap and have seen the island’s Catholic population as a problem to be suppressed or driven out, not as potential converts and certainly not as equals. In that sense, at least, 1649 and 1641 have served their purposes; each side has ample justification to see the other as barbarous wretches.
So, when it comes to Ireland’s many atrocities – and there are plenty more – you pay your money and you take your choice. But that is a bleak note to end on, so let me add one more element. Nowhere in Europe have historical wounds been kept open and bleeding more copiously than in Ireland, but even in Ireland they can heal. Four years ago, in 2016, we marked the centenary of the Easter Rising, the doomed and quixotic rebellion by a handful of Irish republicans in Dublin during the First World War which ended up triggering the Irish civil war, partition, and the creation of the Irish Free State, the forerunner of the modern Irish Republic. The fiftieth anniversary of the rising in 1966 was a celebratory nationalist festival, whose themes were the heroism of the republicans, the romanticism of their doomed struggle, and the bloodthirsty brutality of the British response. The commemorations in 2016 came from a different world: commentators and popular histories picked their way through the grim ironies of the rising, offered understanding of how it appeared to all sides without feeling the need to justify any of them, and in general treated the event as a hugely consequential tragedy rather than a unifying myth. The partial resolution of thirty years of civil conflict in Ireland, a transformed economic and political relationship with Britain and, not least, Queen Elizabeth II’s transformative state visit to the Irish Republic in 2011, had apparently made something new possible: that history might be allowed to be history. That transformed outlook is not guaranteed: we have seen in the past year how easily old ghosts can be stirred, and as long as 1641 and 1649 are recalled, the old fears and hatreds can easily stir again. But Ireland’s bitter maturity towards its history has been hard-won, even as its larger neighbour to the east continues to remain blithely and willfully ignorant on the subject. Instead of the mirage of justice, that maturity offers a simpler possibility from which much of the world might learn that the many victims of Ireland’s troubles may be allowed to rest in peace.
Further Reading
Robin Clifton, '"An Indiscriminate Blackness"? Massacre, Counter-Massacre, and Ethnic Cleansing in Ireland, 1640-1660' in Mark Levene and Penny Roberts (ed.), The Massacre in History (New York and Oxford: Berghahn Books, 1999)

Mike Cronin, A History of Ireland (Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2001)

John Gibney, The Shadow of a Year: The 1641 Rebellion in Irish History and Memory (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2013)
J. H. Ohlmeyer (ed), Ireland from Independence to Occupation, 1641-1660 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1965)

M. Perceval-Maxwell, The Outbreak of the Irish Rebellion of 1641 (Dublin: Gill & McMillan, 1994)
© Professor Alec Ryrie 2020
1

[image: image2.png]