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Introduction

In a field in County Meath, a sunken hedge encapsulates much of the lingering power that Oliver Cromwell still holds in Ireland. According to one local tale, Cromwell encountered this hedge on his way to slaughtering the inhabitants in the garrison town of Drogheda in the autumn of 1649; assessing the size of the fence, he accepted a dare from his men that he could leap over it on his horse. Of course, he succeeded in executing the great vault, laughing maniacally and defiantly along the way. The hedge, now conquered, came to be known as “Cromwell’s Ha-Ha Fence”; but no plaque or memorialization exists to mark it as anything other than a hedge in a field today.1 Other sites in Meath gained his name or presence in more overt or covert ways, however. “Cromwell’s Avenue” leads to Gormanston Castle; Cromwell was said to have bivouacked at The Camp Field, also before the Drogheda onslaught; many of his soldiers became infested with lice at “The Lousy Lea,” an encampment in Herbertstown, Stamullen. Near Scurlogstown, he allegedly encountered soldiers from the opposing army, and after human bones were discovered in later years, a local hill came to be known as Cromwell’s Hill. And his imprint spread out from there.2

The story of Cromwell’s ha-ha fence remains questionable, however, as many historians would remind us. Cromwell might have passed near that hedge in Meath, but the discipline he imposed on his New Model Army would have made such a fanciful leap incongruous at this moment in the campaign—or maybe not. There was indeed such a thing as a ha-ha fence, but it is a generic term which refers to the hedges that came to prominence in eighteenth-century Anglo-Irish and English estate gardens, representing social distinctions and boundary-making in the ascendancy age.3 Most egregious to historians is the fact that there is no evidence in any textual form that such a leap took place, and it is not important anyway, and therefore should be dismissed. Even worse, the story cannot be dated precisely, or it is mangled beyond recognition to anything that existed at the time of its presumed occurrence or invention.

Yet larger truths can emerge from such a tale, and some factual aspects as well. We know that Cromwell liked horses and pranks, and that in his youth he was described as “breaking…hedges of enclosures” on his steed.4 Cromwell did pass through Meath on his way to overseeing the massacre at Drogheda before heading south to Wexford, where he would, in the words of Thomas Macaulay, follow the model of the Hebrews in attacking the Canaanites, “with Drogheda…as Jericho and Wexford as Ai.”5 He was also known for an unsettling tendency to giggle, with John Aubrey, the seventeenth-century antiquarian, writing that after the victorious battle of Dunbar, “he did laugh so excessively as if he had been drunk; his eyes sparkled with the spirits.”6 Finally, and on the level of symbolism and synecdoche, by executing the leap, Cromwell dominates the hedge as he would the country. The story of the ha-ha fence, in other words, may not be entirely factual, if it is factual at all, but a meaning was born there, and one that contained its own considerable truths and created historical places that lived on through time. While the fence invokes a highly localized and geographical memory, it finally drew on a figure whose memory resonated powerfully in the country, and would shape the course of Irish history in turn.7

This book attempts to excavate the many ways in which Cromwell was both remembered and pointedly forgotten in Ireland over the centuries after his conquest. More centrally, it argues that to write such a history necessitates that we move past traditional and official presentations of the man and look elsewhere, for example to laugh-inducing hedges, in order to grasp the full weight of what he meant in Ireland. This requires an engagement with alternative as well as elite and official sources from the past, including folklore and material objects, religious writings and literature, political polemics and emigrant newspapers; it also entails that one find Cromwell’s presence in places where he has ostensibly been “forgotten,” whether in allusions, silences, reticences, or willful avoidances. To therefore trace the innumerable memorializations or “forgettings” of Cromwell requires that one write history differently, and resist viewing the “facts” and “myths” of Cromwell as simplistically oppositional or somehow damaging, especially when his memorializations were so intimately bound up in both.8 It is also to respect rather than condescend to the ways in which Cromwell served as the guiding star around which so many different communities in Ireland orbited and defined themselves, however tangentially. Like Mr. Fanshawe in M.R. James’s story “A View from a Hill,” we must therefore raise an alternative set of binoculars to the past in order to apprehend an entirely unfamiliar, invisible landscape of memories. It is through this lens that we may encounter a series of different—and occasionally nightmarish—Cromwells as well.9

Cromwell in His Own Time

Oliver Cromwell has been so accepted as a dominant villain in Irish history that to even question the reasons for his attaining such a position might seem superfluous.10 There were certainly other ogres in Irish history. Diarmait Mac Murchada could be reviled as an arch-traitor for inviting the Anglo-Normans into Ireland in the twelfth century; more recent to Cromwell were the soldiers and administrators who began what Cromwell completed. Henry Sidney, the Earl of Essex, Lord Grey de Wilton, Lord Mountjoy, Arthur Chichester, Richard Bingham; all were ruthless and a few psychopathic, just as Elizabeth I, the monarch they served, would earn a sullied memory in Ireland as well. Cromwell, however, was different not only in scale but in kind. Unlike his predecessors, who served as agents of a monarch, he represented only himself, or perhaps the republic and later protectorate over which he ruled. He had even, unthinkably, killed a king—or at least contributed significantly to bringing the axe down on Charles I’s head. A few of his forerunners in Ireland were also known to be godly Protestants; but Cromwell’s aggressive sense of providence was something new, especially as it was used as a means of creating a disciplined New Model Army not seen before in history. And while military atrocities had occurred earlier, in places such as Smerwick, the artillery and army he brought with him to Ireland were unprecedented in size and force, and none inflicted a massacre on the scale of Drogheda and Wexford.11

Cromwell would campaign in Ireland for only nine months before returning to England in the later spring of 1650, leaving behind a continuing war that finally ended in 1653 with plague and ruination. It should be noted that Ireland had witnessed considerable afflictions before him, most notably during the confederate wars of the 1640s.12 Confiscation of land had also been under way with the earlier plantations of Munster and Ulster. Yet over two-thirds of the land-surface would change ownership under the Cromwellian administration, helped along in the surveying and mapping of the country by a new kind of thinker in the statistically minded man of the “new science,” William Petty. Thousands were transported west to Connaught, or deported to the continent, with the less fortunate sent on to indentured servitude on the Caribbean sugar plantations. While the land settlement would not be fully established until the reign of William III, the policies enacted under Cromwell’s rule resulted, according to William Smyth, in the most “monumental transformation of Irish life, property, and landscape that the island had ever known.”13

These deeds alone would ensure Cromwell’s notoriety in Ireland and elsewhere, but his fame was also irradiated by the kind of charisma which attached itself to other historical oddities such as Napoleon. As Hilaire Belloc once wrote, “No character lends itself more to myth than Oliver Cromwell,” and this myth-making took hold quickly and early.14 Like Napoleon, Cromwell believed that his personal destiny was driven on by something higher, and this belief seemed to generate a kind of magnetic force field, eliciting awe, wonder, or revulsion. Contradictions, hypocrisy, and discordances abounded in Cromwell as well, which only added to the legend. John Buchan would famously state that “as a devotee of the law, he was often forced to be lawless; a civilian to the core, he had to maintain himself by the sword; with a passion to construct, his task was chiefly to destroy.”15 One could add more. An obscure Puritan member of the English Parliament and a financial failure, he found his historical moment at the age of 42, as civil war broke out in England. With no formal military training, he proceeded to distinguish himself as a parliamentarian cavalry commander, eventually revolutionizing the ways in which armies in England fought by utilizing speed, pursuing absolute victory, dismissing casualties (though not without some providential justification, if soldiers fought on his side), and turning his New Model Army into a disciplined force driven on in the theater of Christ and Anti-Christ. He also harbored God-driven imperialist ambitions, which would come to disaster in the famous Western Design to overtake Spain in the Caribbean.16 Two years after his death in1658, the monarchy would be restored and his body posthumously hanged for treason, though his severed head lived on and assumed a life of its own in different hands.17 As Buchan would conclude, while Cromwell for all his godliness was a “realist,” in the end he was “condemned to build that which could not last.”18

In other words, Cromwell’s life in Ireland and elsewhere, to quote Thomas Carlyle, was epic.19 But his persona was also adaptable to different frames of narrative and meaning, giving rise to an array of legends. Even before he invaded Ireland and during the English civil wars beginning in 1642, his fame had become well established.20 In 1643, the royalist weekly newspaper, Mercurius Aulicus, described “Colonel Cromwell” in Peterborough, and how he put his soldiers to “plundering,” in order to “deface the Cathedral Church, break down organs, destroy glass windows and commit many other outrages on the house of God.”21 The royalist Bruno Ryves, in the Mercurius Rusticus, also described the Peterborough church as “robb’d, defac’d, and spyl’d by Cromwel.”22 This association of Cromwell with iconoclasm, fairly or not,23 would constitute a recurring theme in royalist works by polemicists and poets such as John Cleveland, who described it all as an act of killing “without bloodshed”: “For most of his Trophees are in a Church-Window,” Cleveland wrote, even though “a Looking Glasse would shew [Cromwell] more superstition.”24 News accounts, meanwhile, described Cromwell’s feats at the battles of Marston Moor or Naseby, and while the extremely capable Thomas Fairfax might have been commander-in-chief of the army during the civil wars, it was Cromwell who was propelled to the forefront of public attention.

Satirical royalist poems and newsbooks from the 1640s, as we will see in the next chapter, proceeded to focus on Cromwell as “Noll the Brewer,” a slander emphasizing his low-born origins.25 Visual culture in turn heavily emphasized his large nose, earning him the nickname of His Noseship, among other sobriquets. We shall also return to Cromwell’s nose in chapter six, but in his own time, the nose was turned into a kind of leitmotif as well as a visual mnemonic device, in pamphlets such as A Case for Nol’s Nose.26 By 1650 the fleshly protuberance was well established, with one commentator, borrowing from Judges 15, describing “Samsons foxes firebrands & all beaten together into an intolerable nose.” Even parliamentarian advocates chimed in when they wrote how “it was his bloody Sword, not his Bloody Beake, which made [royalists] run almost toward every point of the Compass.”27 By 1649, the image had been picked up by the Duke of Ormonde, who hoped that his reunited confederate forces would defeat the invader and send him to the black night of hell, with “Onely thy ruby Nose to give thee light.”28

Cromwell would also become indelibly tainted with regicide, based on plays such as The famous tragedie of King Charles I, first published in the spring of 1649.29 He enters in the first act, turning to his chaplain Hugh Peters (whom he calls “my fine facetious Devill”); Peters in turn describes Cromwell as “the Aetna, that doth fame our English world.”30 Ambition in addition to hypocrisy also became established character traits: one anonymous poet from 1649 described Cromwell as an “Insatiate Monster, that does swallow downe/At once a Kingdome and a glorious crowne.”31 The poet anticipated victory over Cromwell by Ormonde’s forces; one year later and still holding out hope, another poet, the fervent Catholic Thomas Cobbes, would pen a long verse which likened Cromwell and his men to a “hell-hatch’d bande” of “leprous souls,” as well “base Mechanicks” or “hedge-borne vagabondes”: slanders that had become part of Irish verse, as we shall see.32

Cromwell also played no small role in forging his own legend, in Ireland as well as England. He was clear in his letters and speeches that his invasion of Ireland would be an act of providence that not only tamped down rebellion there but answered to the uprising of 1641, when Catholics staged an uprising which resulted in the death of multitudes of Protestant settlers. It would be an event remembered for centuries to come.33 Once he landed in Ireland eight years later, Cromwell issued a number of letters that implicitly articulated a military as well as political strategy, as he sought to aggrandize his actions to the government back home, and to overawe, through word of mouth taken from these accounts, those towns not yet surrendered. In this regard, his letters served as a kind of force magnifier, even if capitulation was by no means assured and the campaign would be prolonged in the end.

In letters from Ireland, Cromwell rarely referred to the “Irish,” “Old English” (or Catholic descendants of the Anglo-Normans), and “Royalists”; rather, they were “the enemy.” In Wexford, he wrote, “two boatfuls of the enemy attempt[ed] to escape,” only to be “overprest with numbers,” which caused the boats to sink, “whereby [they] were drowned near three hundred of them.” For Cromwell, this drowning was “an unexpected providence,” evidence of God’s “righteous judgments,” and a “just judgment upon them,” after the alleged atrocities committed on Protestants by Catholics in 1641.34 His invocation of providence in this way bound him to a divinely driven, otherworldly force and plan, and lessened his own culpability in the process.35 Yet a defensiveness could be read into his letters as well, as in his famous words after Drogheda that “I am persuaded that this is a righteous judgment of God upon these barbarous wretches, who have imbrued their hands in so much innocent blood; and that it will tend to prevent the effusion of blood for the future.”36 After the royalist bishops of Clonmacnoise issued a condemnation in 1649, Cromwell replied, “give us an instance of one man since my coming into Ireland, not in arms, massacred, destroyed or banished”—meaning that none were deliberately killed who were not themselves in arms.37

Supplementing these letters were news reports and oral accounts of contemporary affairs in Ireland, issued by eyewitnesses or active commanders such as the Cromwellian colonel John Hewson or St Nicholas’ church’s Protestant dean Nicholas Bernard.38 Thomas à Wood would describe scenes of Drogheda in which Cromwellians pursued the enemy into the church or seized children to use as defensive shields “to keep themselves from being shot or brain’d.” Wood, like other soldiers, would return to England and later tell his “mother and brethren” these stories, his brother later publishing the account.39 The press, in turn, would seize upon these stories, with the Cork-printed Irish Monthly Mercury or Mercurius Pragmaticus describing in 1649 how “Cromwell hath now his ironsides banged to purpose.”40 Ormonde, for his part, offered a description of Drogheda in a letter to Charles II, adding that “Cromwell…exceeded himself, much more than anything heard of, in breach of faith and bloody inhumanity.” Though Cromwell would meet resistance, particularly in Clonmel, Ormond nevertheless wrote that “It is not to be imagined how great the terror is that those successes and the power of the rebels have struck into this people…[who are] so stupified that it is with great difficulty I can persuade them to act anything like men towards their own preservation.”41

Long after Cromwell had departed in 1650, but as the campaign continued to progress and then end, Colonel Richard Lawrence described Ireland as a place where “the plague and famine had so swept away whole counties, that a man might travel twenty or thirty miles and not see a living creature, either man, or beast, or bird—they being all dead, or had quitted those desolate places.” “Our soldiers,” he continued, “would tell stories of the places where they saw smoke—it was so rare to see either smoke by day, or fire or candle by night.”42 Most well known was Seán Ó Conaill’s “Tuireamh na hÉireann,” a poem composed in the 1650s which described Cromwell’s campaign as “the war that finished Ireland.” Cromwell, for Ó Conaill, was a “uniting warrior,” who with his lieutenants made up “a mighty host with horses and armor,/A sword and pistol in each of their hands/A stop-carbine and polished firelock.”43

In reality, and as Toby Barnard has pointed out, too much of the country’s conquest after 1649 is attributed to Cromwell, just as many of the dispossessions and confiscations, to be fair, cannot be credited to him alone. As we shall see, many of his “men” were also remembered as being worse than him, which is understandable since they stayed on to inflict damage and confiscation in the localities, in the manner of all “legates of Augustus” through history.44 But the agents of Cromwell who acted under and benefitted by his regime would still carry the social memory of Cromwell with them, and especially so when they and their descendants became known as “Cromwellians.” Cromwell and the Cromwellians, in other words, were not at all synonymous, though the two would still come to occupy the same space of remembrance, and therefore need to be studied together. As Kevin Whelan has written, “Cromwell” or “Cromwellian” acted a kind of “shorthand for a complex set of attitudes, all resting not so much on the man himself, but on his being symbolic of the defining moment in Irish history.”45 This book therefore seeks to uncover the many ways in which Cromwell and his Cromwellians traveled through religious, political, material, economic, and literary channels, revealing not only their own historical moment but the complexity of attitudes that shaped Ireland in the centuries to come.

Memory, Forgetting, Reputation

Guy Beiner’s pioneering work on memory and forgetting has been an inspiration for this book, which will follow down paths cleared by him even as it veers into other directions. In addition to advancing a “vernacular historiography” that encompasses oral traditions, material culture, or other commemorative practices, Beiner has suggested that scholars return to the historian William McNeill and his revival of old idea of “mythistory”: an ungainly and somewhat ambiguous term used to describe the fusion of a traditional fact-bound “scientific” history and the study of the “shared truths” and “meaning patterns” manifested by communities in rituals, imaginative narratives, and other expressive forms.46 For McNeill, approaching the past through mythistory would provide a more expansive alternative for historians who wished to move beyond the “almost mechanical vision of scientific method” and the fetishization of facts that had dominated the practice of history—history as Wissenschaft—since Leopold von Ranke.47 It is not that Herodotus, with his more broadminded, anthropological, anecdotal, superstitious, and sometimes invented approach to the past should override the high seriousness and stance of objectivity taken by his successor, Thucydides; rather, myth could join with fact as equally valid parts of a larger historical enterprise—or at least the two should not be dichotomized into a binary.48

All the remembrancers (or forgetters) explored in this book perpetuated their own embellishments, effacements, misremembrances, or legends when it came to Cromwell. This was the case for high church divines, eighteenth-century political polemicists, and nineteenth-century historians as much as it was for petitioners, family genealogists, ruins-dwellers, storytellers, performers, or Irish emigrant newspapermen. Their recollections of Cromwell were located in a particular place and historical moment, even as they could also move along a local, national, and even global axis. Groups across every level of society or religious denomination in this way projected what they wished or dreaded to see in Cromwell, and so they spun their webs out of the material of a usable past. Many of the representations they propagated could also be highly damaging, with Cromwell serving as a particularly blunt cudgel in the nineteenth century. On the other hand, to dismiss certain depictions of Cromwell as wrong and nothing more is to overlook all the ways in which he was productively utilized to fit the needs and conditions of the time and shape the direction of Ireland’s history in turn.49

This book, in other words, does not seek to explode the “myths” that accumulated around Cromwell in Ireland, or list all that was false about different memorializations of the man. Such an endeavor would result in little more than a patronizing parlor-game exercise, and not bring us any closer to understanding the ways in which he was remembered in the country. Nor does this book make the case for historical relativism, or refute the importance of facts. There is a difference between judicious historical inquiry into Cromwell’s life and deeds and the ways in which he was creatively adapted and re-adapted over the centuries after his death—even though histories, too, were part of those re-adaptations, as we shall see. Studying memory as a historical source and method, and as an inquiry in its own right, nevertheless requires a loosening of rigid empiricism in order to enter those other more malleable worlds. As Peter Burke has reminded us, it also requires that we question those who shaped these memories and for what purpose and function, and how memories were transmitted or plunged into oblivion, and towards what particular ends.50

It should be pointed out that scholars have offered vast and bewildering categorizations of memory, including public memory, popular memory, cultural memory, or multidirectional memory.51 Confusing as these qualifiers and the conceptualizations behind them may be, they are better than reifying the term by simply calling it “memory,” as if “memory” has its own standalone and free-floating historical agency. Especially in the case of Cromwell, memories of him were individual and communal, embedded in political, religious, and economic networks, received in particular ways, reinvented for present-day objectives, recreated in narratives, and very much connected to historical moments and interests. Following Burke, Beiner, Elizabeth Tonkin, and others, the term “social memory” and “social forgetting” will therefore be used here, since it best encapsulates the process of a more fluid or dynamic remembrance as determined by social groups and individuals acting together.52 The term “collective memory,” which ushered in the field of memory studies, was first proposed by the sociologist Maurice Halbwachs in the 1920s, and remains important as it emphasizes how memory is inseparable from its social and cultural contexts.53 But the term also connotes a homogenous and static “common mind” at work, negating the role of individual contributions to this process of remembering.54 Social memory, by contrast, allows for individual contributions and variabilities as they take shape within and between different social groups.55 With Cromwell in Ireland, those social memories were all multitudinous, varying from the official and nonofficial, the oral and written, the autobiographical and the folkloric, the public and private, the religious and sectarian, and the regional and national. All of these modes represented the source of living and often contested narratives that were constructed and received by diverse communities, each of which saw in Cromwell what they needed to see at a particular moment in time.56

By the same token, and as Beiner has reminded us, forgetting is part of this dynamic as well. Contrary to being the opposite of memory, “forgetting” entails misremembering, evasion, selective omission, or other complex shadings which exist between remembrance and full-on oblivion.57 Historians have suggested, for example, that Cromwell was relatively sidelined as a memory in the late seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, and only came to full villainous prominence in nineteenth-century nationalist discourses. There is some truth in this, but as the next two chapters will demonstrate, earlier silences about Cromwell can be revealing in their own right, especially as they mask uncomfortable personal pasts or attempt to “move on” by casting historical episodes to the shadows. And many individuals and groups did indeed wish to forget Cromwell, including those who served under him, got their lands by him, were tarred by political association with him, or simply wanted to forget those civil war and interregnum years. Forgetting in all its manifestations is therefore as important as remembering, with Cromwell haunting both realms. Like a nightmare gradually dispersed and put out of mind in the waking hours, vestiges of him still remained behind.

Intersecting with yet diverging from social memory and forgetting is the matter of Cromwell’s official or accepted reputation. Many excellent sociological studies have been devoted to the subject of reputation, particularly in their examinations of the hero and villain in national cultures.58 The monstrous Cromwell, for example, could function as the inverse of what Emile Durkheim described as a community’s invocation of ideal figures: the opposite of a Daniel O’Connell, for example.59 On another level, he could possibly fit into a more simplistic version of René Girard’s concept of the scapegoat mechanism, in which the individual serves as the focal point of a community’s projections, aggressions, or hostilities. The analogy only works so far with Cromwell, however, since scapegoats are first demonized as the cause of evil and then deified as they are thought to bring about peace through their expulsion. Yet Cromwell continued to haunt, as long as the social and cultural order was not restored.60

To limit Cromwell’s afterlife through reputation alone, however, would also close down a broader memorializing horizon. The reputation of public figures is often forged through quasi-official or academic consensus and is settled at least for a time. Any contestation tends to work within the same accepted perimeters of a given individual or institution being “good,” “bad,” or “both.” But as Hayden White once put it, those who seek to control “official” history offer narratives that result in “exclusions or proscriptions of certain ways of imagining historical reality.”61 What goes missing are alternative channels of memory and the persistence of those other memories across time, particularly as they emerged from marginalized or overlooked groups. These groups, however, were no less powerful in their own contributions to the memorializations that defined a country and its manifold identities. To include alternative accounts from the past and treat them as serious historical sources reflects the fact that history cannot be fully understood without acknowledging those other voices, and by extension the historical and social circumstances that drove them.

History in this way is not simply what happened but what it meant to those who memorialized it, in however imaginative or erroneous the form.62 Social memories can often resemble the goddess Fama, she of many eyes, ears, tongues, and feathers—evil and often brandishing lies, perhaps, but also interestingly unsettled in ways beyond that which simple descriptors can contain. Social memory also entails complex and shifting processes involving which past should be remembered or forgotten, or who should be recalled and why. Unlike reputation or history, social memory can also be fragmentary and partial, refusing to draw a clear line between the past and the present. And it lives on above all in folklore. Cromwell, for example, appears more than any other historical figure in tales from Ireland’s National Folklore Collection except for Daniel O’Connell: both men representing, perhaps, the twin pillars of good and bad, at least in one segment of the Irish cultural imagination.63 Cromwell’s place in the social memories of Ireland therefore cannot be grasped without attending to the evidence of folklore, which will appear throughout this book and with special focus in chapter six. While folklore, as in the tale of the ha-ha fence, presents serious methodological difficulties for the historian, it simply cannot be ignored or, even worse, treated as colorful illustrative matter and little more.64

Historians in fact have utilized folklore to great advantage,65 while acknowledging that it can be highly problematic in that it is essentially adaptable, open-ended, and communicative, full of variations and absurd inventions, carried along by the “flux” of performance and the affective responses of a given audience.66 Making matters more complicated, tales could originate in oral culture and then be transcribed into printed sources such as cheap books and pamphlets, and return to the oral culture again, to take on further guises.67 By the same token, folklore could actually be “fakelore”—that is, pseudo-folklore manufactured by elite culture, which then entered into oral culture, thus “folklorizing fakelore,” perhaps. Taking into account their inherent distortions, however, tales can be measured against the more fragmentary evidence of the past, in sources such as sermons, pamphlets, almanacs, early travel accounts, and even tombstones,68 to recover some evidence of oral attitudes across time.69 Tales themselves can also be read for the internal messages they convey, and the meanings embedded in their narrative codes. As Peter Burke has pointed out, if treated cautiously, stories in this way have the potential to reveal the attitudes and mentalities of past social groups, and as such have been able to extend the historical agenda in new and significant directions.70

Cromwell’s posthumous imprint in England or Scotland was everywhere as well, and some of the memorializations could migrate over to Ireland.71 But a broader comparative approach to Cromwell’s afterlife across the British archipelago would diminish the singular and distinct remembrances and forgettings of him that occurred in Ireland. It would also fail to account for how social memory is often site-specific and highly local, and cannot be treated in a comparative context without the risk of a larger flattening. A particular material setting tends to undergird social memory and forgetting, especially as the two are intimately bound with up the political, economic, cultural, and communal conditions in which they are produced; and these conditions varied in deep ways throughout Ireland. Landscape and material culture, folklore and Gaelic poetry, political discourses and religious literature, and—not least—historical writings: all will be explored in this book, especially as social groups and individuals appropriated Cromwell’s name and legend over time and in a specific locale.72 At the same time, and as chapter seven will demonstrate, to restrict the memory of Cromwell to one place alone is to take too static a view of what social memory can be, especially given the ways in which the “Irish” memories of Cromwell scattered across the diasporic space of America and clashed with other competing ideas of the man.73

Memories of Cromwell, in short, escaped time and space as much as they belonged to both; and memories escaped facts as well, even as they carried bare traces of them. In Charles Dickens’ Hard Times, the school board Superintendent Thomas Gradgrind—a “man of realities”—describes his philosophy of facts, since “Facts alone are wanted in life. Plant nothing else, and root out everything else. You can only form the minds of reasoning animals upon Facts…This is the principle on which I bring up my own children, and this is the principle on which I bring up these children. Stick to the Facts, Sir!”74 But in the realm of Cromwell’s Irish afterlife at least, facts are not enough to capture the dizzying number and range of creative memorializations or forgettings that he generated across the religious, political, literary, economic, material, and folkloric spectrum. Facts alone cannot tell us what he meant to so many; nor can historians and historiography capture all that he came to embody in Ireland. Even then, this book cannot capture the full scope of his presence in the country, and how it lived on through his henchmen or across the terrain. Yet only by tracing his specter through time can we see how Cromwell was not one but many, as he was fractured across Ireland’s landscape of remembrance in a thousand different ways.
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1

Aftermath

Introduction

Despite the demonizations that arose in the years after Cromwell’s death, social memories of the man remained unsettled, and especially so in Ireland.1 Though he had been gone for two years by the time Charles II ascended the throne, attempts to make sense of him remained variable as different writers laid claim to what he and his regime allegedly represented. In many cases, concerted efforts were made to forget Cromwell and his time entirely. The king, with the assent of parliament, addressed the recent interregnum by enacting a kind of enforced forgetting from above; specifically, the Act of Free and General Pardon, Indemnity and Oblivion, issued in 1660 and in Ireland in 1664, offered a pardon and amnesty to all in England who had committed crimes during the 1650s, with the exception of those who legally transgressed in the realm of witchcraft, rape, buggery, piracy, and most importantly, regicide.2 In addition to rendering all previous divisions into “utter oblivion,” the act also held to the pretense that there had never been an interruption in the monarchy, just as, in the words of the Earl of Clarendon, anyone who would “revive the memory of the late differences,” which also included the 1640s, was to be seriously reproached.3 The inclusion of “oblivion” in the act’s title therefore revealed, at least on paper, an intent to “bury all seeds of future discord” by actively silencing the Cromwellian interlude, or at least parts of it.4 And so would memories of the man be silenced as well. To solidify this historical lethe, an attempt on the part of the crown to control publications across the three kingdoms was also enacted.5 Of course, all this was a legal and political fiction, since for others, “The late rebellion need not be remembered since it is impossible it should be forgotten.”6

Meanwhile, Cromwell himself continued to live on regardless, and in a variety of forms. Some royalist propagandists in England simply restored the old satanic model, which served to contrast Cromwell’s darkness against the new king’s luminescence. Cromwell was the “imp of Satan,” his death in 1658 causing trees to shake and the gales to howl in a storm that came to be known as “Oliver’s wind.”7 The Loyal Martyrology (1665) contributed to the legend by describing Cromwell as a Caligula, a “wicked monster” and “center of mischief” who with his men felled the virtuous royalists. Meanwhile, the frontispiece to Anthony Sadler’s The Subjects Joy for the Kings restoration (1660) went even further in representing Cromwell as holding the wheel of fortune with a crown atop it, across from an alarmingly wide-eyed devil.8 The diabolical comparison was not simply a slander but served as an explanatory framework in a still providentially minded age. For James Heath, author of the 1663 Flagellum: or, The life and death, birth and burial of Oliver Cromwel (called a “mournful brown little Book” by Thomas Carlyle), Cromwell was “suck’d in by that Pestilent Air of his pious pretences,” harboring the “poyson of Asps under his Lips”; while he was preceded by other villains, “There was something different in this mans Tyranny from all former precedents, as there were stronger and stranger Corruptions of manners in the Times He lived, so that he seemed to be accommodated to them.”9 For Slingsby Bethel in 1668, on the other hand, Cromwell was simply the “world’s mistake.” George Bate, Cromwell’s physician turned royalist, was equally clipped when he looked back and stated that Cromwell had “two attendant spirits, a good and a bad.”10

These denunciations could occasionally be tempered by a more admiring or at least ambivalent treatment of the man’s courage and soldiery, even if they were not expressed too openly or in print.11 In this way, Cromwell would remain a thorny memory in later seventeenth-century England and Scotland, but his afterlife assumed its own particular resonance in Ireland. For one thing, and as Toby Barnard has rightly pointed out, he had to compete with the Duke of Ormonde as a figure of villainy, as will be seen. Villainy is not necessarily a zero-sum game, however, and Ormonde’s reputation did not necessarily push Cromwell’s aside.12 Cromwell was also joined and often overshadowed in the years after his rule by other individuals and events, including the 1641 uprising, the siege of Derry, and the Battle of Aughrim, though this did not obliterate contemporary memories of his own catastrophic trail of upheaval in Ireland. Instead, these other memories simply added to or collided with his own legacy—even if that legacy appeared to be effaced as well.

Not least, the immediate afterlife of Cromwell provided the bedrock on which future remembrances and forgettings would be reinvented in the years to come.13 If the landscape of memory in the seventeenth century was a cluttered place, the ways in which Cromwell was recalled—or not—were equally numerous and diverse.14 Standard histories written by partisan elites could provide only a partial and very limited sense of all that Cromwell came to represent in Ireland, in those decades when his patrimony was still fresh and when so much remained unresolved. It was not simply learned or partisan Catholic or Protestant historians, however, but Gaelic poets and Cromwellian soldiers, women, and the lower orders, who offered their own remembrances of the time when Cromwell or by extension the Cromwellians came to the land. Some memorializations were private, others insistently public and polemical, but all carried their own selections, occlusions, emphases, and deletions when it came to telling the story of those times and the man who dominated them. Particularly at the end of the century, general histories of the recent epoch were unrelenting in asserting themselves as “True and Impartial” accounts; but the very assertion revealed the existence of alternative views, which the “true and Impartial” attempted to overturn. In order to understand Cromwell’s immediate afterlife and its impact on social memories, it is therefore necessary to attend to this plurality of voices, especially as each of them contributed in their own way to a more lasting influence of memorializing and forgetting in the centuries to come.

Entreating the King, Remembering the Man

Some of the barest memorializing documents which invoked Cromwell and his regime in Ireland came from petitions and claims that were submitted in the early years of Charles II’s reign. These were collective assertions of community loss and appeal, and accounts that referenced personal history and experience; they were also communicative documents shaped strategically and rhetorically, with restitution rather than memorialization in mind. Ireland was hardly unique in its Restoration-era petitionary impulse, given that many documents were also filed in England on the part of soldiers or wounded civilians who sought pensions, thereby perpetuating memories of the past internecine wars.15 In Ireland, however, claims and petitions revolved around land or transplantation, and in them we find individual and collective voices, clerics and laypeople, as they sought to reconstitute their lives or lands in the new dispensation. Despite the strategies these documents displayed, in their obsequious words to the new king or descriptions of past sufferings, they also reveal glimpses of voices from lesser-known individuals and communities, attesting to the degraded condition of lives at a time when memories were recent and raw.

Recollections were framed within a narrative that expressed devotion to the king throughout those past years of tribulation. In Kilkenny immediately after the Restoration, the citizens petitioned the then Marquess (later Duke) of Ormonde, in the hopes that he would plead their case before the king, and all the more so since Kilkenny had been his base of power during the 1640s. Describing themselves as dwelling in “lurking places,” in a state of “miserie, poverty and slaverie,” they professed their loyalty to Ormonde, and to the king against the recent “usurped” power.16 Having survived the “anarchical government of usurping, assassinat[ing] and regicide men,” who indulged in “casting off all humanitie [and] turned into and became savadges [sic] in crueltie,” the inhabitants had “endured the worst of miseries” and now awaited help for “this poore distressed kingdom and nation.”17 In 1661, the inhabitants of Wexford also professed a “firm…ancient loyalty” to the king, before detailing the Cromwellian onslaught that struck them in October 1649: “the said usurper,” they wrote,

having a great army by sea and land before the said towne did, in the month of October 1649, so powerfully assault them that hee entred the towne, and put man, woman and child…to the sword; where, among the rest the said governor lost his life and other of the soldiers, and inhabitants to the number of fifteen hundred persons; and, besides, the whole stock and fortune of the inhabitants to an inestimable value, became pillage and booty to the said usurper and his soldiers.

The document continued to plead “in behalf of the children, heires, and widowes of those who sacrificed their lives in your majestie’s service” and sought that the king “look upon them as deserved objects of your favour and justice soe farre as to give order for their restitution to their former habitations, possessions, and interests in the said towne and country.”18 Suffering in this way, when attached to a professed royal fidelity, would hopefully provide the currency by which redress and favor could be attained.19

In individual petitionary letters to the king, and particularly those which protested the transplantations, Cromwell was depicted as ushering in a chain of personal catastrophes. Viscount Maurice Roche described himself in 1660 as having experienced a calamitous series of events over the course of seven years: his wife had defended their castle against the Cromwellians, only to be tried in the High Court of Justice and then hanged, according to J.P. Prendergast, “on the evidence of a strumpet, for shooting a man with a pistol.”20 Shortly after, Roche was formally dispossessed of his castle, one young daughter perished of disease, and he was reduced, like Job, to a life “lived in a most disconsolate condition, begging for alms and destituted of all kind of subsistence.” Driven into debt, he was granted 2500 acres in Connaught, “in the remotest parts of Thomond,” but it was “all waste and unprofitable.” He now wrote to the king from a distant and “forlorne condition,” unable to afford the journey to England to “implore releefe” in person. “It hath been unheard of in all former ages,” this lord concluded, “that a Peere of the Realm of English extraction, though never so criminous, should be reduced to such extremitie of condition.”21

In 1660, Thomas Gifford also petitioned the king, and made sure to recall a past in which his grandfather “was a loyal servant to Queen Elizabeth and King James,” though the elder was “finally murdered by the Irish rebels” in 1641. His father had served the king in Holland and was promised land in Tipperary, though it was seized by the rebels in the 1640s; later on, according to Gifford, the father was then imprisoned and suffered the “morose usage of that bloody tyrant Cromwell,” who “brought him to an early and untimely death.” Hoping to escape the sword of Damocles that now hung over the Gifford name, Thomas sought reward for his family’s loyalty by seeking the land that his father had been promised.22

Memories of those years were also revealed at the Court of Claims, a body established in 1662 and conducted at the King’s Inns, and intended to address the fraught issue of ownership in the wake of all the confiscations and seizures that had occurred.23 We shall return to the Court of Claims in chapter four, but in addition to referencing their property, the claimants also recollected, accurately or not, those relatives who were “murdered by the tyrant Oliver Cromwell at Drogheda” or “slain at Drogheda in his majesty’s service against the usurper Oliver Cromwell.”24 Others painted a picture of the state of the Cromwellians at the Restoration. One royalist deponent reported that he entered a house and heard one of his company insulting a Sergeant Beverly by calling him “One of Cromwell’s dogs.” Beverly replied that they “should leave Cromwell alone, for he was the best man that ever reigned in the three nations, or that ever would, either of King, prince, or any other.” Furthermore, “if the King thinks to take away our lands that we gained by Cromwell and our swords, and to give it to those that are now come into the land…[then] we will join our heads together again, and have one knock for it first, my life for it.”25 A plot did in fact result in 1663, led by Colonel Thomas Blood, who sought to abduct Ormonde; Blood escaped after the insurrection was foiled, but a co-conspirator, Major Jephson, declared in his dying speech that his rebellion had been valid since the Court of Claims “turn[ed] poor Englishmen unjustly out of their lands; out of that which they have been a-getting and keeping by Englishmen’s blood and purses this five hundred years.”26 Jephson had actually come over with Cromwell, but his case was better made by attaching himself to the Normans and a longer, perhaps more credible claim to the land.

Upstarts and Fallen Poets

Despite these petitions or court records, other remembrances of Cromwell could slip through less official or overlooked channels. A few intriguing sources attest to individuals harboring “seditious memories” of the man, even though one must not extrapolate a pattern from these few individual voices. Twenty-five years after the Lord Protector’s death, an old soldier with lands in Kerry was arraigned at the Clonmel assizes for declaiming that “if Cromwell had lived he was as powerful and as just a King as ever was.” The nostalgia could go the other way as well, with a man named Daniel O’Quinlyn also sent up for stating that “I got more by Cromwell then by them.”27 O’Quinlyn might have been one of the many whose lives improved as they were released from the rule of their old Gaelic or Anglo-Norman overlords, in a process first implemented in the previous century. This transformation, at least on paper, turned peasants and the lower orders into subjects of the king, which was not always a bad thing when it came to forbidding the practice of requiring a tenant farmer to offer one day’s free labor a week to his lord, for example.28 For Irish poets who served the elites, however, what Geoffrey Keating once called the “little people” were outsiders if they were human at all.29 With no formal genealogical past to claim, and a lineage broken by bastardy (so it was believed), the lower orders of Ireland were thought to share with their English equivalents a “tradesman” affinity with Cromwell, and an outrageous upstart attitude as well.

English ballads and newsbooks also reflected this unease over a world dominated by “Mechanicks, Gold-smiths, Brewers, Weavers, Clothyers, Brewers Clerks, & c.,” all of which made the contempt a shared one among the highborn of England and Ireland alike.30 Yet Ireland, again, was distinct. Brian Mac Giolla Phádraig, outraged over those who had risen above their stations, described a “beggarwoman’s son” who “sports curling locks. And wears dashing rings and white cuffs around his hands,/as if he were a nobleman of Dál Cais, who once held Ireland.”31 Satires commented on these social inversions, as when Aogán Ó Rathaille later wrote, “More power to thee, O Cromwell/O king who hast established each rustic.” He continued:


We ask that Cromwell be supreme

The noble king of Clan Lobus

Who gave plenty to the man with the flail

And left the heir of the land without “nothing.”32



One of the more famous indictments of uppity Cromwellian peasants was the anonymously penned satire entitled Pairlement Chloinne Tomáis (Parliament of Clan Thomas), first composed in the earlier seventeenth century but later revised in the early Restoration to include Cromwellian elements.33 The largely prose work tells the story of Clan Thomas, descended from Beelzebub and now settled in Ireland, where St. Patrick spares them in his banishment of demons, under the condition that they devote their lives to toil, tillage, and the wearing of coarse garments. Eventually the narrative of part one moves into the late sixteenth and early seventeenth century, when members of the clan benefit from the dying Gaelic order and destitution of the country and proceed to acquire (or rather, steal) land and garb themselves in more colorful clothes. They then convene a parliament in 1632, after which brawling and other conflicts ensue. By part two of the poem, the parliament, composed of chimney sweeps, millers, tax collectors and other riff raff, is in session once again, ushered in by a leader who gives thanks to Cromwell:




More power to you, Cromwell

You king in rustics’ chronicles;

During your reign we got peace,

Honey, cream and honour.34



Cromwell had “given the flail-man his fill,” the leader continued, “and left the landed gentleman with nothing.” The speaker of parliament, meanwhile, had gained the position because he had “acquired great knowledge” as a servant to a priest, “even though he could neither read nor write, and he hadn’t enough English to put the dog out, and even his Irish was none too good. Notwithstanding, he had nimble, melodious fingers on the trumpet, and crooning in his chops.”35 The leader orders one of their members to travel to Rome to lift a curse that had been placed upon them after one of their ancestors had murdered a priest over an issue of barley; after much bickering among the mob, a miller’s son is chosen as envoy. Acts and statutes are passed as well, including one that entails “bodily clothing” that involves “a low, smooth, black hat,/and breeches spliced front and back.” More significantly, another law required that “…no son of noble father,/gentleman or idle person/should live among the children of churls/throwing his weight about and doing deeds.”36 The narrative and proceedings finally end, appropriately enough, with brawls. Such was the rabble which benefitted by Cromwell, so the poets thought.37

Gaelic poetry continued to issue from the group most decimated by the final Cromwellian war that completed a century-long conquest.38 Absent the elite patron class to sponsor them, poets had been in decline as a dominant class for decades before Cromwell;39 yet a new kind of formalistic and thematic immediacy also entered the poetry of the seventeenth century, with Cromwell added to the pantheon of Henry VIII, Elizabeth, or various colonial lords lieutenants.40 Seán Ó Conaill’s long historical poem entitled “Tuireamh na hÉireann (“Ireland’s Dirge”) or Aiste Sheáin Uí Chonaill (“Seán Ó Conaill’s Composition”) included events such as 1641 but also referred to the Cromwellian invasion that followed, stating that “It was they who completed the conquest of Ireland, and seized its fortresses and towns together.” “Where will we go now or what will we do?” Ó Conaill wrote, channeling those voices. “We have no shelter from hill, wood or marshes. The physicians of Ireland cannot heal us, we can only pray to God and the saints in unison.”41 Beginning his history with events that stretched back to the biblical Japheth, son of Noah, Ó Conaill’s ended in present times, which represented not only a historical but a spiritual rupture. In the mid-seventeenth century, Fear Dorcha Ó Mealláin, in his “Exodus to Connacht,” would advance a parallel to the Israelites while also stating that “…as we journey Westward into Connacht/old friends we’ll leave behind us in their grief.”42 Dáibhí Cúndún, meanwhile, also recounted the way in which “Cromwell went his deadly way, to let loose the power of the English rabble, spreading havoc and slaughter throughout the land[,] and in Drogheda released his bloody army to strike the women, the children, the men and the troops.”43

Éamonn an Dúna, in a poem from 1658, described the more general corruption of the English courts in Ireland and the actions of the Cromwellians that had taken place in the past six years. Vilification of English law, or what Seán Ó Conaill had called “the laws that were enacted to grievously wound us,”44 also preceded the 1649 invasion; but they took on a distinct resonance after the Cromwellian campaign, when an Dúna wrote that “If someone passes a [favorable] judgment/When we are engaged in a legal disputation/another one of [the English] will bribe the judge after that.”45 As with so much else, Cromwell—or rather the Cromwellians—took legal machinations to altogether higher levels of deceit, made especially evident with the confiscations effected through the courts and the law. An Dúna’s reference to the Cromwellians is especially evident when he adds words whose bluntness and violence match the deeds: “Transport, transplant…Shoot him, kill him, strip him, tear him/A Tory, hack him, hang him, rebel,/A rogue, a thief, a priest, a papist.”46

On the other hand, an Dúna could play both sides of the fence, depending on the patron, and his allegiance was to aristocracy more than to nation. In one poem, he even exonerates the English elites from their role the Cromwellian invasion: “I do not mention the English nobles among these [despoilers],” he writes in one poem; “they are without cause of accusation except that of necessity. Though they had to yield to force, they usually side with Charles. But Cromwell’s raging, gluttonous mob [on the other hand]…” Elsewhere, an Dúna elaborated by stating that while he could condone an English invasion of Ireland if conducted by the aristocracy, the country was instead captured by “the odorous remnants of churlish craftsmen descended from harlot’s monsters and rebels of whom nobody in Europe knew what dog had excreted them.”47 One of the most offensive aspects of the Cromwellian troopers to the Gaelic poets, and echoing Pairlement Chloinne Tomáis, was their low-born status: a disdain that would foreshadow Yeats, who decried the “leveling vulgarity” of the Cromwellian planters, even if he departed in upholding the peasant as well as the poet.48 The poets in this way knew themselves to be mandarins and exhibited more affiliation with other high-born classes—even English ones—than they did with the “rustics” of Ireland.

At the end of the century, poets sometimes conjoined Cromwell with William, as a kind of dual-force catastrophe for Ireland.49 “All the slaughter…happened in Ireland in Cromwell’s time, [as it] emptied splendid mansions, and expelled overseas the remnant not killed, in need of food and drink and clothing,” Aodh Buí Mac Cruitín wrote. Meanwhile, “The arrival of William [III] after every torment, who condemned our men and our estates, took our dwellings and our fine great mansions, and found our cavalry and army disunited.”50 The great poet Dáibhí Ó Bruadair was himself reduced to the status of agricultural laborer at century’s end, demoted in his later years from a master bard working for the dying Gaelic order to toiling alongside the “rude illiterate people” when patronage was no longer forthcoming.51 Earlier on, as the Cromwellian campaign was in its final successful stages in 1652, the arch-royalist and deeply aristocratic Ó Bruadair would write of how “A fateful wound has made of me a hulk of sadness/Stretched in fitful weakness, robbed of active vigour,/Since the martial genius of those sturdy soldiers/To earth is stricken and their valour’s record silenced.”52 Though he too could inflict equal levels of versified abuse on lower-order Gaels, whose ranks he would unwillingly join, Ó Bruadair also wrote of the newcomers’ boorishness, even if the Cromwellians, again, joined a legion of others before and after. The new landholding men—adventurers, soldiers, shopkeepers, and smallholders—were described by Ó Bruadair as “roughs formed from the dregs of each base trade, who range themselves snugly in the houses of the noblest chiefs, as proud and genteel as if the sons of gentlemen.”53 The Saxon names of the “fat-rumped jeerers” who replaced those noble fighters were further ridiculed, as Milton had ridiculed Gaelic names:54 “The Parrotts, Eagles, Cocks and Hens,/The Snipes, Swallows, Pies, Robins, Wrens/The Pigeons, Sparrows, Hawks and Rails/Cranes, Finches, Nightingales and Quails.”55 This naming—more specifically of “Jones, Speed, Owens, Reed, Groves, Grant and Lane”—would in turn continue with Jacobite poetry of the eighteenth century.56 For earlier poets, however, the foreigners’ language especially was “nothing but a ghost of strident English,” “without skill, personality, or creativity,”57 all of which deepened the outrage when Brian Mac Giolla Phádraig, described the “grimy English” as they demanded, “Out! and take your precious Gaelic with you!”58

More than many of his contemporaries, Ó Bruadair did display interest in and wrote poems about the events that had driven Ireland into so much calamity over the course of the seventeenth century, and especially at the end. For him and so many others, it was not Cromwell—that “champion of murderlust”—who was so galling but the Cromwellian settlements, sanctioned by Ormonde and ultimately completed by William, which allowed much of the land confiscation to remain in place. This left the dispossessed, he wrote, to look upon their stolen demesnes from afar, “like a dog at a lump of beef.”59 Hope for a true restoration of Catholicism and the old Gaelic order did appear to messianically return with James II, the “stately majestic Prince,”60 but it was soon crushed again, compounding Ó Bruadair’s bitterness as he conjoined his own humiliation with that of Ireland. The poet class continued to hold out hope for the now-exiled Stuart kings nevertheless; as for Ó Bruadair, sinking further into abject despair, he denounced the craft that had brought him so high, for “the end of it is my being reduced to old shoes, finis to my writing for the men of Ireland.”61

Gaelic poets were not alone in versifying their hatred of Cromwell, when they did mention him; the hyper-Catholic Thomas Cobbes, who was born in England but settled in Ireland, referred to him as “that furious cutthroat Cromwell” bringing “brewinge knaves” who “mark’d us out for shambles, or for slaves.”62 For the Gaelic poets, however, Cromwell contributed to a larger sense of ruination and one that encompassed all the events that doomed them as a class over the course of the seventeenth century. One of the most desolate and tragic figures of the dying Gaelic world, and an individual directly affected by Cromwell, was the highly learned historian and antiquarian Roderic O’Flaherty (Ruaidhrí Ó Flaithbheartaigh). Described by his nineteenth-century biographer as “of princely countenance” and “proud of his blood and ancestry,” the Galway-born O’Flaherty studied Irish and literature under the great scribe and genealogist Dubhaltach Mac Fhirbhisigh;63 he was also remembered as a practicing astrologer and miracle-maker, memorialized in a Galway folk tale involving the exorcism of a local woman who had become possessed around the time of Cromwell’s death. O’Flaherty was alleged to have exorcized the woman, and when she finally became quiet in his presence, he explained that the devil had left her, having instead “gone to the funeral of Oliver Cromwell.”64

O’Flaherty had fled his home near Galway during the Cromwellian campaign and then returned under the Restoration, only to find his family’s lands in the possession of the lawyer and longstanding family enemy Richard “Nimble Dick” Martin.65 The Restoration reduced O’Flaherty’s holdings even further until he now lived, in his words, as “a banished man within the bounds of my native soil.”66 He would use his permanent wilderness years to pursue a futile case against Martin and compose his great work of classical, patristic, and Irish antiquarian scholarship, entitled the Ogygia, written in 1684. But when Thomas Molyneux called on O’Flaherty toward the end of his life in 1709, he found the scholar “very old and [living] in miserable condition” in a cabin. “I expected to have seen here some old Irish manuscripts,” Molyneux continued, “but his ill fortune has stripped him of these as well as his other goods, so that he has nothing now left but some few pieces of his own writing and a few old Romish books of History, printed in my time.”67

While the Ogygia held out optimism for the accession of its dedicatee, the future Catholic king James Stuart, O’Flaherty would describe himself as “a spectator of others enriched by my birthright; an object of condoling to my relations and friends, and a consoler of their miseries.”68 Like many others of his class, his fortunes had taken a downturn with Cromwell and then later revived under James, only to plunge once again with William. While he did not overtly cite Cromwell, O’Flaherty’s life was a testament to what the conqueror had left in his wake. The poet Seán Ó Gadhra, who once described how “transient was the dominion of Oliver,” found its shadow cast nevertheless over his friend O’Flaherty.69 When the great man died, Ó Gadhra would write:


Sad for me, as I write, since I shall not raise to the stars

Your writings, which deserve honor with Sophocles’ pen!

Rest gently in the tomb, Rogerus Flaherty,

Thus in Christ our Lord is Glory, blessed to men.70



Henchmen—and Ormonde

Many poets and petitioners did not target Cromwell so much as the men who acted in his name and who were seen as worse than him. The rogues’ gallery nevertheless circled back, fairly or not, to Cromwell. While he was certainly not responsible for every act of wickedness committed in his absence in Ireland, the guilt by association—or rather, the sanction to act in his name—nevertheless ensured his notoriety in the centuries to come. The Cromwellian-Protestant landed interest earned particular disfavor among the Irish poets and others, especially as it proceeded to consolidate its holdings at the Restoration.71 One of the most ill-famed of these figures was Charles Coote, a man who carried with him the taint of Cromwell, and was later described as “ever the prelude of woe to the Irish.”72 A member of the New English settler class, he was the son of a father with an equally mephitic reputation, also named Charles Coote and nicknamed the “human bloodsucker”; the younger continued the legacy by becoming enmeshed in the conflicts of the 1640s, and later joining Cromwell against the royalists in a number of victories.73 In 1652 he was established as president of Connaught after bringing it to a further state of disintegration and, later on, overseeing the deportations to Barbados when he was not busy seizing more land in Ireland.74 Coote, now styled the Earl of Mountrath at the Restoration, would leave a legacy that was already becoming laundered at his death in 1661, even though Catholic historians as well as popular culture would also be locking Coote’s malevolent reputation into place, as will be seen in another chapter.

More malignant than Coote, at least for many, was Daniel Axtell, who would earn a particularly depraved and apparently justified reputation soon after his death. He differed from Coote in that, like Miles Corbet—who was said to have an “evil eye” and haunted Malahide Castle75—he was a regicide and did not benefit from the advantages gained by others who could back away from Cromwell after the Restoration. And more than Coote or even Corbet, Axtell embodied all things Cromwellian in one gruesome if not deranged package: starting life as a grocer’s apprentice and becoming a fanatical convert to the Baptist faith, he was present at the trial of Charles I and ordered his men to raise their muskets at a heckling Lady Fairfax; when they did not, Axtell led them in a chant by allegedly yelling, “Shoot the whore.”76 He was also eagerly present at the Drogheda massacre, and after a bloodthirsty interlude of mass execution on Meelick Island, which called for his temporary dismissal by Henry Ireton, Axtell was given the governorship of Kilkenny.77 It was there, in what J.P. Prendergast called Axtell’s “quarter-breaking mind,” where he oversaw all the sum of Cromwellian mayhem, allegedly tearing up charters and seizing property, expelling a number of inhabitants to Barbados, and personally torturing Francis Frisby, the Duke of Ormonde’s butler, by “burning Matches between his Fingers” in order to find hidden treasure.78 He also captured and hanged another victim, despite promise of safe conduct, “because he had a good estate within two miles of Kilkenny.”79 He was reported to have sent the inhabitants of a village some miles from Kilkenny to Barbados; hanged 50 people in Thomastown square; ordered the deaths of 40 men, women, and children near the wood of Kildonan; commanded his troops to cloister innocent men and women together and to kill as many as possible; murdered a hundred laborers in protection; and so on.80 His reputation in Ireland had already been in place by 1652, when the defeated guerilla leader John Fitzpatrick, in the 14-point terms of surrender he presented, asked that “I may not be under the power of Col. Axtell”—the only Cromwellian name singled out in the list.81 When Charles II assumed power, Axtell returned to England and was tried and executed as a regicide, having been one of the signatories on the father’s death warrant. Axtell stated in his rebuttal, in what could be called a foreshadowing of the Nuremberg defense, that as a soldier, “what I did was not of mine own head; I had a Command.” “I was an inferior officer,” he continued, and “[if I had refused my orders], according to the laws of War, I would have suffer’d death.”82

In a letter that was retained by the family for generations after, one man spoke of “the late usurper Oliver Cromwell,” and the time in which Axtell’s Kilkenny was besieged, the “plague, & great sicknesse then raging in the said City,” the estates and goods taken.83 John Lynch listed the Axtell body count, describing him in one case as murdering 18 men;84 and Clarendon would list Axtell’s outrages as well, in an appendix to his History of the Rebellion.85 Cromwell, while ultimately responsible for the atrocities in Drogheda and Wexford, cannot be blamed (or wholly blamed) for actions undertaken by his soldiers and commanders after he had left Ireland;86 yet for those who fell victim to those offenses and remembered them afterwards, nor could those actions be disentangled from the regime and the man they ultimately served. In this regard, memorializations of a Coote or Axtell were inextricably connected with that of Cromwell, as they functioned within a larger web of violence that might not have been new to Ireland but that was taken to entirely new levels in the four-year campaign.

Cromwell therefore shared a busy stage with other wicked actors in the years after his death, but he was crowded above all by the presence of James Butler, the Duke of Ormonde, whose aforementioned dark reputation surpassed his own for a time.87 The great Ormonde’s disrepute among many was easy to understand in those later seventeenth-century years: his nearly 50-year career in Ireland was built on his belonging to one of the most renowned Old English families in Munster and Leinster, where the Butlers ruled Tipperary as kings; having already converted to Protestantism and ascended to the position of Marquess of Ormonde in 1642, he would further rise to become the most noteworthy royalist in Ireland. Shadows on his reputation would develop from the 1640s, when he proceeded to fight in the name of the king against rebel confederacy forces early on, and worked to gain territory for his family in the process.88 Even when peace was made with the confederates upon the urging of the king, Ormonde was opposed by the Catholic side represented by the papal nuncio Giovanni Battista Rinuccini.89 After securing a second peace with the confederates in January of 1649, Ormonde attempted to muster forces and formulate a strategy against the parliamentary army, but his loss against Michael Jones, the army’s commander in Dublin, would eventually open the path for Cromwell. When Cromwell finally came, Ormonde remained for a time, only to leave Ireland in 1650, to join the king in exile.90

It was Ormonde’s behavior at the beginning of the Restoration, built already on suspicion over his feline ways, that would secure his notoriety among many.91 Cromwell at least was an outsider. Ormonde, while a Protestant, represented betrayal from within: a Judas in their midst. As Lord Lieutenant and in the wake of the Act of Settlement, he assented to powerful ex-Cromwellians (such as Coote) in the retention of their lands, at the cost of dispossession to most Irish Catholics; he also used the opportunity to increase his own holdings, assuring a lasting and bitter enmity.92 What many saw as loyalty to the crown, other contemporaries viewed as the self-interest of a politician. It was also easier or more diplomatic for Catholic writers to condemn Ormonde, or use the “evil counsellor” trope, blaming the grandees and counselors around the king rather than the king himself, much as early parliamentarians had targeted Buckingham, Wentworth, or Laud rather than Charles.93

One of the most savage condemnations against Ormonde was that leveled by the bishop of Ferns, Nicholas French, whose animosity towards Ormonde extended back to the 1640s when he—French—had sided with Rinuccini.94 His Unkinde Deserter of loyal men and true friends built (1676) nevertheless built on the rhetorical template advanced by other pamphlets as it described Ormonde’s cankered mind.95 Ormonde, for French, was a “bramble cruelly scratching and tormenting the Catholicks of Irland,” as he ensured that Cromwellian land policies and the Act of Settlement remained in place, much to his own and others’ pecuniary benefit.96 Under Cromwell, the land might have been “possessed by [philistines]” and “the Arck” [sic] held captive”; but if “men [were] beaten with Scourges” then, they “cry out they are now beaten with Scorpions.” By fleeing to the continent in the wake of the conquest, Ormonde left his people to suffer, before returning home after, to conspire with others to “[study] our Ruine.” Such deeds left Ormonde, in Charles II’s time, “a high fig tree…sucking up the fat and sap of the earth, and thereby starving all the plants round about him, thousands of widows, orphans and innocent soules.”97 Ormonde, unsurprisingly, prevented French from returning to Ireland after the bishop’s flight from the Cromwellians in 1651.98

The Cromwellian land policies that were reaffirmed under Ormonde in the Restoration personally affected French’s family, leading to property seizures that destroyed the physical traces as well as the affective connections to his own centuries-long ancestral heritage and memory. With the new settlement, “the very same persons who tyrannized over [Irish Catholics] during Oliver’s Reign, were now, not only confirmed in their former charges…but also newly commissioned with an unlimited power,” French wrote.99 “It is indeed a most wonderful conveniency to dispossess the ancient Proprietor who fought for the King, and give his Estate to a Fanatique Souldier who fought for Cromwell,” he added. But today those soldiers “sing another note, and speak quite another language.”100 Meanwhile, since his own expulsion, “I have never seen my city, flock, country or kindred,” with Ormonde disrupting the social hierarchy French represented, as much as the “bloody tyrant” Cromwell had done.101 Indeed, for French, Ormonde was in some respects even worse, in assenting to the changes imposed by such utilitarian and middle class usurpers.102 One day, however, God “will in the end cutte downe in his anger this high sterrill tree, unworthy to stand any longer upon earth; and for his sin and cruelty against his country and nation, will likely pulle downe his house and generation, which wee noe way desire.”103

French’s estimation of Ormonde was countered in turn by the Gaelic poets. Ó Bruadair described Ormonde as a “white-toothed duke,” a “braggart old noble,” and “fox-like”;104 if only he had remained Catholic, Ó Bruadair suggested, Ormonde might have behaved differently:




Had he not better O God remained to his unction true

Clad in that robe he was after his birth invested in

Till his life’s end he’ll ever be wrangling and quarrelling

And his title in the annals shall be as a torturer.105



Toward the end of his life, when his fortunes had turned and he was pushed aside by the machinations of others, Ormonde would express a desire to “lie well in the chronicle,” and began an effort to write his autobiography.106 Despite the opprobrium of French or the poets, his reputation was also polished by writers such as the Earl of Clarendon, Richard Bellings and later on Thomas Carte, who wrote what could be called authorized biographies, or exercises in image management that presented Ormonde in a favorable light for posterity. Carte, an English Tory, published his three-volume tome in 1736, basing his work on acquaintances and allies who offered their help if he guaranteed that the work would be written “very impartially” and “not offer more incense to a certain family than they had a right to.”107 Carte was dutiful to his word, writing an account of a man who “will (I trust) indear [sic] his memory to all Patriots of their Country.”108

Even so, while accounts of Cromwell were diminished to varying degrees in these works, the duke’s betrayal in the early 1660s remained inextricably bound, fairly or not, to a dispensation created or at least enabled by Cromwell. In this sense, the two villains would live on together, at least implicitly. Much of the Cromwellian settlement was affirmed, more or less, by Ormonde, and while Cromwell often played a negligible role in the confiscations, and was well dead and now spurned by the ex-Cromwellian Restoration players, his name would continue to be attached, fairly or not, to the vast property transfer. While Ormonde was the very opposite of Cromwell in his politics, both inhabited the same blackened reputational space to varying degrees, and were also connected through other characters who straddled the divide between them.

The Sorrows of the Lord Broghill

Ó Bruadair lamented the fact that most of the Irish who had remained loyal to the king throughout the Cromwellian period never regained their lands under Charles II; instead, a cabal of ex-Cromwellians (including Ireland-born Cromwellians) now pivoted to profess to the new king, if not always Ormonde, that in their hearts they had been true all along. To convince the king of this fealty, they scrambled to create as much distance between their suddenly renewed monarchical selves and the Cromwellians they had been previously. Forgetting was therefore in order, but not always. One of the most prominent of these men was the Cork-born Roger Boyle, the Earl of Orrery, known as Lord Broghill from 1652 to 1660. Deemed on the one hand to be a figure of “great witt, learning and civility,” he was also described—by the powerful Ormonde no less—as a man who carried within himself “vanity, ostentation, and itch to popularity.” Even so, he descended from one of the most prominent New English families in Munster and was undoubtedly committed to the cause of Protestantism in Ireland and union between that country, England and Scotland.109 In his writings, he would explain his actions under Cromwell—dubiously, to say the least—by stating that he had plotted to bring Charles II to the throne after the father’s execution; but Cromwell discovered the ruse and demanded that Broghill fight against the Irish or be “clappd up in the Tower.”110 Conveniently forgotten was the fact that once in Ireland, Broghill fought enthusiastically for and became fast friends with Cromwell, and later earned the position of President of the Council of Scotland. It was also difficult to spin the fact that Broghill had been one of the framers behind the Humble Petition and Advice of 1657, which attempted to make Cromwell king. But Broghill, soon to become the Earl of Orrery, forgot that as well.

With the Restoration of Charles II, Orrery exhibited undeniable political acumen and skill, and quite a bit of rewriting when it came to the recent past. The letters he wrote during what he now called the “usurpation of Oliver Cromwell” were either destroyed in a fire, according to the editor of his papers—or conveniently lost, perhaps.111 Elsewhere, he simply referred to “these last unhappy and unnatural troubles” or “the late horrid Usurpers” without referring to his role in those times.112 Orrery did, however, join others in having much to say about 1641, citing the disloyalty of the Catholics then (and previously) in contrast to the obedience of the Protestants.113 Orrery therefore employed verbal gymnastics, misremembrances, and justifications when it came to the nature of the regime from which he had benefitted in the 1650s. On the issue of Cromwellian transplantations and confiscations, he asserted elsewhere, subjects had forfeited the rights to their territory by breaking the Articles of Peace in 1648. And the Duke of Ormonde (in a paraphrase of Genesis 47:21) had acted wisely, as the biblical Joseph did, in “removing, that is TRANSPLANTING THE PEOPLE from one end of the borders of Egypt to the other end thereof.”114 Limerick “deserved a severe punishment” in its defeat by the Cromwellians, and “Galway and Waterford [were] not less deserving” in their disloyalty, with victory confirming the providential destiny. Anyway, “the Irish Papists” had to fall under the “force of English swords,” since “The Antient and Modern…breaches of Faith which the Irish Papists were guilty of, made it too evident to many of the Protestants, that nothing could bind them but steel and iron.”115 The latter statement fell in line with much thinking of the day, including Marchamont Nedham’s belief that “the power of the sword ever hath been the foundation of titles to government.”116

To a different audience—in this case, the restored monarch—Orrery looked back at Cromwell with regret, as he had allowed himself to fall into “the sin and misery of having ever spent one moment of my life in the duty of that service”: a statement which seemed to have appeased Charles II.117 For the new king, Cromwell was inextricably connected to the execution of Charles I rather than to deeds undertaken in Ireland, and so Orrery knew to advance himself by focusing on the regicide. As part of this self-rehabilitation, he set out in the 1660s to write a number of fairly middling though popular rhymed heroic plays, apparently urged on by Charles, though writing plays also alleviated Orrery’s boredom during periods of being bedridden with gout.118 Most importantly, his new literary platform allowed him to comment and advise on political issues of the day and advance his own agenda against a king for whom he often expressed policy disagreements.119 In doing so, Orrery had access to a forum in which he could allegorize and disseminate memory of the events of the late 1640s and Cromwell, and redeem himself in the process.120

Whether Orrery’s plays reflected genuine contrition and allegiance to the new king, or served as a warning to that king of what could happen should he not adhere to right rulership, his plays are more than simply justifications of his own actions or a reworking of interregnum memories.121 Orrery’s plays were in fact preoccupied if not obsessed with the issue of regicide, and questions concerning the morality of serving a usurper—Cromwell—in the wake of this act.122 The fact that Orrery had played such an intimate role in these developments (though not the regicide) lent his plays all the more urgency, allowing him to justify himself before the king and to maintain a social and economic position which included landholdings in Ireland that he had gained in the previous decade. The theme of usurping tyranny appeared in Orrery’s first play, The Generall, written in Dublin and performed there in 1662;123 Samuel Pepys would describe its later London production as “so dull and so ill-acted, that I think it is the worst I ever saw or heard in all my days.” On the other hand, Pepys viewed Orrery’s Henry the Fifth (1664,) as “the most full of heighth and raptures of wit and sense, that I ever heard.”124 Apart from its romantic plot and foreign locale of Sicily, The Generall reveals a startlingly close counterpart to historical developments that had recently occurred, as it recounts its namesake, Clorinum (a stand-in for General George Monck, with elements of Orrery), who serves a king, though one who overthrew the previous monarch and imprisoned that monarch’s son, thereby denying him his rightful succession.125 The usurper, however, justifies his act by proclaiming that “all crimes which help him to a Crown/Are then absolve’d when he does put it on.”126 A tangled narrative ensues, but in the end the true king is restored, and in echoes of the Act of Indemnity and Oblivion he proclaims that “My mercies still shall be to those more great,” while “Past faults I’ll never to remembrance bring,/For which the word I give you of your king.”127

The parallels continued in other politically self-rehabilitating plays. In Tryphon (1668–69), the shadow of Cromwell appears under the eponymous character (though Clarendon could enter into him too), while Antiochus stands in for Charles I, and the friends Demetrius and Nicanor for Orrery. The play was written at a time when Orrery was redeemed and now ensconced in the king’s favor, even though the past still haunted the work. The language used to portray Tryphon incidentally mirrors the rhetoric deployed at the time for Cromwell, who was commonly called “the worst of Tyrants” or “the late usurping Tyrant” across broadsheets and pamphlets. Tryphon, like Cromwell, is described as having “force[d] his passage” through “Seas of blood”; he has a “monstr’ous wickedness” and proves the dictum that “When once Ambition does the mind devour/Men sacrifice their Vertue to their Pow’r.”128 After the true king has been killed, the character Aretus continues:


Ambition made him act the Parricide,

And Cruelty must then preserve his Pride.

By the same rule he ought to shed the blood

Of all his Country-men that dare be good:

Then from the Throne let us th’ Usurper fling.

To save our selves, and to Revenge the King:

For should we to this Tyranny submit,

We shall deserve as well as suffer it:

And to the virtuous ’twill much more appear

Such a misfortune to deserve then bear.129



In the end, Tryphon stabs himself, though not before outrageously sitting on a throne in the royal chamber and declaring, “in Death I can my foes despise,/I die content, since my last breath can boast,/That I your Plot of Murd’ring me have cross’d.” Once Tryphon dies, Nicanor comments, “The Tyrant with himself has been at strife/To make his Death as Guilty as his Life,” while another states, “His thirst of human blood so great was grown,/As he, rather than spare it spilt his own.”130 The images and words—ambition, cruelty, sea of blood—were, again, common currency in the new memorializations of Cromwell, yet Orrery stood at a distinct and implicated position; for him, demonization of Cromwell through the character of Tryphon and others allowed him to place the onus on one man, and in doing so, grant himself the distance in which to reframe the narrative and his own role in it. Yet conflicts of obedience and loyalty are also raised, as when Aretus, caught in a love web, exclaims, “O Love, O friendship, and O Fatal Vow!/To which shall I pay my Obedience Now?”131

But what of Ireland in all this? Was Orrery simply obsessed with the regicide alone, or what he called the memory of his “past offenses”?132 Many scholars who work on Orrery’s literary works tend to focus overwhelmingly on his English context, and those plays, with the exception of The Generall, were performed only there.133 While most of the plays were written while he served as Lord President of Munster during the later 1660s, Orrery’s audience remained an English (and kingly) one. Even so, others have argued that Orrery was very much aware of Ireland in his allegories, and used them to express fears over the Catholic interest there, or prevent any identification occurring between the ordeals of that group and those of the Stuarts.134 The land claims and challenges of Irish Catholics played a role as well, at least in the earlier plays.135 The words of forgiveness that Orrery puts in the mouth an allegorized Charles II in The Generall also pertain to the Ireland context; while the play was written after Charles had issued the Act of Indemnity and Oblivion, the king’s forgiveness of deeds in Ireland had yet to come about—and forgiveness by the king towards those who had fought and materially benefitted in Ireland under Cromwell was necessary, to protect not only Orrery’s actions there but also the land he had gained as a result.136 Finally, Tryphon, written in 1668, also addressed Orrery’s Irish enemies at the time, and specifically those associated with Ormonde, whose Butler family had long been antagonistic to the Boyles, and who accused Orrery of corruption in the latter’s position as Lord President of Munster.137 In his other writings, Orrery also addressed his adventures in the country’s conquest, and Cromwell’s place in that “rude chaos.”138 In one later letter, his stance was defensive, as he claimed that his duty as a Protestant was to subdue the Catholics, especially after their violent uprising of 1641: “I dare as truly as confidently say, [that] most of the Protestants of Ireland only served under the Usurpers…to bring the Irish Papists to those terms which without the force of English swords they would never have been brought unto.” As for the conquest of Ireland under an illegitimate ruler, “we acknowledge that the powers were usurped, that put [the adventurers and soldiers] into possession [of land], but an unjust power may do a just Act.”139

This quest to uphold the Orrery name—which coincided with the demonization of Cromwell’s—would continue after the earl’s death, with Orrery’s chaplain, Thomas Morrice, composing the great man’s authorized biography. Orrery, according to Morrice, had been the king’s loyal subject all along; if he had been involved with the Cromwellian experiment, it was due to “Strange Providence” mixed with public duty. On the other hand, Morrice also asserted that Orrery “had given his word to be faithful to Cromwell,” and in this sense, “it would have been dishonourable in him not to keep it.”140 Morrice’s act of reputation-management appears to have succeeded, since the Dictionary of National Biography from the 1890s follows the narrative that recounts Orrery’s horror at Charles I’s death as well as his reluctant participation in the Ireland campaign, as he “[realized] that the royal cause was for the time hopeless” and therefore “devoted all his energies to make the rule of Cromwell a success.”141

Popular oral tradition in Ireland begged to differ, as will be seen in a later chapter. Like Coote, Orrery, who was largely known in Irish social and popular memory as Broghill, could earn an even greater outrage than Cromwell himself in terms of his military actions and land dealings across the country. Orrey became known in some localities as “Broghill the merciless” and a man who was known to capture and hang monks.142 In the nineteenth century, and during the land wars which questioned the present order and traced the hated phenomenon of landlordism back to Cromwellian times, some historians even invoked his name too, with John Prendergast writing that Broghill was a man who “had the thirst for Irish confiscations, like an hereditary disease inherent in his blood.”143 While Orrery in this way used his plays to craft his own narrative and distance himself from Cromwell, in Ireland he would remain a Cromwellian, and never quite escape the shadow of what he had done in the conqueror’s name.

Bitter Remembrances: Post-Cromwellian Memoirs

Broghill, of course, was not the only prominent figure to look back on the Cromwellian period and practice a determined forgetting. The Act of Indemnity and Oblivion might have sought to “put an end to all Suites and Controversies that by occasion of the late Distractions have arisen and may arise betweene all His Subjects”; yet others harbored their own reasons for letting the interregnum sink into darkness while they entered the light of a faithful royalism.144 The Old English loyalist Earl of Castlehaven presented a relatively brief narrative of the Cromwellian campaign, though not a great deal of Cromwell himself, in his memoir of 1680.145 A later epistolary “memoir” was crafted out of the letters of Ulick de Burgh, the Marquess of Clanricarde, who assumed military leadership after Ormonde fled Ireland in 1650.146 The Clanricarde narrative begins in 1641 and continues to 1643, after which the record goes revealingly blank until 1651; though extensive material is devoted to his actions in fighting the Cromwellians in Connaught, and in Galway especially, Clanricarde never mentions Cromwell. This is not entirely evidence of a purposeful forgetting, however, since Cromwell left the country in the spring of 1650 and never fought in that region. Clanricarde also died in 1657. But the silencing of references to Cromwell and his family’s loss of lands in the 1652 Act of Settlement serve to reinforce the presentation of himself as being in service to the crown rather than to his own personal, familial plight—all of which was important, given the distrust he generated among his own ostensible allies.147

Others who personally remembered Cromwell and the times he unleashed could be more forthcoming, however. Women, for example, left written traces of their thoughts on Cromwell and the world with which he was associated.148 The Earl of Orrery’s—Broghill’s—large family, for example, included women who were highly divergent in their political attachments, their views ranging from royalism to enthusiastic Cromwellian partisanship.149 Orrery’s sister Katherine Jones, Viscountess Ranelagh, was enthusiastic for Cromwell, in addition to being a contributor to science, chemistry and politics of the mid seventeenth century.150 For the qualities that distinguished her, she was described as “the incomparable” by Gilbert Burnet, who added that she was “the greatest figure in all the revolutions of these kingdoms for about fifty years.”151

Committed as well to the cause of Protestantism and freedom of conscience, Lady Ranelagh utilized her vast social network in the 1650s to navigate her own interests, not least by relying on her brother, Broghill.152 And while she left behind no autobiographical account of her life, her private memories, reflected in letters, do convey a very insistent if sometimes skeptical and self-interested attachment to Cromwell the man.153 Upon the Lord Protector’s death, and given the uneasy prospects of her personal affairs, she would write to Broghill that “we shall learn to value [Cromwell] more by missing him, than we did when we enjoyed him.” How was it that a man “who a few days before shooke all Europe by his name and forces, should not be able to keepe an ague from shakeing him, nor to keepe himselfe from being shaken into his grave by a few fits thereof [?].” How was it that “he, who kept such a bustle in the world, should not now be able to keepe himselfe from crumbleing into dust; nor after he had commanded soe many vast armys and fleetes, have power to lift a finger to remove those wormes, that his designeing braines corupt into?”154 Even more, Cromwell’s death was a providential omen of the “great confusions and disorders approaching upon these nations”—a statement that reflected her uneasiness over the state of the world to come.155 Her own future was no doubt in question as well, but as it turned out, she navigated the Restoration deftly, and played a mediating role in the machinations that secured much of the Protestant interest in Ireland in the early years of the Restoration.156 Though she retained her republicanism, and served as patron to Milton, her own view of Cromwell and the interregnum tended to fade from the public record, however.

English royalist women could also leave behind their memorials of Ireland in its Cromwellian turbulences. Accompanied in Ireland by her royalist politician husband Richard, Lady Ann Fanshawe would witness the seizure of her family’s property and exile in 1650.157 Her autobiography, addressed to her children, would describe those two years before the family’s hasty departure: in Cork at the beginning of October 1649, she had heard “lamentable shirieks of men and women and children” and when she asked a local about the cause, was told that “they were all Irish, stripped and wounded…and that Colonel Jeffries, with some others, had possessed themselves of the town for Cromwell.” Pregnant and nursing a broken wrist from a “stumbling horse,” she hastily packed her family’s belongings and fled in the night, gaining permission from Jeffries to do so, and passed through “thousands of naked swords” to join her husband in Kinsale.158 In the fog of war, the two proceeded to travel on to Limerick, while “Cromwell went through as bloodily, as victoriously, many worthy persons being murdered in cold blood and their families quite ruined.”159 Staying for three days with Honoria O’Brien in County Clare, she was awoken in the night by a banshee “with red hair and pale, ghastly complexion,” and “then with a sigh more like wind than breath she vanished and to me her body looked more like a thick cloud than substance.” Fanshawe “was so much affrighted that my hair stood on end and my night-clothes fell off,” and neither she nor her husband “slept more that night.” Richard, however, informed her that such “superstition of the Irish” resulted from lacking a “faith that should defend them from the power of the devil, which he exercises amongst them very much.”160 Lady Fanshawe then moved on to a plague-infested Galway alongside her husband, with “Cromwell pursuing his conquest at our backs;” in February, they embarked on a ship for Spain under the captainship of a cantankerous Dutchman, leaving behind “that brave Kingdom fallen in six or eight months into a most miserable sad condition, as it hath been many times in most kings’ reigns.”161 For all this, however, Fanshawe pointed out to her son that Cromwell “had a great respect for your father.”162

Personal memoirs among the Puritans in Ireland were not exactly forthcoming after the interregnum, though the publication of Edmund Ludlow’s autobiography in 1698, six years after his death, was considered an event, reflecting prevailing interest in the civil wars and the Good Old Cause. Written while he was in exile, the memoirs might have been heavily reworked if not partially forged by John Toland, to address the politics of the 1690s.163 Even so, they do provide a memorializing document of the Cromwellian years, ostensibly by a man who assumed the position of commander-in-chief of the forces in Ireland after Ireton’s death. Ludlow would remain a republican throughout his life, which meant that Cromwell’s dissolution of the Rump Parliament as well as its replacement by a non-elected, army-approved assembly in 1653 would color the old general’s memories. At the time Ludlow did nothing to stop this turn of events, though he would later claim ignorance as he was in Ireland when they occurred. Even so, he refused to attend the ceremony or announce the protectorate in Ireland at first, and from then on Cromwell, for Ludlow, would become a man of “pride and ambition” who exerted his tyranny with the help of the army and “the corrupt part of lawyers and clergy.”164

Ludlow arrived in Ireland in January of 1651, almost a year after Cromwell had departed but before the campaign had come to an end; though he was not present at Drogheda, Ludlow did acknowledge the slaughter while adding that its “extraordinary severity I presume was used to discourage others from making opposition.”165 Ludlow’s own campaigns could be brutal as well, justified by memory of the “bloody and cruel massacre” of 1641, and the subsequent years in which “this country [was] rendered waste and useless to us.”166 Ludlow’s memoirs are important, however, not for what they say about Cromwell—though they reflect the acute judgment of a republican at century’s end—but in graphic firsthand descriptions of battles and their miserable consequences, including those which occurred in Cashel, Kilkenny, Clonmel, and ultimately Limerick and Galway.167 Ludlow vividly recalls details such as the proclamation in 1651 “forbidding the killing of lambs or calves for the year next ensuing, that the country might recover a stock gain, which had been so exhausted by the wars.” He then alleges, on the basis of “persons deserving credit,” that similar privations befell the Irish after 1641, leading to starvation and cannibalism followed by plague.168 Elsewhere Ludlow depicts himself as marching before Gourtenshegore castle, which belonged to Dermot O’Shortness; demanding a submission from its the inhabitants, who falsely claimed that they had already submitted to Charles Coote, Ludlow is then confronted by the sound of resisting bagpipes from the ramparts. Running short on artillery Ludlow orders his men to storm the castle with fire, and others with ladders; in the end, the “fagots…burned so furiously that the flame took hold of the floors,” and eventually the defenders “hung out a white flag, begging earnestly for mercy…that we would take away the fire.”169 While Ludlow is an unreliable narrator, and perhaps not even the true chronicler of the memoirs as they came to be known, scenes such as these proved popular in creating an evocative picture of Ireland in a state of shattering violence. His readers were primarily English, though Ludlow’s perspective as a republican (and the intervention of John Toland) were important, however, as it contributed to later political remembrances and forgettings of Cromwell among partisans of the movement in Ireland.

At the same time that Ludlow’s memoirs were being published, William Montgomery described and compiled the personal papers of his own forebears, the most notable being those relating to Hugh Montgomery, the 3rd Viscount Montgomery and commander of the royalist forces in Ulster.170 Cromwell’s policies resulted in a drastic decline in Hugh’s fortunes: after surrendering in 1649, he was banished to the Netherlands for conspiring with the “Irish rebels,” though it was really “a trap or a snare for his life and forfeitures of his estates,” a means by which the Cromwellians could do their “general mischief.”171 In Holland, he “diverted melancholy the best way he [could], by seeing the Dutch neat towns, and going incognito.” Though he reunited with some of the king’s exiled officers, “his earthly treasure was in Ireland, and his heart was there also.”172 But this did not prevent Montgomery and others of the “Royalist party” from enduring continued trials through the 1650s, which would be remembered by descendants such as William. The “usurpers,” William noted, proceeded to “pinch” men such as Montgomery through “intolerable” land taxes that forced them to borrow from “Oliver’s men,” for it was they who “had the bags”—“bagmen” being a common slur associated with the Cromwellians.173 “Expensive suits at law” further deprived these down-at-the-heel “cavaliers,” who spent what money they had on “distressed comrades and fellow-sufferers for loyalty.” Cromwell might have disapproved of his own officials who were let loose on men such as Montgomery, “like fierce mastiffs whom the wars had for some years chained up.”174 And it was Cromwell, ironically, who displayed some leniency to Montgomery when presented with a letter from the viscount in 1657. In his response, Cromwell ordered that Montgomery “should have and enjoy his own use…of all lands, good, debts, credits, and chattels, as he has made, or shall hereafter make appear, to have belonged to his late father.”175 Montgomery therefore returned home, though this did not prevent him from suffering under the designs of Miles Corbet, Cromwell’s “malicious maggot,” or enduring various personal sorrows. Eventually Montgomery turned “corpulent and unhealthy” as he endured the rest of the 1650s by turning to “the temptation of a bottle of wine,” which allowed him—in a nod to Proverbs 31:7— to “forget poverty, and to remember misery no more.”176

Montgomery’s contemporary James Hamilton, who initially fought on the parliamentarian side, endured a similar fate: losing his son and daughter during the Cromwellian period, enduring fines and taxation, and also being remembered by his own progeny as “corpulent, scorbutic, hydropic, and so decayed gradually, ’till at length he died in June, 1659.”177 It appeared the condition was common. Others who were remembered as declining then included Christopher Eustace of Kildare, who was referred to as “Mad Captain Eustace,” and put in the custody of a relation; though he eventually “recovered his estate, he never recovered his wits,” wrote Prendergast.178 Returning to Ireland after his exile, Colonel Richard Grace described one young cousin as having descended to the job of “keeping calves,” while the other was “in no better condition.”179 The personal disintegration of these figures, it should be said, was not wholly unique to Ireland. If they were not in exile, many cavalier leaders in England spent the Cromwellian years in a state of retreat and even made an aesthetic of it, with poetry capturing a tone of solitude, melancholy, and a pastoral spent in this “cavalier winter.”180 For royalists in Ireland who experienced more severe property disruptions, however, the luxury of a productive internal exile was not possible, and while many did recover under Charles, others bore witness as casualties of those years.

Contested Historical Narratives

Multifaceted narratives of the Cromwellian past therefore extended beyond the elite histories which attempted to wrest control of the story. As for those later seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries histories, Edmund Burke would later describe them as “those miserable performances which go about under the names of Histories of Ireland;” assuming the title of “true” and “impartial,” they very much reflected the opposite qualities instead.181 The claims of impartiality were made, however, in direct response to opposing assertions or assumptions, just as those histories revealed a great deal about the manner in which events or individuals were incorporated into narratives that served partisan interests. Many of those books, however, barely mentioned Cromwell at all, as Toby Barnard has rightly pointed out.182 Instead, their focus rested on the final settlement and achievement of William III rather than Cromwell, or on Ormonde as the prime malefactor. For Irish Protestants especially, the year 1641 generated the most attention in any case, often at the expense of invoking the different and more uncomfortable legacy of Cromwell.183 Many histories were therefore significant precisely because they chose to omit or “forget” the interregnum entirely, and leap from the 1640s straight on to William. On the other hand, if Cromwell and Drogheda or Wexford might have been “pushed into the background,” this did not mean that they were absent from the subtext that these histories presented.

Pamphlets and tracts provided some of the earlier framings of historical narratives and set different partisan templates for the rhetoric to come. Peter Walsh’s A Continuation of the Brief Narrative and the Sufferings of the Irish under Cromwell (1660) was a classic document that manipulated the past to advance present-day concerns. A member of the Franciscan order and a devoted ally of Ormonde, Walsh sought to uphold the rights of Catholics in Ireland, which meant overriding papal authority to profess loyalty to the Protestant king, in the form of the Remonstrance of 1661.184 The Remonstrance, however, only proceeded to divide the Catholics, who rightfully suspected its fractious character and called Walsh a “hireling in sheep’s clothing” and a Protestant English slut’s son.”185 Proponents of the Remonstrance, however, also sought to cast aspersion on Protestant sectaries and the Protestant interest, and particularly those individuals who were presenting their own agendas at court and claiming Catholics to be “averse to the English Interest and Government.”186 Equally important was Walsh’s claim that the Protestants, or sectaries as he deemed them, had supported parliament during the civil wars, and by extension the actions of Cromwell in Ireland. He would therefore set the record straight by his narrative.

Walsh asserted that he would present “plainly the matter of fact, in the presence of many thousand witnesses” the events that transpired in those times. With regard to the Cromwellian period, he wrote, “the then usurped Government did abundantly testifie” to the Protestant “affections”; those Protestants now professing royal fidelity had once collaborated in the old regime’s “inhumane designs,” which included “executing so many” in “Cromwell’s slaughterhouses,” transplanting them west, “sending them to Barbados and other Plantations,” and “squeez[ing] them like Oranges” with taxation and other arbitrary measures of “Tyranny.”187 Addressing the fact that many of those Protestants were now scheming to retain the property they had seized, Walsh described how they suddenly proclaimed their “natural affection to their Sovereign and the English interest thereon involved,” while the “Catholick Subjects of Ireland” had long demonstrated “their faithfulness to his Majesty.”188

Another influential pamphlet was entitled A Collection of some Massacres and Murders Committed on the Irish (1662), written by a veteran who “served my Apprentiship, under the Royal Banner in this Country.” Though it would be suppressed at the time of its publication due to its incendiary nature, its inclusion in Clarendon’s Vindication of the Conduct of the James Duke of Ormond (1736) and John Curry’s An Historical and Critical Review of the Civil Wars in Ireland (1786), ensured its further circulation in the centuries to come.189 The pamphlet had much to say about 1641: while the murders were “very odious to me,” the author also stated that “all sober and estated persons of the Irish Nation” sought punishment for those behind the killings of Protestants. The unjust executions committed in “the Usurpers time” were also detailed, though not to the same extent. Under the “pretended” High Court of Justice, “the Lady Roch was put to death for murthering an unknown person”; in addition, a “Mrs. Fitz. Patrick was executed on the testimony of one woman who afterwards did acknowledge she was [bribed] by Col. Axtel, and had a sum of money from him for such prosecution.” The violence of 1641 and the years that followed were in this way harnessed to Cromwell’s time, collapsing, or perhaps connecting, the two epochs. Cromwell’s underlings are, once again, singled out for special treatment, though the massacre at Wexford comes in for gruesome treatment. Elsewhere, according to the author, “Col. Barrow of Cromwels Army having taken an Island defended by Lieutenant Col. Patrick, Mr. Mahon for his Majesty” kills Mahon as well as eighty others, including “a little pretty child of 6 years old.” In Galway and Connaught more generally, Coote is of course mentioned; Colonel Henry Ingelsby “cause [Redmond Burke’s] head to be cut off,” while in Kildare, a captain tortures a small child to force a confession, and while Cromwellian troopers cut down the hanging child, he dies shortly after. The purpose of the treatise in listing “so many cruel & inhumane murthers upon that Nation” was to “render them odious to their natural Prince and fellow Subjects of England,” not least because—and as Walsh would concur—many who now benefitted from estates gained there were instigators of this violence.190

More localized historical accounts were also written directly in the wake of the Cromwellian period, including a 1660 manuscript by one Geoffrey Lynch fitzDominick that was later incorporated into a larger history of Galway by James Hardiman. Providing an account of the town’s history and officials over previous centuries, the work then describes at greater length the taking of the town by Coote,191 as well as the resulting “scourge” of “dearth, plague and sword,” by the governorship of Colonel Peter Stubbers, and the deportations of 2000 “slaves” to Barbados.192 Acts of iconoclasm and desecration are also recounted, as “the unruly crew of soldiers broke down the monuments and coffins of the dead and [took] from them the winding sheets, as though some treasure had been within the said coffins.” Included in the destruction were “crucifixes and such spiritual costly works engraven[ed] on fine marble stones,” which were used to build chimneys. Meanwhile, the monuments were “left wide open for the dogs to drag and eat the corpses interred there” while the King’s Arms were razed and churches and abbeys “converted…to stables.” “The whole town for the most part fell into decay,” as “families [were] destroyed” and “soldiers or poor bakers…had great houses to live in,” leaving the old ones “full of excrements and filth, that it was poison to enter into any of the said houses, formerly fit to lodge kings or princes.”193

John Lynch, the learned Anglo-Norman priest also from Galway, was another who would shape memory of the Cromwellian years and the decade preceding them.194 Writing in 1662 from exile abroad, Lynch’s primary purpose in his great work Cambrensis Eversus was to defend the Catholic nation of Ireland by recovering the country’s history from the influential slanders and fictions directed to it by Geraldus Cambrensis in the twelfth century; equally important was his intention to speak to a restored king who could be persuaded, once again, to concede land to the Catholics.195 Lynch was not the first to address Gaelic Ireland’s historical and cultural achievements, having been preceded by Geoffrey Keating most notably. His work was distinct, however, in its having been written in so recently after the interregnum, and while Cromwell appears briefly in the third volume, his presence is all the more disconcerting as it represents a rupture in the long and distinct historical tableau. Lynch turns to classical and biblical parallels to explain the invasion: “All the cruelty inflicted on the city of Rome by Nero and Attila, by the Greeks on Troy, by the Moors on Spain or by Vespasianus on Jerusalem—has been inflicted on Ireland by the Puritans,” he wrote, before quoting a chilly verse from Jeremiah.196 Puritans in Ireland predated Cromwell of course, as they had “plundered our cities, destroyed our churches, laid waste our lands” over the course of the sixteenth century; Lynch, however, also grounded his broader invocations and allusions with concrete Cromwellian episodes from recent years as well. Betrayals around terms of surrender merit his attention, as he mentions the siege of Sligo castle, when the Cromwellian commander “promised in writing to spare the lives of the besieged”; but “as soon as the castle gates were thrown open the garrison was shamefully butchered to a man.” At least Cromwell, Lynch writes, made no such promise before Drogheda, and “instantly issued the savage order for that most atrocious of massacres.”197 Meanwhile, in 1652, 300 “men and many infants” were “shut up…in a house in Wexford, and then setting fire to the house [on the orders of Cromwellians], all were burned in the flames.”198 The treatment of priests, as will be seen in the next chapter, was hardly better. In the end, Lynch writes, “experience soon proved that [the Irish] had been under a most fatal delusion; they discovered that there was a wide difference between the Puritan and the Protestant: the latter had some regard for mercy and plighted faith; the former trampled on the laws of humanity and paid no respect to treaties.”199

Lynch, who returned to Ireland after the Restoration and was ordained Bishop of Killala, in this way set the perimeters for much of what was to come in framing the actions of the Cromwellians and by implication Cromwell himself—even if the association of Cromwell with his underlings, again, might have been unfair. Lynch’s mighty work was so much larger than the pages he devoted to 1650s Ireland, though he would be avidly read by nineteenth-century nationalists such as Thomas D’Arcy McGee, who wrote that Cambrensis Eversus was an “antidote to the poison” of Giraldus Cambrensus.200 Lynch’s view of the Puritans, and by extension Cromwell, might not have been unique, but it helped to solidify their reputation in Ireland, just as his work is important in presenting a view of the period from one who wrote before the developments at the end of the century and which directly affected the subsequent histories.

The Earl of Clarendon did have much to say about Cromwell, whom he described as the “great dissembler” who “always made his hypocrisy of singular use and benefit to him.”201 On the other hand, and as Blair Worden has pointed out, Clarendon “made Cromwell a recognizable human being,” and gave him his due as a military commander.202 Clarendon famously wrote of Cromwell that he was a “brave bad man,” though he also knew that the man “had some good qualities which have caused the memory of some men in all Ages to be celebrated.” His great History of the Rebellion was begun in exile during the civil war years and continued with the addition of an autobiography and essays during seven years up to his death in 1667.203 Though the book would not be published until 1720, Clarendon would nevertheless build on earlier accounts in his description of the executed victims of Drogheda (“butchered in cold blood”) by a man who “made himself terrible by that excess of rigour and cruelty.”204 The work was focused primarily on the civil wars, though in 1659 Clarendon composed his Short View of the State and Condition of the Kingdom of Ireland primarily to defend Ormonde, his ally if not partial collaborator in the work. The short tract specifically addressed 1641 and the years that followed; while it sought to avoid “lay[ing] any imputations of this [past] rebellion upon the Irish nation, and the catholics of that kingdom,”205 it assuredly debunked the Catholic perspective. The mistakes of the “the Papists that rebelled in Ireland” in the 1640s, in moving against Ormonde and undertaking other actions, led to Cromwell and the “Rebels of England” invading at the end, in retaliatory extermination. The Irish Catholics, in other words, were ultimately to blame for Cromwell’s conquest of Ireland.

Borrowing material from Clarendon, Edmund Borlase published his own History of the Execrable Irish Rebellion in 1680, after a decade that witnessed increasing insecurity on the part of Protestants fed by the anti-Catholic conspiracy theories of Titus Oates and skittish about the prospect of a Catholic, James, ascending the throne.206 The fact that Charles himself had been suspected of being a Catholic, and had a Catholic wife, only contributed to the sense that parallels could be drawn between the present day and the events leading up to and through the civil war.207 Borlase, who had been born in Ireland and practiced as a physician, wrote his hefty volume in part to uphold the memory of his father, who was lord justice in the 1640s and opposed Ormonde. But he also sought to address the “evil silence” that marked present and Protestant-centered histories of Ireland, and which allowed for Catholic pamphlets to seize the narrative on the continent and elsewhere.208 In his characteristically turgid style, Borlase stated that he had “a particular Design (besides the bare History) to preserve the memory of some who (otherwise) in tract of time might be lost in the common Rubbish;”209 though he claimed to be free of self-interest or bias and he did extensively include documents,210 the work is nevertheless vehemently anti-Catholic, which meant that Borlase dwelled at great length on 1641 and the “Circumstances of Animosities, Rapine and Revenge” that followed in the years to come.211

Borlase did not by any means imply that Cromwell was the great vindicator of the Protestant attacks, though he argued that the success of the 1649 invasion benefitted from the discord of the previous decade in Ireland. Borlase is nevertheless relatively brief in his focus on Cromwell, though he devotes much detail to the campaign, beginning with the pre-Cromwellian victories of Michael Jones in Dublin. Drogheda follows, as Cromwell’s men “pursu’d their Victory with so much cruelty, that they put the whole Garrison in Arms to the Sword,” resulting in a massacre of “a Body of near 3000 Men” who could have fought with Ormonde. Borlase goes further in arguing that had it not been for the “obstinancy of the Irish” or the treaty of peace with the confederates, which restrained Ormonde from constructing new garrisons, the outcome might have been different. Cromwellian forces, for example, were already weakened by the sea voyage, sickness, and the sieges.212 But Wexford then followed, after which Cromwell “march’d thence without control,” taking yet more towns. Ormonde, he writes, wished to continue the fight against Cromwell, but again was stifled by “a too deep sense of stupidity, nay madness and ingratitude of that People.”213

Borlase continues his narrative with the Cromwellian campaign, the land confiscations and redistributions, the establishment of the High Court of Justice, the banishments and exiles;214 the account stops, however, in 1653—when the campaign itself ended—before catapulting over seven years to reach Charles II and the settlement. This silence is important. When Borlase writes of “Murderers, whose cruelties have made this Land a Field of Blood,” he is not referring to Cromwell so much as the 1640s. His attention rests on “protestants [who] have suffered…the abominable cruelties the Murtherers have committed” and ignores the Catholic loss of life or the depredations of the Cromwellians.215 Post-1653 Ireland would not have fitted into his narrative, and so it was omitted.216 Criticized as Borlase has been, and biased as he was toward Catholic Ireland, he nevertheless is interesting in presenting counterfactuals—what if Ormonde was given the opportunity to stay and fight?—while presenting Cromwell’s invasion as the unfortunate conclusion of a decade of internecine mayhem. Cromwell, however, was no hero to Protestant, royalist Borlase, and his actions, as well as his men such as Ireton, are featured at some length if not always in great detail. The events which followed were not necessarily “forgotten,” however; rather, they simply did not serve Borlase’s purposes in validating the cause of Protestantism in the fraught year of 1680, under the pending threat of James’s kingship.

Borlase’s tome was unsuccessful in any case, and largely unread even if it reflected current sentiments and memories of the 1640s and the Cromwellian conquest. A more substantial work was Richard Cox’s two-volume Hibernia Anglicana (1689–90), which appeared a decade later, when many apprehensive Protestants fled to England in the wake of Catholic James’s accession.217 The work, which traced Ireland’s history from the Norman conquest forward, was presented through the prism of one who came from a recent settler family and continued to view himself as “a sincere Protestant and a good Englishman.” Critics, however, deemed Cox “hardly more than a propagandist with an impressive employment of documentation,”218 as he sought to make the case for the country and its importance to William of Orange and to English interests. Cox himself acknowledged that the historian “cannot always be sure that he writes truth,” and that historians can “jumble Times, Persons, and Things together, and so confound the story.”219 The problem, however, was that Cox sought to entirely discredit Gaelic Ireland in the process. Cox’s family had been ruined in 1641 and he himself orphaned, which contributed to his thesis that “the Natives have managed almost a continual War with the English, ever since the first Conquest thereof.” The result was “an unspeakable Mass of Blood and Treasure to preserve [the country] in due Obedience.”220

Cox was acutely aware of the resentments against the confiscations, dating back to the New English in the sixteenth century, as Catholics sought “to recover their old Estates from the first Conquerors or Intruders.”221 The Restoration Act of Settlement gave its beneficiaries “two fourths more [land], so that now they have three Quarters of the whole [country], and thereby more Irish are disobliged than were formally.” As a result, “their Loss is greater, and consequently their Interest to regain it is larger and more pressing than it was in former Times.”222 The result appears to have brought some uneasiness to Cox: “Too many of them think we are incorrigible rebels and have no title to our lands nor much to our goods…and consequently if they had the opportunity would think it meritorious to deprive us of both,” he wrote.223 Cox could hardly blame the dispossessed either, given the fact that after the Williamite settlement, Catholics were “poor, Insignificant slaves, fit for nothing but to hew wood & draw water.”224

Cox recounts the Cromwellian story, describing the Drogheda massacre as a “terrible Execution.” At the same time, he writes, most of the defending soldiers were “Popish Soldiers so insolent, and so unjust to their Protestant companions, even in the midst of their Adversity, that on Sunday, the 8th of September, they thrust the Protestants out of St. Peter’s Church in Drogheda, and publiquely celebrated Mass there, tho’ they had Monasteries, and other convenient places besides, for that purpose.”225 This comes close to a “just rewards” defense, but in any case, Cox proceeds on to Wexford, where “Souldiers and Inhabitants were so frightened [at the approaching Cromwellians] that they quitted the Walls and endeavoured to escape over the River.” Seeing this, “the Cromwelests [sic], perceiving their Cowardize [sic], presently clapt Scaling ladders to the Walls, and took the Town by Storm, and put all they found in Arms to the Sword, to the number of 2000 Men.”226 As the campaign pushed forward, meanwhile, “the Popish clergy, which had been such Incendiaries, and such violent and obstinate Promoters of the War, when they found themselves in danger were the most forward of all others to Capitulate.”227 Limerick, meanwhile, was a town “that was so obstinate and willful that it refused to receive the Lord Deputy [Clanricarde] and good part of his Forces into their Walls for their Defence, as it did the Lord Lieutenant heretofore…[it] was nevertheless so [parsimonious] and cowardly to talk of surrendering as soon as the Enemy appeared before it.”228 Ireton himself was a commander who “prest [sic] on the Siege with great diligence and vigour,” even if “the Governour as valiantly defended the City.” Broghill too “proceed[ed] with all the Briskness and Expedition that a brave and vigilent Captain was capable of.”229

There is an odd defensiveness in Cox’s work. Cromwell’s High Court of Justice might have executed “not above two hundred,” but “so many of the Murtherers had been destroyed by the Sword and the Pestilence” in the 1640s.230 Cox certainly will not come out in favor of Cromwell, particularly in a work dedicated to William III; yet by indirectly praising the men who served Cromwell, Cox in his way honored the man who oversaw a campaign in which “the Rebels were subdued and the Rebellion appeased and ended.”231 As for the years which followed the final surrender, Cox writes that “The Interval between the end of the War and Cromwell’s Death affords but little matter for an Historian; for it was a time of profound Peace, and spent in setting out of Lands, settling of Titles, in Building and Improvements, and in transplanting the Irish into Connaught.”232 These “setting out of lands” and “settling of titles” would, of course, contribute to the Cromwellian and Restoration land dispensation, and one that was presently being threatened by James and his lord deputy in Ireland, Richard Talbot.233 While the primary issue of division for Cox was religion, he nevertheless wrote his work with these other aspects in mind, which meant that everything that began with Cromwell, and by extension Cromwell himself, could not be entirely condemned.

Elite writers such as Lynch or Cox were read by a limited audience, but popular histories with a wider reach were also issued in affordable chapbook form at the end of the century by the bookseller Nathaniel Crouch.234 Based in England and author of works on diabolism and earthquakes as well as history, Crouch had an eye on the market in Ireland as well and published abridged histories of previous conflicts, including the Williamite conflict and the uprising of 1641, the latter entailing a substantial borrowing from its atrocity-chronicler, John Temple.235 A biographer as well, Crouch published his History of Oliver Cromwel[sic]: Being an Impartial Account in 1692 under the name Richard or Robert Burton (“R.B.”). The work provides a readable narrative of Cromwell’s life and career through the civil wars; though it assumes a stance of impartiality, Crouch reveals himself when he describes Cromwell’s 1649 entry into Dublin, paraphrasing a speech in which he promises to “[carry] on the great work, against the barbarous and blood-thirsty Irish and their adherents and confederates,” and to “[restore] this bleeding Nation to its former happiness and tranquility.” When the narrative reaches Drogheda, Crouch describes the garrison’s governor Arthur Aston (“an expert and valiant souldier”) and points out that the mostly English garrison refused to surrender, given its hope for relief from Ormonde. When Cromwell and his soldiers proceed to make a breech in the walls and go in, Crouch does not minimize the violence that ensued; “with Gun-powder [the Cromwellians] blew up an hundred of them who were got into St. Peters steeple, only one escaping, who by the fall broke his leg, and had Quarter given him.” Yet Crouch also states that Cromwell “by these severe executions [designed] to terrify other places from making any opposition, which had such effect, that in a short time he wholly conquered the Kingdom.” Wexford, Kilkenny, and other towns follow in Crouch’s narrative; in Clonmel, a particularly difficult fight, “victorious [Cromwellian] souldiers pursued with revenge∣ful minds, and made a dreadful slaughter. Thus was this considerable place reduced, though with greater loss than ordinary to the English, wherein they found the stoutest enemy they ever met in Ireland.”236

With Waterford, Limerick, and Galway left to be conquered after his departure, Cromwell “in ten months time, performed more than any Prince before was able to do in ten years, in subduing an obstinate bloody enemy that despaired of pardon, and therefore fought with the greater animosity.”237 The narrative then resumes with Cromwell’s march into Scotland (“the greatest danger,” given Charles II’s dealings there), which receives many more pages of attention than the Irish campaign.238 In a kind of postscript to Ireland, however, Crouch adds that the country “was by the English arms brought to such a condition, as there was no fear of disturbance for the future,” except for “ some few Tories [who] kept themselves in some inaccessible places.” Meanwhile, the High Court of Justice “sentenced and executed” a number of individuals “for the bloody Massacre committed upon the Protestants in 1641,” and “[sold] about 14000…to the King of Spain, and many transported into other Countries,” with “the rest being driven into the Province of Connaught, out of which, upon pain of death, they were not to stir without leave.” Forfeited lands were then “divided among such Adventurers as had advanced money toward the management of the Irish affairs, and for satisfaction of the souldiers arrears.”239

Crouch, of course, offers a general biographical treatment, though he does bring to a wider audience a relatively detailed and vivid account of Cromwell’s actions in Ireland. In the end, however, he judges of Cromwell that “Valour mounted him to that height by which he raised his Family almost equal to the best of the Kingdom, and the Nation to that Glory, that Forreign Princes feared and envied him.”240 As will be seen in the next chapter, it would take other popular historians such as Hugh Reily to present a different version of the man. But Crouch, who straddled high and low culture, was important in introducing readers of middling social status to historical narratives that had previously been embedded in more elite works. By popularizing those narratives, he spurred on other narratives that could disseminate and permutate across social groups and the memories they constructed in the centuries to come.241

Conclusion

In the decades following his death, Cromwell and the era he dominated were transmuted into histories, memoirs, poems, wills, petitions, claims, and family records. Contemporary tombstones even mentioned him, with words on the 1667 grave of Matthias Barnwell, the twelfth Baron of Trimblestown, stating that he was “transplanted to Connaught: [by the] usurper Cromwell.”242 Another man, this time from the Cromwellian side, composed a will which forbid his son from marrying a woman who referred to the elder as “Oliver’s whelp.”243 Travelers also commented on Cromwell’s legacy, with John Stevens describing the poverty he witnessed around him as the result of “the poor having been so long under the heavy yoke of the Oliverian English party.” Stevens also noted, after passing through Clonmel, that it “was famous for the opposition it made against the former usurper, Oliver Cromwell.”244 Cromwell, or parts of him, could be conveniently omitted from the record too, in an act of purposeful amnesia that usually attested to the memorializer being embarrassingly implicated in some way with Cromwell’s legacy, usually when it came to the owning of land. For Protestants generally, and to quote Toby Barnard, in the end “There was every reason…to celebrate William III, the protestant deliverer, rather than the butcher of Drogheda and Wexford.”245 With the year 1641 and the great deliverance of 1688 and 1690 being much more amenable to Protestants—or abhorrent to Catholics—Cromwell and the 11 years of the interregnum could in this way fall into a sinkhole of willful oblivion.

Yet the later seventeenth-century recollections and silences would provide the fertilizing particles upon which later memories would grow and mutate into other memorializing specimens, as the rest of this book will demonstrate. This period witnessed the formation of cultural scripts from which various groups could draw in representing and assessing the man; and all the memorializations were as diverse as the Catholic, Protestant, familial, royalist republican, or economic interests they served.246 This is not to say that the memorializations and forgettings of Cromwell would proceed forward in any kind of linear way, or that they would serve as the stable basis for future variations or expansions. What seventeenth-century histories, memoirs, or poetry did provide were different narrative templates and alternative historical visions, even as later social memories veered off radically and were reinvented anew.

Social remembrance and forgetting are in this way active shaping forces rather than inert receptacles which turn only on what historians deem to be the correct, revised, and dominant interpretation of the day. In the seventeenth century and beyond, memorializations of Cromwell coexisted and often conflicted with each other, as they reimagined not one past or one Cromwell but many. The standard if highly partisan histories of a Lynch, Borlase, Clarendon, or Cox were simply one electrical current in a vast magnetic field of Cromwellian remembrance, with historians comprising a closed if contentious community of memory. Yet many other voices and communities of memory also expressed, and no less authoritatively, all that Cromwell had meant in Ireland. In remembering Cromwell, petitioners, poets, historians, or families also revealed who they were as individuals and as social groups, and the values and beliefs by which they defined themselves.247

Cromwell—as well as other momentous personalities and events of the age—contributed in binding these groups and values together, as a hero, a villain, or simply a handy symbol in harnessing a useable past. The immediate aftermath of Cromwell was therefore interesting in revealing the many and dynamic ways in which his memory was crystallized, and how that memory existed in a state of different formations.248 Lady Ann Fanshawe, Dáibhí Ó Bruadair, or Daniel O’Quinlyn’s evocations of Cromwell in this regard were no less important than the Earl of Clarendon’s, for each would feed into a larger set of inheritances that would be drawn on over time. Contemporary historians might have contributed to the historical record, but not to the larger memory record, even if components of their work would enter into popular and oral traditions.249 Instead, a plurality of memories emerged to make sense of the ruptures that had occurred, and the man inextricably associated with all of them. The fact that such a man was also so complex—by turns “a patriot or a plotter, a Christian man or a hypocrite, a demon or a demi-god”—only increased the commemorative possibilities in the centuries to come.250
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Religious Cromwell

Introduction

In A Tale of a Tub, Jonathan Swift alluded to Cromwellian Ireland as a place of proliferating ears, referring to the roundhead fashion for short hair that thrust the ears into visibility. Exposed ears were so prominent then, Swift wrote, that they became “marks of grace,” evidence of the reception of God’s Word. Indeed, the more protuberant the ears, the deeper the salvation, with preachers’ ears being of “prime magnitude.” Ears in the ungodly times before then had been oppressed by “many loppings and mutilations,” Swift continued; but with the arrival of Cromwell (so it was implied), “while this island of ours was under the dominion of grace, many endeavors were made to improve the growth of ears once more among us.” Unfortunately, “the progress of the saints for advancing the size of that member” was cut short when “a cruel King” (Charles II) “raised a bloody persecution against all ears above a certain standard,” leaving ears to be “slit,” “cropped,” “sliced off to the stumps,” or hidden “wholly under a periwig.”1

Swift also dwelled on a larger legacy that many came to associate, often inaccurately or unfairly, with Cromwell. This was the spirit of Protestant dissent, embodied in A Tale of a Tub by the character of Jack, one of three brothers given a coat by their father. Jack’s brother Peter, standing in for St. Peter or Rome, embellishes his own garment in the papal manner with embroidery, silver fringe, shoulder knots, and other accessories of power. Martin, as in Luther, proceeds more moderately, and leaves his coat intact. But Jack, or Calvin and by extension zealous Puritans or dissenters, becomes so overwhelmed by his own passions that he “rent[s] the main body of his coat from top to bottom” and urges Martin to “strip, tear, pull, rend, flay off all, that we may appear as unlike the rogue Peter as it is possible.”2 Overcome by “madness or phrensy,” manipulating the words of his father’s will (the Bible) with a tongue “so musculous and subtile,” Jack then inspires “revolutions of government” and sets himself up as “hangman general,” “seek[ing] God, when they resolved to murder the king.”3 In this way, Swift alerts the reader to the evils of Rome (Peter) and fractious Protestant dissent (Jack), positioning his own church—the established Church of England and Ireland, then in conflict with the dissenting churches—in the most reasonable and therefore legitimate center.4

As a reformation allegory, A Tale of a Tub is about so much more than Cromwell or large ears, though the suggestive references nevertheless point in the direction of a kind of indirect memorialization of the man or his legacy. Swift and other Church of Ireland Tories often tried to forget Cromwell and those “fanatic times” when “an hundred different sects” prevented “one established form of doctrine and discipline” from ensuring religious and political stability.5 But this does not mean that Cromwell’s memory was gone. In fact, the very omission of his name from many Church of Ireland writers and sermonizers only emphasized the looming absence that he now had become. Cromwell also shadowed the more personal histories that lay beneath those writings as well, as Swift’s own life attests. Born in 1667, nine years after his family arrived in the “wretched kingdom” of Ireland, Swift emphasized that his forefathers had upheld the monarchy which Cromwell and his “hellish crew” overturned.6 In England during the civil wars, his vicar grandfather, Thomas, was “distinguished by his courage, as well as his loyalty to K. Charles the 1st,” raising money and even joining in battle as he deflected Roundhead bullets or singly battled the Devil himself. By the later 1650s, when the war was well over, Thomas’s four sons settled in Ireland, “driven thither by their sufferings, and by the death of their father,” Swift adds, in a biblical mood.7 Once there, the Swift family was not exactly of a piece with Cromwellian newcomer families, though it certainly benefitted from the opportunities provided. Memories not only of his own family’s travails but of the bloody disruptions of the civil war and the overthrow of king and church would in this way remain part of Swift’s heritage, and resound, however distantly, through the concerns that persisted throughout his career.

Swift was hardly representative of his peers; while he fiercely defended episcopacy, his position on contemporary bishops could sometimes border on contempt.8 Yet like them, he defended the hierarchical prelacy, which would color his view of the man who did so much to abolish it. Swift therefore held no love for Cromwell, just as Cromwell would hardly have loved him. Nor did Swift’s opponents, the Presbyterians, care for Cromwell either in the years that followed his death, given a mutual antagonism which extended back to the 1640s. And of course, Catholics would justifiably remember Cromwell with the most displeasure of all, and quite rightfully so. Even so, Cromwell would be useful to all in serving as a focal point in an enduring memory or forgetting which attached itself to each church’s particular identity and history. While different confessional remembrances of Cromwell were very much grounded in their historical and political moments, they could also be inflected by a larger sacred sense of the past which made these memories, and the communities that shaped them, both highly specific and transcendentally eternal.9 Sermons, treatises, martyrologies, or oral traditions disseminated these different remembrances or purposeful amnesiac omissions through time and space, though not with consistent forcefulness; while many of these sources, as in The Tale of a Tub, do not mention Cromwell by name, he haunted them nevertheless. These memories would be picked up in the nineteenth century in turn, and reinvented to serve a different time and the nationalist, Unionist, Anglican, Orange, or Catholic platforms which drove it.

Religion itself was deeply bound to memory, whether it involved recycling and resurrecting the last supper in the mass or the evocation of early Christian saints and martyrs in feast days, sermons, or visual worlds.10 Formal histories written by different denominations constituted a more institutional kind of remembrance, but they could also be multifarious and dynamic, encompassing the local as well as international, produced by different communities and individuals with their own particular missions. Historical accuracy, while important, was secondary to the more transcendental presentation in which a given church was situated, as it fused sacred and historical time in a great temporal foreshortening.11 To be a Catholic was to remember the martyrs or the Passion, to be pulled into a sanctified past that could explain and sacralize present-day circumstances and even point to a redemptive future.12 To be a Presbyterian or Anglican meant recalling one’s own sacred past as well. Cromwell was simply grafted onto these narratives, just as he was presented by Presbyterians or members of the Church of Ireland as a figure who tested their church in its time of suffering. In this way, deep biblical time was reactivated, connected as it was to those past Cromwellian days.

This chapter will explore the many ways in which sacred and historical memories or purposeful forgettings fastened onto Cromwell among Catholics, Church of Ireland clergy, Presbyterians, and dissenters. These remembrances assumed diverse but connected forms in oral culture, sermons, martyrologies, polemics, or ecclesiastical histories; none of these forms always remembered him in the same way or with equal vehemence, or even mentioned him directly and by name at all. Other commemorations also assumed dominance over the Cromwellian years, the most notable being the 1641 rising, the siege of Derry, or the Protestant deliverance of William III. For each church in a different way, Cromwell played a useful role, however, in allowing these historical communities to define their past, like that of the Israelites, as framed in large part by an experience of suffering.13 Emile Durkheim once famously described how the social cohesion of a religious community depended upon the summoning of exemplary figures and by extension the ideals they embodied; the community was expected not only to emulate those ideals but also define itself by them. But it was no less true, as Durkheim also acknowledged, that abhorrent or antagonistic figures from the past could also unite a community by provoking its moral outrage and defining the perimeters of deviance and acceptability. Periods of history too, for Durkheim, could unite a community through a “great collective shock,” often in a positive and creative way as in revolution.14 By the same token, one could say that those moments of “shock,” as in Cromwell’s campaign and its legacy in Ireland, could also provoke communities to construct a shared past through narratives, and ultimately strengthen themselves in turn. Nowhere was this more evident than in religious narratives which swept the historical and sacred past into one sustaining framework, and one whose variety helped to sustain the faith in the centuries to come.

Catholic Cromwell

Conflicts between Irish Catholics and new Protestant settlers had predated the 1650s, which generated a number of fairly well-established narrative memorializations by the time Cromwell arrived. For Catholics a cult of martyrdom was firmly in place by the 1620s, after a number of noteworthy deaths of clerics at the hands of Protestant authorities.15 Religious violence under Cromwell was therefore hardly new, and the ruler’s religious policy in Ireland could even be said to have been “lenient,” insofar as it was the elite and the clerics who were targeted for persecution, and not the majority of Catholic laypeople.16 In a response made to a 1649 declaration of Catholic clerics gathered at Clanmacnoise, Cromwell asserted a policy of noninterference when it came to dictating matters of conscience;17 on the other hand, he vehemently opposed the hierarchy of “priestcraft,” which involved “a covenant with death and hell” and one that had instigated such outrages as the 1641 uprising.18 Equally egregious for him was the manner in which clerics had practiced deception and imposed their false religion onto a people with whom he professed no ill will. It was not exactly toleration, however, to allegedly respect people’s religious beliefs, in the hopes that the true Word of God, which was of course the Word of a Protestant God, would eventually bring them around.19 Priests were central to Catholics, of course, and without them, the dispensing of sacraments—and by extension, people’s salvation—was tenuous at best. And Cromwell himself had elsewhere stated that “if by liberty of conscience you mean the right to exercise the Mass, I judge it best to use plain dealing, and to let you know where the parliament of England have power, that will not be allowed.”20 All this ensured that the Catholic faith and community would be undercut at its core, with the persecution and absence of priests having direct bearing on the laypeople, as the Cromwellians well knew.21

Hundreds of clerics would flee to the continent or be deported to the Caribbean, but not that many would be executed under Cromwell, at least relative to the vast numbers witnessed in other countries in earlier times.22 Martyrdom is not a numbers game, however, and the deaths of those in the Cromwellian era would be widely reported by laypeople who had become familiar by then with the process of collecting relics or gathering miraculous information around the death site. Not simply a memory but a sacred memory would in this way be born at these and earlier executions, for in spreading the word, ordinary men and women were conjoining the victim to a larger memorializing tradition, and one as pervaded with the same sense of providential wonder that animated popular beliefs more generally.23 And Cromwell’s name, fairly or not, would be carried along as well.

Particularly interesting to the Cromwellian period, as in earlier times, were descriptions of clerical miracles or martyrdoms being transmitted to manuscript and print from oral accounts, which provided the initial dispatches for later and more polished memorializing narratives. The transmission was often identified in fairly specific terms too, at least by those who later commemorated Cromwellian victims. In 1653, for example, Maria Grey was said to have reported to hundreds of people the miracle of the executed Franciscan John Kearney, whose corpse briefly came alive when its hand pressed into hers after she had fervently prayed for him.24 The Jesuit Peter Creagh built on Kearney’s life and memory in a 1657 letter, while other friends left behind a manuscript containing his biography, and one that would be heavily utilized by the great Franciscan Anthony Bruodin while in exile on the continent.25 Eyewitnesses such as Maria Grey in this way offered the kind of direct testimony on which later accounts legitimated their claims.

Another example, from a contemporary letter written by a Franciscan, famously described the miracle in Wexford of musket balls impotently falling before priests; the writer stated that “I heard [this] from a noble lady, Margaret Keating, to whom the enemy related it in presence of her children and servants.”26 Keating, the wife of one Captain Doran and daughter of an alderman, apparently related a variation of the musket-ball miracle in another account, which resulted in an English soldier’s conversion to Catholicism. The Franciscan letter-writer, in another instance, notes the miraculous story of a priest’s blood remaining permanently on the executioner’s hand, despite the killer’s futile attempts to wash it off afterwards. According to the writer, “I heard this from Mr John French of Ballolonie, who had himself seen the blood and learned the circumstances from the mouth of the wicked man after the capture of the city.”27 Contemporary chroniclers also shared their own stories of priests and clerics who had died for the faith, especially if they knew those victims as confreres and friends. Father Joseph Sall memorialized the life of John Kearney in the 1650s, while Maurice Conry, a Franciscan, described in 1659 how four bishops—including Heber MacMahon, Terence O’Brien, and Boetius McEgan—received “the palm of glorious martyrdom.” The killers, according to Conry, were the “dregs and scum of the nation,” who supported Oliver Cromwell, the “Arco-tyrannus” (or arch-tyrant).28

The physical remains of these saints-in-the-making were central to grounding them in a memorializing mode that fused the hallowed and the corporal, the universal and highly local, the past and the present.29 Relics, as David Lowenthal once wrote, yielded different interpretations, and as objects they could “partly redress the bias of written sources, and hence make historical knowledge more populist, pluralistic, and public.”30 Relics and the mania for them were also not new, of course, in the mid-seventeenth century. More recent was the famous 1612 case of Bishop Conor O’Devany, whose executed body caused thousands to scramble for its fragments.31 The practice emerged again during the Cromwellian campaign, as relics collected from a martyr served to immortalize not only his name but that of the man responsible for the persecutions. Cromwell himself might have left the country by the time a martyr was executed, and bore little direct responsibility, though subsequent accounts would bring in his presence to some extent. The 1654 execution of the Augustinian William Tirry allegedly resulted in a Clonmel crowd scrambling for his blood and other relics,32 while the habit and hair of John Kearney were preserved for their miraculous as well as memorializing power. Kearney’s relics, like many other priests’, could also migrate, in his case to Louvain and Rome before they returned to Dublin. In other cases, previous relics were transported to the continent in order to prevent them from falling into Protestant hands.33 Peripatetic relics, like the memory they invoked, could in this way travel like fugitives or exiles in roundabout and hidden ways, or eventually circle back to their home once again.34

Relics could also become part of family memory, even if they did not relate directly to the bodies of martyrs. The chalice of the Cromwellian Dominican martyr Thaddeus Moriarty was “handed down as a secret heirloom” by relatives, and later used in the new abbey in Tralee in 1866.35 The chalice had born his name and other engravings, furthering remembrance of those times. More indirectly, Bishop Luke Wadding of Ferns would describe his family’s possessions destroyed by the Cromwellians, among which was a small glass of blood “which hath been at the castle of Ballycogley since my [Norman] predecessors first came” to Ireland.36 Wadding continued that “I know no more than that it was esteemed to be a drop of our Saviour’s blood, brought by one Gilbert Wadding, who was at the taking of Jerusalem by Godfrey duke of Lorraine.” Not only did the blood memorialize the Waddings’ ancestral role in the crusades, divinely protecting the family through centuries, but so did its loss represent a spiritual and historical rupture inflicted on the Wadding family by the Cromwellians and their violence.37

Visual aids also aided the lay pubic in remembering its local martyrs. Peter Creagh described to a continental contact the “many gentlewomen” who “[pressed] me to have [John Kearney’s] Image, that they may get it painted for themselves.” Creagh then instructed his contact to draw the image “[on] a small peece of parchment with leads, crayon, or otherwise” and send it on to him in Ireland, especially since “I doe not knowe how to give a perfect image of him to the paintere [sic] here.” Creagh also insisted that Kearney be depicted at “ad locum supplicii [going to his place of punishment] with a Crucifix in his right hand and beads in his left, vultu nonnihil laeto [somewhat happily] but devoutely, an Angel descending from heaven with a croune to crowne him, etc.”38 So important were these visual mnemonic aids that Creagh afterwards wrote to the college in Louvain, requesting that it further disseminate the likeness, this time for the audience of the seminarians there. In this way, a standardized if embellished image of Kearney would be memorialized among laypeople and clergy, in Ireland and beyond.39 Equally important would be the message it conveyed, of a martyr who faced his death heroically, thereby transcending the worldly inflictions and death dealt to him by the Cromwellian tormenters.

Spiritual dominance over the persecutors was itself a form of resistance, manifested in part by miraculous deeds or signs. These were old tropes in the oral tradition and martyrological canon, but they nevertheless served to conjoin the specifics of the Cromwellian age to a longer purview. In one account of divine retribution from the Wexford massacre, the blood of a fallen martyr spilled onto the hand of the executioner and could not be washed off, while a soldier who attempted to fire at a crucifix witnessed the bullet turning off course and killing the captain of the company, as if redirected by God.40 Popular traditions, meanwhile, maintained that horns grew on the head of a man who cursed another Cromwellian-era priest: echoes that harkened back, perhaps, to the injunctions against bards who held a monopoly on curses, and to later folklore in which Cromwell’s attacking men were frozen in place by a priest’s special powers and remained that way until he finished mass.41 Others who resisted and perished under Cromwell were more overt in their actions. John Lynch, author of De Praesulibus Hiberniae (1672), described how Daniel Delany, the parish priest of Arklow, “drew his sword [before the Cromwellians] and defended himself so well against the attack, that he compelled his assailants to promise him his life if he delivered up his sword.” Of course, they went back on their word, after which he was dragged through the streets and then condemned to death.42 The colorful Clogher bishop Heber MacMahon had already played an intense role in the events of the 1640s, though in the fall of 1649 he was appointed to succeed the late Owen Roe O’Neill as commander of the forces in Ulster; by 1650, the fighting bishop was in the field with an estimated 4000 infantry and 600 cavalry when he faced his foe in Charles Coote. After his death, his corpse was taken by supporters and buried on Devenish Island, reflecting another instance of locals laying claim to the body of a possible saint.43 MacMahon’s status as a martyr is open to question, however, since martyrs tend not to lead armies in battle, and his opponents saw him as a military and political opponent more than a Catholic.44 Oral traditions did not always look favorably upon him either, with a later account describing him as “[not] a clever general—he didn’t know a lot about the job.”45 Nevertheless, a 1650 poem, “ An Síogaí Rómhánach,” would uphold MacMahon alongside others such as Owen Roe O’Neill, victim of “England’s traitor horde” and “ruthless tyrants.”46 Lynch felt that MacMahon was deserving of the martyr’s crown,47 just as his memory continued into the eighteenth century, when Thomas Burke briefly described his trials and death, exactly one hundred years after.48

MacMahon’s burial on Devenish Island, on or near the Augustinian ruins, was located many kilometers away from his birthplace in County Monaghan, but he was remembered by locals there, just as others were bodily imprinted on a place by their death.49 Even a tree could carry the imprint of a Cromwellian martyr-priest in oral traditions, with the Catholic Bishop of Ross Boetius MacEgan allegedly being hanged by Cromwellian soldiers from a pear tree at Carrigadrohid castle in County Cork. “I remember the Pear [sic] tree but it was cut down later on,” one local stated later, adding that “Bishop MacEgan’s story has passed down 400 years.”50 Other details of MacEgan’s death, which would be transmitted orally and in print in the centuries to come, involved him being hanged by the reins of his own horse, on the orders, among others, of Broghill.51 MacEgan in fact would be twinned with the “merciless” Broghill not only in popular traditions but in verse, including a later poem by R.R. Madden, the historian of the United Irishmen, who described the “patriot prelate” facing “the troopers of Cromwell” with defiant words, enjoining his listeners not to trust “the wiles/Of the serpent; for perfidy skulks in its folds.”52

Grounding a saint in a local setting or under a pear tree served a protective function for the community, just as it connected the local to a more universalist and transcendent faith. Terence Albert O’Brien would very much be associated with Limerick, and though his prime nemesis was Cromwell’s son-in-law Henry Ireton, who laid siege to the city, this too heralded Cromwell’s indirect presence. Like other martyrs, O’Brien expressed agency in his last dying speech in 1651, actively shaping and directing the ways in which he hoped to be remembered. He was particularly fervent in his criticism of the worldly injustice that had condemned him (“although I am denied mercy here on earth, yet I doubt not but to receive it in heaven”); yet he also assumed a Christly stance of forgiveness, as he forgave “the world” and prayed “that this cup might pass away from me.”53 Above all, and in leaving out or “forgetting” the problematic role he had recently played in the confederate wars, O’Brien asserted that he died “for the ancient Catholique Religion,” and the “preservation of this poor Church in her truth, peace, and patrimony.” He also included in his prayers the “distracted and distressed people under their ancient Lawes, and in their Native Liberties.” Describing himself as facing the “Red Sea” with “my feet…upon the very brinks of it,” he ended by indirectly referencing Cromwell when he prayed for the “King’s happiness” and “Royal Posterity in their just Rights and Liberties,” which Cromwell, of course, had overthrown.54

Clerics who chose not to leave the country were also remembered widely and popularly as fugitives, with the motif of the Cromwellian priest-on-the-run joining earlier Elizabethan and later Penal Law narratives.55 And this too constituted a form of resistance that memorializations conveyed. Under the Cromwellian regime, however, the difference between earlier and later times was that now, with the 1652 Act of Settlement, the policy of forcing priests into a state of itineracy was “rigorously enforced,” resulting in outlawry and deportation. Twenty-six out of 27 bishops would leave Ireland in the wake of 1653; an estimate has been offered of 1000 priests fleeing or being forcibly banished to Barbados.56 By 1660, an alleged 500 or 600 priests remained in Ireland—half the number of 40 years previously—while parish and episcopal structures, as well as pastoral care, collapsed.57 In a contemporary report by the Bishop of Kilmacduagh, numerous priests were “concealed in the mountains and forests,” or “hid in caves” where they came out at night “for a few hours to minister to the spiritual wants of the Catholics.”58 Before his own capture in 1652, John Kearney, for example, continued to dispense the sacraments to towns and villages fast becoming depleted of priests, though he himself “fearlessly” declared himself to be one of them.59 According to Anthony Bruodin’s account, Kearney was able to escape the grasp of authorities for a time by circulating among the towns and in the homes of those who knew him as a native of their district in the Suir Valley, until he was finally caught and imprisoned in Clonmel.60

The tales of internal clerical refugees continue: Fiacre Tobin described how he surreptitiously traveled from house to house in Kilkenny, administering penance and the Eucharist; when he was finally incarcerated, he simply continued his activities in prison.61 Some priests, however, settled in one place and surrounded themselves with a ring of protectors. William Tirry was described as spending “the coldest nights of winter under the open sky, amid bogs and wild lonely places, for three long years”; eventually he settled in the home of his relative by marriage, Amy Everard.62 More imaginative hiding places were found by James Ford, who forged a home on a boggy island, with student-scholars to buffer him from outside forces.63 The Jesuit Christopher Netterville apparently found his own refuge for a year in a local family’s burial vault,64 as did the Limerick priest Francis Wolfe. Wolfe’s fate is ambiguous, however: his chronicler states that he disappeared when Cromwell’s troops appeared and was never seen again; a contemporary was quoted as saying that he was suffocated by the citizens, but it is equally plausible to speculate that he might have perished from lack of air within the same kind of vault that saved Netterville’s own life for a time.65

A more personal testimony of clerical flight during the Cromwellian years can be found in the writings of those who were later exiled on the continent. Nicholas French, bishop of Ferns, would live on to describe his own memory of those days, and his escape from the men who pursued him. Though he lay ill in a nearby town while Wexford was being destroyed by Cromwell’s troops, French remembered how the soldiers rampaged through the streets, “holy priests of the Lord” fell before “God’s altar,” while others “were scourged” by the “wicked assassins,” “thrown in chains and imprisoned,” or “hanged or put to death by cruel tortures.” French’s gardener and sacristan were “barbourously butchered,” while his chaplain “was pierced with six mortal wounds and left weltering in his blood.” “On that fatal day,” French wrote, “I lost everything I had.” French’s illness, however, spared him his life, for it removed him from Wexford, even if he was forced to live “five months in the woods, every moment sought after that I might be put to death.” Subsisting on little more than milk and water, “I slept under the open sky, without any shelter or covering,” until one day “the wood in which I lay concealed was surrounded by numerous bodies of the enemy, who came to seize me and send me in chains to England.” But “thanks to my guardian angel, I escaped their hands, owing to the speed and swiftness of my horse.”66 With his life in Ireland having burned to the ground, French fled to the continent, where he was protected by his strong position within the church and joined others in voicing protest with what Richard Bellings called their “busy bitter pens.”67 Cromwell’s name would not be mentioned very much in the writings of French, but it was present nonetheless as one of the sources of the bishop’s woes. And on the continent French would be joined by others who included these recollections in more formal narratives, and projected them to a wider audience beyond the sea.

Martyrologists

French’s writings, for all their biblical references, were very much embedded in the politics of the day, which meant that his greater animosity was reserved for the Duke of Ormonde rather than Cromwell. His writings, however, are revealing for the way in which they also reflect a distinctly Catholic memory of “the tyrant Cromwell” who sought to “exile faith and to wipe out religion in Ireland and England.”68 French himself, by contrast, assumed the role of an outcast Jeremiah, lamenting the personal and religious immolations to which the “New Ireland” of Cromwell had succumbed. “In the days of the Usurper,” he wrote, Ireland became a “theater of horrors,” where “rivers have been flooded with human blood, mountain tops covered with dead bodies” in a place worthy of Troy’s slaughters or “the massacres of innocents by Herod.”69 As if that was not bad enough, Cromwell, this “scandalous bolt” from “the abyss,” had usurped not only a king but the order of nature, earning the tyrant the “eternal abomination of centuries.”70 French’s own works, most notably his Bleeding Iphigenia (1675), would in turn be smuggled back to Ireland where it circulated “from hand to hand”; according to one account, “The people are so taken with it [that] in my opinion if 20,000 volumes had come over they would all have been bought up.”71

French largely provided an atrocity account, which was distinct from martyrological conventions in that it portrayed the gross infliction of death and suffering rather than a narrative of those who chose to die for the faith. To simply be killed was not enough to make a martyr, and so it was in the interest of other writers to push Catholicism to the fore and impute (quite real) religious and persecutory motivations onto the killers. Only then could the dead receive formal ecclesiastical legitimation as martyrs and eventual canonization as saints, even if the process of making them so tended to begin earlier, and often by popular acclamation.72 At the same time, these accounts were as much about upholding Catholicism in Ireland as they were about continuing general European-wide developments in the Catholic and Protestant writing of martyrdom that had begun in the sixteenth century.73 By the seventeenth century, the memorialization of martyrs set in motion at the grassroots level in local communities was well on its way to becoming formalized and institutionalized by the urging of internationally minded clerics in exile.74 While Cromwell himself only added another layer to this genre, he served to strengthen Catholic beliefs at the same time that Catholic beliefs generated memories of him.

Building on these works of earlier martyrologists, one of the greatest luminaries, David Rothe, would himself fall victim to the Cromwellian times. Having played a notable role in the 1640s, when he served the independent confederation, the now-aged bishop resided in Kilkenny until he was ordered to depart in the wake of the city’s subjugation under Cromwell on March 28, 1650. Joined by other priests and citizens, Rothe was carried on a litter, having been bedridden for a year; he was subsequently robbed by Cromwellian soldiers, who seized his manuscript on the “Church and People of Ireland,” an ecclesiastical history of which only twenty-two fragmented pages survived. As for his fate upon capture, two different narratives continued on in the larger memory: either he was allowed by Cromwell to end his days peacefully in the city; or—according to Thomas Fleming, the contemporary Archbishop of Dublin—he was cast into an “abject” or “lowly” place” (translated by later authors as “dungeon”), where he perished on April 20, aged 78.75 His remains were preserved in St. Mary’s church, though his tomb was eventually returned to its intended home in Canice’s Cathedral; yet even then an attempt was made to forget him, as the inscription was later chiseled out by an unknown iconoclast working under mysterious circumstances.76

From the beginning, Cromwell’s entire campaign was perceived through a martyrological prism. The Duke of Ormonde described the massacre at Drogheda as offering “as many several pictures of inhumanity as are contained in the Book or Martyrs or the Relation of Amboyna”—references, respectively, to the English martyrologist John Foxe and to a popular pamphlet of 1619 which described atrocities perpetuated by the Dutch against the English in the East Indies.77 Even from the Cromwellian side, the New Model Army captain Thomas a Wood would later and famously report to his brother of soldiers who had seized a child and then “shot or brain’d” it,” in addition to raping “all the flower and choicest of the women and ladies [who] had hid themselves” in the church vaults. These were, like French’s account, more in accord with atrocity literature than martyr tales, though Wood’s description of “a most handsome virgin” who begged soldiers with “teares and prayers to save her life” appeared to borrow from motifs of the unwaveringly faithful and chaste saints in the tradition of St. Dorothea.78

Letters also served to spread the martyrological message of those who died in the massacres, with Francis Stafford describing the men who had fallen to the “sword of the heretics” in Wexford.79 In another letter, the sufferings of the order, and particularly the Poor Clares, was elucidated upon, though the trials of the laity were also graphically recounted. Addressed to the head of the Franciscan order in Spain, the letter described the expulsion of the Poor Clares from their convent in Galway and the hardships the women had to endure; intended to convince their superior to send on Irish missionaries now based in seminaries on the continent, the writers described the Cromwellians as surpassing Elizabeth in the extent and severity of their persecutions.80 The anonymously penned Aphorismical Discovery of Treasonable Faction, penned at some point between 1652 and 1660, also described the “Round-heads” burning Nun’s Island near Galway, where a community of Poor Clares had resided and were now dispersed.81 The Jesuit Richard Archdekin would recall the now-desolated refuge later in the century, as would Mary Mother Bonaventure Browne, who described her charges’ expulsion by the Cromwellians after the town’s surrender to Charles Coote in 1652.82 Browne’s account of the nuns’ tribulations begins with the confederate wars of the 1640s, when they were pushed out of their present dwellings by the “hereticks” who were fighting the Catholics; comparing the nuns’ plight to that of Clare of Assisi, who “drove the Moors from her convent,” Browne describes the women as terrorized by the soldiers’ plundering, and the community’s flight west.83 By the spring of 1649 the nuns were granted their new island settlement off Galway, though the “happy dwelling” would be abandoned with the arrival of the Cromwellians, who also brought with them the plague.84 After Galway’s surrender, the nuns, according to Browne, found themselves in a country “where heretickes had all magistracy and Government;” with the subsequent decree of banishment, they “left their parents, friends and native soyle and undertook ye perill and toyle to travile by sea and land” into exile.85

There was not one uniform Catholic memorialization of those subject to the Cromwellian persecutions, but many accounts which were divided according to different and sometimes rivalrous orders: all of which demonstrated that Catholicism was not a monolithic force projected with one voice. In addition to Browne and her recollections of the Poor Clares, the Dominican Daniel O’Daly recorded the death of individuals in his own order when the persecutions under the Cromwellian campaign were unfolding. His work entitled The Geraldines, Earls of Desmond and the Persecution of the Irish Catholics (1655) was written in Lisbon, though it would also be translated into French, English, and Irish and elicit special attention among nineteenth-century martyr-compilers. Thomas D’Arcy McGee would transmit O’Daly’s name to an even broader audience in turn.86 O’Daly has been described as interpreting the Irish past anew “with the aim of employing it for the sake of reshaping a battered and broken Ireland”;87 the persecutions of his own time—which included the 1640s as well as 1650s—were part of this undertaking, particularly as he placed his martyrs within a broader framework of religious apologia. After detailing the many accomplishments of the country, of “who and what we have been,” O’Daly then asks his readers to “hear me while I tell you to what we have come” in “these latter days of revolution and anarchy.”88 Writing without documents at hand, he relies instead on the oral accounts of “those who were witnesses” and who were now “here in Lisbon and elsewhere.”89

The aforementioned Dominican Terence Albert O’Brien is described by those witnesses as exclaiming to his tormenter, the “tyrant Ireton,” that he—Ireton “would soon have to answer before the tribunal of God.” And “it eventually came to pass,” O’Daly writes, “for God so disposed it, that, eight days after [O’Brien’s] death, Ireton was stricken with the plague and died, exclaiming the prelate’s blood hastened his death.”90 Other miracles follow, as well as portents and omens in the sky, including an unidentified flying object described as “a lucid globe, brighter than the moon and little inferior to the sun.” Shimmering down on Limerick and then “[dying] into darkness over the camp of the enemy,” it stands in as a symbol of the shine and extinction of the Catholic light. The birth of a “monster” also occurs, or what appears to have been Siamese twins who “never could join in cordial embrace”: a portent symbolizing the “aversion” of Protestants and “Anabaptists.”91 Numerous other martyrs followed in turn, and were taken up a few decades later by O’Daly’s fellow Dominican John O’Heyne, writing in 1706,92 though Thomas Bray, the archbishop of Cashel and Emly would also claim O’Brien, identifying with him as his predecessor in the diocese.93 Particularly in the wake of the Cromwellian invasion, the imperative was to forge common narratives of venerable Franciscan, Dominican, or Augustinian heroes who had died for the faith;94 not only did these accounts or lists bolster their orders, but so did they strengthen the morale of exiles and provide the foundation for a future Catholic regime that would, it was hoped, become ascendant once more.95

The greatest chronicler of the Cromwellian martyrs, however, would be the Franciscan exile and Scotus scholar Anthony Bruodin, who collected their stories in the 1650s from colleagues and fellow Franciscans in Rome and Prague.96 His 1669 work entitled Propugnaculum Catholicæ Veritatis (the Bulwark of Catholic Truth) ostensibly set out to describe the history of heresies from the beginning of time, though it also presented a catalogue of the landholding families of Ireland before Cromwell’s invasion. Not least, it included a diatribe against Thomas Carve (or Carew), Bruodin’s Old English nemesis.97 The differences between Bruodin and Carve had extended back to the confederacy years, both having served on opposing sides;98 but it was Carve’s defamatory words towards Ireland and Bruodin’s own lineage that brought the tensions to an even greater pitch and resulted in a work that upheld the Gaelic learned classes for an audience of fellow Irish exiles.99 Bruodin’s martyrology, which began with those who suffered under Henry VIII, also attracted criticism from Carve, who attempted to attack the historical veracity of the memory Bruodin was attempting to propagate. There was something to this, since historians themselves have lamented the lost opportunity when Bruodin, who “could very easily have gathered the more important facts about many of them,”100 chose instead to construct speeches, miracles, and details of arrests and executions.101 On a larger level, however, was Carve’s claim that the figures described by Bruodin died not as martyrs but as men put to death for military reasons.102 As such, they were traitors, and their deaths justified.

Bruodin could certainly stretch the facts, making claims, for example, that 100,000 priests were deported from Ireland in Cromwell’s time.103 But when it came to writing about martyrs, his work was more than historical, as it sought to create effective propaganda in order to gain foreign monarchical support for Ireland’s Catholics, just as it aimed for papal legitimacy and eventual canonization for clerics who had died for the faith. While not perhaps the most exemplary of Franciscans, given his cantankerousness, Bruodin was also writing to commemorate members of an order, and as such, bringing forward a distinctly Franciscan memory even if he could include accounts of Dominicans or Jesuits. Bruodin’s memorializations, however, also included the personal and the local, as when he discussed those who were killed in his home region of Thomond, and whose stories were possibly gathered from kinsmen. Among those who were martyred was his own relative, Dermot Bruodin of Moynoe, whom he described as being of “noble stock,” and who was, according to Bruodin, burned alive by the Cromwellian troops.104 The Franciscan Denis O’Nelan, a Thomond friar, was also related to Bruodin, his capture and death by hanging detailed in turn.

In describing the 1650s, Cromwell appears in Bruodin’s work as “archtraitor” and “regicide,” “rebel and tyrannus,” overseeing a rabble of sects.105 One group, the Quakers, were led by the false messiah and “Smigmator” (or rabble-rouser) James Naylor—a man who allegedly shared the same prison cell with a Franciscan who later described Naylor to Bruodin.106 The martyrdoms during Cromwell’s campaign and after join a longer litany of sacred sufferings but are also bound by Bruodin to their concrete moment. Drogheda and Wexford are covered, with Bruodin claiming that a priest was tempted at Drogheda—by Cromwell—to renounce his faith; meanwhile the citizens of Callan are depicted as being put to death on Cromwell’s orders. More famously, Bruodin described Ireland under Cromwell as being “entirely subjugated and scourged by God with pestilence, famine, and the sword, the churches…everywhere profaned, the altars overthrown, the sacred images broken to atoms, the crosses trampled underfoot, the priests banished or led to the scaffold.” “No words,” he continued, “can express how many and how great were the evils which the Catholics that survived were compelled to endure.”107

No formal martyrologies were written for over a century after Bruodin, partly due to the political tension that could result between Rome and England. For Rome to canonize one of Ireland’s early modern martyrs, or for the Irish at home or abroad to push the matter too much, would have been provocative to the British in the ascendancy years, and so the matter was largely dropped until after Catholic emancipation in 1829. Catholic writers were generally careful about citing Cromwell in the eighteenth century, and often “forgot” him by pointedly leaving him out of their narratives. The great antiquarian Charles O’Conor, in tracing the history of the seventeenth century, mentioned the civil wars and Charles I, who “lost his life by the Hands of the public Executioner;” O’Conor then leaped ahead suddenly to his son, who “by a happier Turn in his Fortune, [was] restored together with the Monarchy, in sixteen hundred and sixty.”108 This forgetting was intentional and part of the conciliatory stance that O’Conor assumed in the context of mid-eighteenth-century Ireland, as he sought to make the case against the penal laws based in part on the argument that “Popery is not so dangerous to the Protestant Interest here as it was then imagined.”109 O’Conor also addressed the “declarations of some Papists formerly in Ireland, defending their Acts of Violence by pretended Principles of Religion”; he answered that “as well might we charge the Religion of Protestants” with violence from 1642 to “the year sixteen hundred sixty.” Cromwell was therefore consigned to the memory hole which also swallowed up the wars that followed 1642, as well as the Puritan republic and protectorate. Anyway, those years of “Distemperature” were over now, O’Conor concluded, “and the Patient is recovered.”110 Remembering them was no longer necessary or useful, if reconciliation was to be achieved. As for martyrs, the kind of religious extremism they represented could not exist in the accommodating world that O’Conor sought. Yet when memorializations of those martyrs fully returned in the nineteenth century, the world was quite different, and more divisive, than the one O’Conor envisioned.

Other narratives before and after the eighteenth century moved beyond individuals to extend a martyrological language to entire communities, all of which was important in binding together social, religious, and civic identities. According to a 1651 Jesuit account, when the Catholics of Cork were ordered to abjure their faith or have their property and goods seized, the people refused to accept the “impious conditions”; instead, “thousands” of men, women and even children “abandoned their homes” and took to the fields, accepting their own kind of martyrdom as they were “overcome with fatigue, lying on the ground, in ditches, or on the highways…wandering to and fro, not knowing where to find a place of refuge.” Seizing upon the trope of martyrs meeting their fate happily, the author concludes that for all their suffering, the Cork multitudes “went forth with joy to their destruction, abandoning their houses and goods, their revenues, and property and wealth;” in doing so, they “[chose] rather to be afflicted with the people of God on the mountain-tops and in caverns, in hunger and thirst, in cold and nakedness, than to enjoy momentary pleasure and temporal prosperity with sin.”111

Galway, which fell to the Cromwellians in 1652—though Cromwell was never there himself—would receive its own formal collective memorialization by James Hardiman in 1820.112 While not ignoring the political and military turbulence to which the west was subject in the 1640s, Hardiman turned to a more heightened imagery in describing the prolonged siege to which the Cromwellians, and specifically Charles Coote, subjected the town. Describing the effects of famine and plague in biblical terms, Hardiman recounted how “the severest vengeance of heaven seemed now to have been poured down on the heads of this devout community.” Onerous fees and taxation were also imposed on the inhabitants, so that every Saturday—payment day—was received with as much dread as “the day of judgment [itself].”113 Galway was targeted and defaced with a fervor that made it resemble a martyr’s own devastated body at the stake or gallows, with churches and abbeys “converted into stables for dragoons, chalices and sacred vessels used as drinking cups, and the old and valuable libraries of the clergy burnt or sold to the shops.” In this way, the town, writes Hardiman, became a “great scene of persecution,” with plague, famine, and Cromwellian administers and soldiers “who were hourly violating all the laws of religion and humanity,”114 assuming the role of persecutors in the martyrological drama.115 Only towards the end of the decade, with the proclamation of Richard Cromwell as lord protector and “no more victims to persecute,” did the “appalling scene of atrocities” in Galway come to an end, even if the result was that by the Restoration, the town lay, quite literally, in ruins.116

If Hardiman and others were local in their focus, the later nineteenth century would witness a more overt and militant enlargement of the martyrological purview to encompass the entire nation. And if the Irish nation was to be defined as a Catholic nation, it was necessary to elevate its enemies as much as its heroes. This was a role which Cromwell filled very well. The great cardinal Patrick Francis Moran would write and edit his own histories to partly counteract the Young Ireland movement, which had sought unity of the country by downplaying if not effacing religious difference; while this did not mean that Young Irelanders were averse to utilizing Cromwell as a rhetorical weapon, Moran would elevate him to an altogether different level of religious wickedness, writing in the 1860s that “The persecution carried on by the Puritan Parliament and Cromwell against the Catholics of Ireland has scarcely a parallel in the history of the Church.”117 While Moran’s ambition in his writings and compilations extended to a much wider historical sweep than that which included Cromwell alone, he was among the first to refashion the man for a new and more muscular Catholic age.118 Moran, like others of his time and later, was also freer to push for Rome’s canonization of Ireland’s martyrs in a way that had not been possible before, given the aforementioned political antagonisms that could arise if the Holy See had done so in the face of an ascendant Britain. This changed not only with Catholic emancipation but with an emergent Catholic and nationalist agenda that would benefit by official recognition of the country’s martyrs.

Moran was in this way the first to truly push Cromwell and his campaign in Ireland to the forefront of a persecutory Catholic narrative; but it was Moran’s gathering of different and at times fragmentary martyrological sources into one seamless chronicle that also made him so influential to future historians. Working from earlier writers such as Edmund Borlase and John Lynch as well as reports from the 1650s and the works of Bruodin, Moran made a powerful case for Ireland’s martyrs, whose elevation and official recognition would confirm their ultimate and spiritual victory over the enemy. Moran in fact pushed the graphic nature of the persecutions to extremes as part of his argument, since “[w]ithout a special providence of God watching over His children…the Catholic faith could not have been preserved in so frightful and so trying an ordeal.”119 Moran’s work, however, was not ultimately a victimology, a vision of the downtrodden, or a piece of atrocity literature. Whether the martyr was a priest or all of Catholic Ireland, the enduring of suffering was presented as the prelude for the ultimate political and spiritual redemption to come.

Moran was followed in the years ahead by others: in 1868, Myles O’Reilly, an MP and Home Ruler, would also borrow from Bruodin as well as Moran in his Memorials of those who suffered for the Catholic faith in Ireland in the 16th, 17th, and 18th centuries. Committed in his case to Irish Catholicism over Irish nationalism, O’Reilly stated that his work reflected a present day when the conditions necessary for martyrdom—namely, “strife and religious persecution”—were “past,” as “the descendants of the persecutors and the persecuted are now citizens of a common country.”120 On the other hand, O’Reilly also sought to memorialize past tribulations for present times, just as he included “martyrs” who resisted conversion in the famine more recently. Seeking to “collect the biographies of those who suffered for the Catholic faith, not to write a contribution to the political history of Ireland,” O’Reilly extended back to the sixteenth century and forward to the eighteenth; in the process, he nevertheless reinvigorated a memorialization of Cromwell that could not help but inflame contemporary and Catholic-inflected nationalisms.121 Other periods of violence and martyrdom in Ireland’s history were emphasized, yet O’Reilly in another work revived the stories of a fleeing Nicholas French, of Drogheda and Wexford reduced to a biblical ground zero, of priests and friars murdered under the overriding presence of Cromwell, “that English pest of hell.”122 Cromwell’s more noteworthy commanders were often described as hated for their zealotry in pursuing priests, friars, and monks, with Charles Coote referenced as “alike a barbarous tyrant and a cunning hunter-out of priests.”123 O’Reilly also revived Terence Albert O’Brien, who was taken up in turn by Sister Mary Francis Cusack in the 1870s. Deploying the well-worn trope of the persecutors’ death, she described how Ireton had been “summoned to the tribunal of eternal justice by [Bishop O’Brien] and he died raving wildly of the men whom he had murdered, and accusing everyone but himself of the crime he had committed.”124

Like Cusack, the Cork-born Jesuit Denis Murphy also provided a nationalist history of Cromwellian Ireland to a wider audience, with vivid accounts of Drogheda and Wexford, published in installments for the Irish Monthly. In 1896, Murphy completed his book entitled Our Martyrs, also known as The Martyrs of Ireland, which was embellished by even more extravagant language than that deployed than his predecessors.125 He also offered a Victorian twist on the theme of maidenhood, in the figure of Honoria Burke of Connaught, who was elderly by the time she was forced to take flight in 1653. Captured, stripped, and beaten—and “fearing more for her chastity than for her life,” according to Murphy, she managed to escape once more before hiding in a tree, where she froze to death.126

The church eventually canonized Cromwellian and other martyrs, and thereby “authorized” and created an institutionalized memory of them. But the canonization process had already been put into effect by Moran, O’Reilly, and Murphy, who had built on and reconstituted the chain of sacred tradition first articulated by oral and written traditions of previous times. As in their predecessors’ accounts, the random and senseless aspects of violence under Cromwell were assigned to transcendental and typological categories, collapsing the divide between time and eternity, or between the sufferings of the here and now and the larger mythic trials of a biblical and early Christian age. For all their universalism, martyrologies also, however, further bound Catholicism to nation and to place, in a development which had begun in the early modern period but which would assume more magnified and politicized form in the nationalisms that emerged over the nineteenth century. The older tales, for example of the Wexford women at the market cross, were in this way adapted and reinvented by these later writers, who found them useful in addressing the Catholic nationalism of a church triumphant.127 Martyrs were particularly useful in exemplifying the virtues and ideals of the Catholic community in a coherent narrative that could be transmitted widely to the popular culture by writers such as Moran. But virtue could not be presented unless it had its opposite form, and one which could serve as a convenient refracting frame. In this regard, Cromwell, by being magnified so strongly in later accounts, played no small part in memorializing a shared religious past as well.

Church of Ireland Cromwell

Presbyterians, dissenters, or eminences of the Church of Ireland were not as forthcoming as Catholics in remembering Cromwell in the century after his death. Nor would they have been ready to talk, given that many benefitted, however indirectly, from his policies. As Toby Barnard has rightly pointed out, William III was the more palatable Protestant hero, representing deliverance and a Protestant ascendancy that would last for centuries.128 This is not to say that the oblivion into which Protestant co-religionists often relegated Cromwell closed off all remembrance of him, however. Members of the established churches, for example, were well aware of Cromwell’s centrality to Ireland’s recent past, not to mention their own debt to his and William III’s land policies. The Anglican archdeacon of Armagh, John Travers, would state in 1698 that “We are really in an Enemies Country. The Irish have all along born us an inveterate hatred, and we have no reason to believe the least change of that Disposition.”129 Not all of this hatred was due to the settlement of William either. When William Molyneux wrote at the end of the century that “a violent sort of spirit reigns here,” he also must have known that much of the enmity was attributable in no small part to Cromwell.130

But purposeful forgetting in the form of evasion can be a complex phenomenon, as it serves what one scholar has described as “the paradoxical condition of memory.”131 The poet Matthew Arnold perhaps summed this idea up best when he wrote that “…we forget because we must/And not because we will.” And so Cromwell might have been effaced, but he was present nonetheless, not as a name but a silence, or as a sideways allusion as he appeared in A Tale of a Tub. One witnesses this “absent presence,” perhaps, in the many sermons that commemorated the anniversary of Charles I’s death on January 30, 1649.132 Unlike remembrances of 1641, the 1649 commemorations were not without their problematic or complicating elements, particularly when it came to confronting the nature of Charles I’s kingship. Swift, in his January 30 sermon, acknowledged that Charles was a martyr, but he also added that princes were “to be careful in the choice of those who are their advisers in matters of law,” just as “it is for [a king’s subjects’] sakes, not his own, that he is entrusted with government over them.”133 The religious, political, and ideological animosities that could arise from remembering the conflicts leading up to the death even caused some to demand that the date be abolished or “buried in oblivion,” to quote Gilbert Burnet.134 Burnet’s own latitudinarian stance on religious toleration might have had something to do with his desire to see those conflicts buried.135 Church of Ireland preachers, like their cohort in England, nevertheless found the occasion useful in the early years of the Restoration, particularly as the turbulences of the civil wars and of Cromwell served the interests of monarchical boosterism. As John King, the minister and dean of Tuam, put it, the regicides had been “State-empiriques [who] practiced upon the body politique,” leaving it so mangled that only the new king could heal its many wounds and ills.136

Despite their political elements, earlier sermons on Charles, from 1660 to 1685, carried a more theological focus,137 since the years immediately following the Restoration witnessed an effort to re-establish the church while also incorporating the recent historical tragedy of the king’s death into its amended identity. The January 30 commemoration was in this regard an assertion of the intimate connection between the monarch and the Church of England and Ireland which the monarch, of course, headed. To focus on a “martyred” king such as Charles was to therefore unite a community through a common narrative of suffering and ultimate, redemptive victory, as one 1667 sermon conveyed in being titled “A Loyal Tear Drop on the Vault of the Late Martyr’d Sovereign.”138 By the same token, the often vengeful and highly intolerant sermons given on the anniversaries of the “barbarous murder” also used the opportunity to attack those who rebelled against the church, and implicitly served to cast aspersions onto individuals, including Cromwell-or-the man-who-could-not-be-named, who fundamentally challenged its power and theology.139 For William Binckes, a high churchman sermonizing later on in 1702, the regicides were in fact as bad as Christ’s own killers, since Charles actually possessed the crown that Jesus, as “King of the Jews” had also supposedly claimed.140 In contrast, however, other sermons urged memorializers to “quit the dolorous Subject,” to “drop the curtain, and close the melancholy Scene,” since “there is enough of Royal Blood, enough of Regal Sufferings.” One must instead push the memory aside, and allow “all Faults [to be] bury’d and forgotten with [Charles] in the Tomb,” so that “Fierce Hatred, and rancorous Malice, and bitter Envy should cease and terminate in the Grave.”141

Aside from the occasional contentiousness around memorializing Charles I’s death, the avoidance of Cromwell’s name could not entirely hide the regicide and chaos that had become so closely associated with him. The Restoration, by the same token, had carried within its name the shadow of what it replaced, a period often referred to as the usurpation. Among members of the Church of Ireland, the abolishment of prelacy in the 1650s would not be forgotten, nor the manner in which Cromwell “usurped” tradition and hierarchy.142 In this way, according to one writer, the “iron hand of Cromwell…laid its strong grasp upon [the church], and extinguished nearly all that remained of her spirit, and left her but the shadow of a name.”143 Biblical analogies, as always, also served to drive the point home about the previous age. A number of Restoration sermons were preached on the second chapter of Samuel, relating to the rebellion of David’s son Absalom, hung from a tree by his own hair after committing the inexcusable act of treason. Cromwell, Jeremy Taylor implied, was also the “Son of Zippor…sent to curse the people of the Lord that had long prospered under the conduct of Moses and Aaron.”144 What resulted was the unleashing of sectarian chaos and anarchy, absent the guiding rule of episcopacy—a belief that served to illuminate and legitimate the moderation of the established church by contrast.145 Charles I was not himself blameless, since his reign was also remembered for its disorders and confusions. Yet Cromwell, or the age he resided over, represented a convenient symbol for Church of Ireland memorializations, especially in years when “there are still among us as deeply tainted with those Principles of Sedition and Rebellion which brought about this Day’s tragedy as any of their Fathers were.”146

Like Catholics, Church of England and Ireland ministers would also look back on the 1650s—the “Puritan persecution”— as a time of collective martyrdom. Cromwell proved useful in this regard as well.147 Tests of faith, as we have seen with the Catholic community, fortified a community under siege, providing an opportunity to define and clarify social and religious identities. And there was evidence to draw on from the time and shortly before: in 1647, after Ormonde surrendered Dublin to the parliamentarians, who then plundered Dublin and ordered the banning of the Book of Common Prayer, the bishops and clerics responded by issuing a defense of the prayer book. Members of the established church begged the new city authorities to “look upon and commiserate the [established] Protestants of this city, and therein the Ministers of the Gospel of Christ as bruised reeds whose losses, sufferings, and pressures have been many and heavy by the [previous] violences and cruelty of our barbarous enemies the popish rebels of this Kingdom.”148 The pleading was futile, however, since the ministers of the Church of Ireland, as in England, would eventually find their institution disestablished, their oath of supremacy to the king put in crisis by the beheading of Charles. The years that followed under Cromwell and his son portended the “buff coat instead of the black gown,” at least in Dublin’s pulpits, and exile (including internal exile) for the clergy of the Church of Ireland. These hardships came in the wake of the violence and pestilence that had unfolded over the previous decade and depleted the diocesan numbers. Many in the Restoration, however, looked back on Cromwellian Ireland as a continuation of 1641, as when Nicholas Stafford wrote that he was “robbed, stripped, and turned out of his livings in the beginning of the Rebellion and hath ever since been kept out of possession by the Commonwealth.”149

Despite initial Cromwellian instructions to Ireland’s new commissioners that “persons of pious life” were to take over the care of souls, the established church did persist, however, with many remaining in the country. “Strange and varied must have been the experiences undergone by those who survived to the Restoration,” an Irish Anglican historian would write, centuries later.150 During the earlier years of the Restoration, previously disempowered Anglican ministers would nevertheless leave behind traces of their memories in petitions that demanded monetary compensation.151 Bernard Packington, once of the Cork diocese, described his own ejection “by the violence of a power then predominant, to be made use of by the Anabaptists who until this late change of government have exercised their possession in that place, but now being thought fit by the present authority they should be removed.”152 That was about as far as the reference to those Cromwellian days went for Packington. On the other hand, the Church of Ireland cleric William Lightburne described Ireland in 1661 as being “lately delivered from anarchy and tyranny and bondage and vassalage and oppression,” inflicted by “men that did more than King it over us.” Like the Israelites exulting after their exodus had ended, today “we have God in the beauty of holiness instead of anarchy; we have our ancient monarchy instead of confused parity; we have our reverend hierarchy instead of arbitrary power.”153 Sermons such as these, which were conduits of political as well as religious messages, expressed gratitude over the return to political normalcy (or at least hierarchy) while also setting the terms in defining, early on, what the previous period had meant.154

The great antiquarian and historian Sir James Ware would contribute to the memorialization of these Cromwellian Church of Ireland figures, having spent his own wilderness years—the “Cromwellian tyranny”—primarily in London.155 In 1658 or 1660, he returned to Ireland, dying in 1666 but not before completing an opus that memorialized the bishops of Ireland through the ages.156 Ware’s volume, which was extended and embellished by Walter Harris, begins with St. Patrick and is dedicated primarily to a scroll of bishops and archbishops from the early Middle Ages up to the present; by embedding the latter-day bishops in this long history, his book argues for continuity of tradition, the ruptures of the Cromwellian years—as well as the confederacy and the years before William—only strengthening those bishops’ fortitude in surviving and maintaining their connection to the past as it was presented by Ware.

Ware, or Harris, describes eminences such as John Bramhall, who Cromwell once unfavorably compared to William Laud by calling him the “Irish Canterbury”; Bramhall wisely spent the Cromwellian years abroad.157 Others, however, remained behind, which sometimes required that memories of the man and those times be plunged into a black hole of oblivion. Henry Jones, the bishop of Meath and brother of colonel Michael Jones, who paved the way for Cromwell’s invasion, was particularly problematic. In 1679 he would preach a famous sermon at the funeral of James Margetson, the late archbishop of Armagh; in it, he described how Margetson experienced “that general Calamity and Deluge of Evil, overwhelming the whole kingdom” in 1641, which Jones termed the “grand Rebellion.” Jones then leaps past the Cromwellian years entirely, to resume the Margetson narrative in 1660. But instead of simply dismissing Jones’s neglect of Cromwell, one should interrogate this absence further. Jones’s selective memory, for example, might have masked his own rather difficult past. In 1641, he propagandized and attempted to directly address the sufferings of Protestants, whose depositions he took and shaped; in 1645 during the confederate wars, he was then consecrated Bishop of Clogher. Yet in the Cromwellian period he became scoutmaster general to Cromwell’s army, which caused Ware to later comment that it was “not so decent for one of his Function.”158 Even less palatable to the established church was the task given to Jones at the time to search for the concealed estates of bishops. In the Restoration, however, John Bramhall forgave Jones for these and other “irregularities,”159 given that that the Bishop of Meath was “as instrumental as any man whatsoever in the restitution of all of us,” just as he understood “the present state of this part of Ireland better than any of us.” And anyway, Bramhall continued, Jones “behaved himself as modestly and discreetly” in the late events that he “gained ground in the judgment of his adversaries themselves.” This seems to have rested Bramhall’s case.160 He was not so forgiving of others, however, as he issued a proclamation in 1660 against Presbyterians (who had been loyal to the king), as well as Independents, Anabaptists, Quakers and papists.

It would therefore have suited Jones on a personal level to cast into darkness a personally problematic interlude in his life’s narrative, even if he skillfully readjusted upon the restoration of the new king. Jones was not the only bishop to switch allegiances in the Cromwellian years either.161 Yet on another level, Jones’s select memory also reflects the manner in which stories could be manipulated to serve present-day agendas. In Jones’s case later on, this meant igniting widespread fear and paranoia over the so-called Popish Plot back in England, involving an alleged Catholic conspiracy to expunge Protestantism in all three kingdoms.162 The events of 1641 were therefore much more useful to Jones, as they allowed him to advance a narrative involving a malevolent popish presence that threatened to erupt once again into violence unless measures were immediately taken. Jones, however, chose to focus on the violence against Protestants in 1641 without mentioning that the Cromwellian campaign was in large part a great answer to it; and in this, there was a forgetting of Cromwell’s partial justifications as well.

Cromwell was more than simply an “historical interlude” best left forgotten, however. In later years, he served as a highly useful figure to invoke for members of the Church of Ireland, especially for those who cited the religious lawlessness and political rebellion, sectarian anarchy, and failure of those turbulent years. While Protestant sectarianism might have actually been ignited by the risings of 1641 or earlier, Cromwell’s name came to be associated with the deepest stirrings of religious, regicidal, and republican currents, all of which left behind still-treacherous storms that the bishops continued to navigate as they effected their own changes and forged a new course for their church in his wake. As such, “Cromwell” became an ineluctable if often unspoken part of their heritage as bishops and as members of the Anglo-Irish class: a convenient figure against whom they could contrast and define themselves, and warn others of the dangers of proceeding down that path again. There was also some truth to claims made against the “sects” that had been brought in and supported at least in the beginning by the Cromwell’s Lord Deputy Charles Fleetwood, with Baptists (then called Anabaptists) and Quakers arriving with the New Model Army, and often staying.163 The latter groups rarely acknowledged this connection later on, however, and when they did it was often to brush it aside.164

For bishops and others of the Church of Ireland, the recollection of the preceding years as one of frenzied sectarianism fed into a larger collective vindication, which bolstered a shared value system. For them, the common enemies in the years of the Restoration were above all the Presbyterians, who were lumped in with other sects and (wrongly) seen as ushering in the chaos of the 1640s and 1650s. Worse, they threatened to do so again, or so it was thought. According to one writer, these religiously and politically dangerous dissidents “came over…in the time of that Wicked and Detestable Usurper Oliver Cromwell,” and continued to “[Suck] in all the Taint and Poyson of those late Times.”165 The fact that Presbyterians had been in Ireland long before the 1650s, and that Cromwell had no love for them after they professed loyalty to Charles II, was conveniently forgotten, especially when that “sect” had to be fought in later times.

Jeremy Taylor, after being given the bishopric of Down—or as he put it, “thrown into a place of torment”—had earlier referred to Presbyterians and their “Scotch ministers” as “prime incendiaries,” practicing sedition with their talk of “resisting unto blood.”166 More importantly, “As long as those ministers are permitted amongst us,” he continued, “there shall be a perpetual seminary of schism and discontent.”167 In 1674, the bishop of Ossory Benjamin Parry also described the “Wildfire doctrine and religious nonsense” as well as “schism and sedition” that prevailed in those earlier years, and warned that the disorders “grow bright once more.”168 For Parry, sectaries were regicides, levelers, “bad men in a bad cause” and oblivious to the reason of the Church of Ireland.169 The typical sectary, for yet another sermonizer, “conspired” to promote “Impiety, Infidelity, and Rebellion among us,” to pose as “a Rebel against his Sovereign, an Enemy to Society, and a Subverter of the Common Rights and Liberties of Mankind”: all of which connected him to the “Odious and Detestable Character” and “Iniquity of our Forefathers in the Great Rebellion.”170 For the high church and its emphasis on allegiance to “our Governors” and those “who are put in Authority under them,” continued adherence to the political voices of the 1650s, above all Cromwell’s, could only lead to a further “Dominion and Empire of Blood, and Desolation, and the utter Subversion of our Religion, Liberties, and Law,” as “Usurpation and Tyranny [rage] in all their monstrous and formidable Shapes.”

These narratives misremembered and omitted much of the recent past and skirted around Cromwell’s name; but they were powerful enough to adapt themselves to different moments in the life of the established church in Ireland as well as England. Robert Ware, who lived and wrote in the time of the Popish Plot from 1678 to 1683, articulated that period’s high paranoia in the most excessive of terms, though his writings also represented a genuine sense of vulnerability and insecurity in the face of a perceived imminent threat.171 On the other hand, Ware believed that dissenters and nonconformists were simply Roman Catholics in disguise, plotting to lure the unwitting into “separate Meetings and seditious Conventicles,” to bring the people “into an abhorrence of the Church of England.” Quakers themselves—a Cromwellian legacy—were actually Jesuits in disguise, “a bird hatched at Rome” that accounted for an “infallible design to divide us.”172 “[D]omestic Fanaticks” who deviated from “their holy Mother the Church”—that is, “the Episcopacy of the Church of England”— suffered for Ware and others from “Zealous madness,” following “novel superadded Principles;” as a result, they caused the divisions so undermining of the supposed moderation of the established church. In fact, the execution of Charles himself had been a popish plot, which implied by extension that Cromwell had either been a Roman Catholic, or at least the church’s useful idiot.173

Presbyterians had very much supported William and his revolution, though as Whigs and as resisters to the episcopal church structures, they continued to remain suspect at the end of the century and the beginning of the new. Penal laws were put in place to restrict dissenters as well as Catholics, or bring them into conformity with the established church; but resistance to the laws as well as polemics to justify them were also necessary to battle the alleged threat. The most important figure of the time, the Dublin archbishop William King, had no compunction in telling Presbyterians and dissenters that “the Laws of the Kingdom, and of the Established Church, have Constituted me Bishop of this Diocese; And tho’ you do not own my Authority, as duly received from Christ, yet I myself am persuaded it is so.” As such, he thundered, “[I] believe my self Obliged to inspect and enquire into your Practices, and reprove you where I perceive or believe you to be Mis-lead.”174 King groused about the “great disorders in the church in Corinth” which had returned at the end of the century, though he also modeled himself on St. Paul, the mender of divisions.175 As such, it would not have been in his interest to overly dwell on those earlier times, nor on men such as Cromwell who had epitomized them. The years from 1689 to 1691, however, did witness the summoning of recent conflicts, though in the case of bishops such as Edward Wettenhall, 1641 was grafted onto 1688, to emphasize the dangers in this case of James II and the Catholics, and to invoke the more recent menace of the popish “enemies.”176

It should be emphasized that the established church did not always have contentious relations with Presbyterians, especially in Ireland, where the two denominations differed from their English counterparts in finding themselves bound together by shared economic interests, or unified during episodes of perceived danger by Catholic conspirators. Presbyterians were also allied with the established church in assuring the deliverance of William III, but this would change in the years ahead, with an invigorated summoning of the old memories once again.177 Denominational debates erupted in the years after the Sacramental Test (1704), which required the taking of the sacrament in order to assume public office; the legitimacy of dissenter marriages was another issue, in addition to larger economic and political challenges, including assertions of rights posed by the dissenters of the north.178

Cromwell remained pointedly erased in these years, but again, it was sufficient to forgo the name itself, and simply summon what John Winder called “those days of Fanaticism and Enthusiasm,” of conventicles that became hotbeds, of “declaiming against the Hierarchy in their public Preachments” under the “saddle of Power.”179 Winder, who married the daughter of a major in Cromwell’s army, was alarmed at how “we find the same political Maxims [of the 1640s] revived, encouraged, and industriously propagated, which brought that Royal Martyr to the Block, and his Government to Destruction.”180 As Prebend of Kilroot, Winder believed that the Scottish Presbyterian settlers who surrounded him were either bloodthirsty regicides or Jacobites in cahoots with the Irish Catholics; in fact, dissenters had “murdered more persons than the heathens and papists together.” Winder’s sermons were therefore intended to harness the past in order to score points against dissenters, and to vindicate the true church in the process. One sermon began with a rumination on why his congregants should remember the bad old days of 50 years previously. “I hear some say, Why all this to us? What is this to the present Time?,” he asked. “Why is this Age (say some) upbraided and reproached with the Wickedness of the last? And charged with the Ruin, Devastation, and Murther committed by those who are long-since Dead, and have answer’d for their Crimes?” Winder replied that the overthrow of a government is effected “by the wicked Contrivances of turbulent and seditious Men”—and that “what has been, may be again.” He added that “some who are still alive can testify” to those times, “and all of us, may be assur’d from Authentick Records” of the “melancholy Scene” that witnessed “the destruction of the Government in these Kingdoms, not much above half a Century ago.” Even so, republican and anti-episcopacy principles continued to endure, and while “the Actors of those horrid Tragedies are gone to their place, their Issue and Proselytes…are still alive” and “do vouchsafe the same Doctrines.”181

Similar alarms were being made in England as well, with one pamphlet describing the “last Age” which “violently and barbarously destroy’d both Church and State” by its “fiery, anti-christian, democratical Doctrine,” reducing the kingdoms to a “Field of Blood.”182 The Solemn League and Covenant, which had pledged an alliance between the Presbyterians of Scotland and the parliamentarians of England in their fight against the king, was now being distributed, “reprinted and handed thro’ the Kingdom, together with the Presbyterian Directory and other Seditious and Fanatical Pieces, by Pedlars and Vagabonds.”183 For high churchmen in both England and Ireland, the problem was therefore not simply religious sectarianism but the civil discord they believed that dissenters embodied. But non-Anglicans, they continued, were hypocrites too in upholding their power of prayer: for the Irish-Anglican divine and Jacobite pamphleteer Charles Leslie, none was greater than Cromwell, who in his “nefarious wickedness” was admired for his “gift of prayer,” even as “his cutthroats were murdering…his royal master.”184

Swift, as the creator of the deranged Jack in A Tale of a Tub, had much to say about dissenters as well. His antipathy towards the “sects” ran deeper than his hostility towards Cromwell, however, as he well knew that the intrusion of the “rabble” into Ireland preceded the campaign and rule of the 1650s. His early experience as prebendary of Kilroot, in the northern county of Antrim, placed him in a position of pushing back not only against the Roman Catholics but a horde of Scottish and English Presbyterians who had first arrived under the reign of James I, and continued to deny the kind of “Ecclesiastical Government” which was “fittest…for preserving Order and Purity, and…best calculated for our Civil State.”185 Swift traced the deeper origins of Puritans to English Protestants forced into exile during the reign of Mary I in the sixteenth century; for him, their “petulance” and “scurrility,” including their attacks on episcopacy and the rites of the church, would intensify unevenly under James I and Charles I. But it was Swift’s memory of the civil wars and Protectorate that witnessed puritanism coming home to roost, in “the three most infernal Actions that could possibly enter into the hearts of Men, forsaken by God; which were, the Murder of a most pious King, the destruction of the Monarchy, and the Extirpation of the Church.”186

Characteristically, Swift stated that the regicides “called themselves Puritans as pretending a purer faith than those of the church established. And these were the founders of our dissenters.” “[That] murderous Puritan-parliament,” he continued, “changed every day from schism to schism, from heresy to heresy, and from one faction to another.” As “sons of Belial,” they “made priests of the very dregs of the people,” transformed England into a “Babel,” and ultimately ensured their own collapse.187 But for all this, “puritans,” again, continued to live on. They were responsible for present-day atheism, or the defacement of churches and “noble temples”; Puritans were even responsible for turning James II into a Catholic, since he had been forced to find refuge in France during the interregnum and was “seduced to Popery.” The result inexorably led to “the loss of his kingdoms, the misery and desolation of this country, and a long and expensive war abroad.”188 Swift’s greatest wrath was ultimately reserved not for the English parliamentarians or Puritans but for the Scots, particularly evident and obsessive in his reading of Clarendon’s The Great Rebellion. Clarendon’s mentioning of the victorious Battle of Worcester on 3 September, 1651—the day when Cromwell would die eight years later—compels Swift to write in the margins, “Cromwell’s lucky day.”189 The reappearance of the Scots throughout the history leads to Swift’s further scribblings on the margins, that they are “cursed Scots,” “Abominable Scotch Dogs,” “Hellish Scots dogs,” “Rebel Scots,” “execrable Scots,” “cursed Scots ever inflaming,” or, tying it all together, “Cursed Scots Cursed, abominable, hellish Scottish Villains everlasting Traitors & c. &c. & c. Most Damnable Scots.”190

Cromwell fell away in this thick swamp of Scottophobia or anti-dissenterism, but in the next century his name was also evoked outright, and especially during the early second decade of the eighteenth century, when high Tory sentiment was at its height and the wealth and privileges—and threat—of Presbyterians were growing. In a sermon from 1713, Jonathan Wilson counted Cromwell as one of those “Prophane Pretenders to Piety, who turned Religion into Rebellion, and Faith into Faction.” Cromwell was a “Grand Imposter” who “covered all his Abominable Villainies under the Painted forms of Sanctity, who drunk with Enthusiasm, and besoted with Fanatick Rage, acted his impieties under a pretended direction from Heaven, and Pronounced his Rebellious and Sanguinary Decrees, as Oracles revealed to him while Fasting and Prayer he was seeking of God, as he most Blasphemously Phrased it.”191 And now his legacy lived on among the dissenters. Diatribes such as these would continue, under self-explanatory titles such as The Insolence of the Disssenters against the Established Church (1716), written by the jumped-up Tory John Lindsay; but with the eventual quiescence of the issue in the eighteenth century, other groups such as the Early Methodists came to be associated with the leveling spirit of Cromwell, in England as well as Ireland. According to one anti-Methodist poem, “Cromwell like you did first pretend. Religion was his only end;/but soon the mask away did fling/pull’d down the Church and killd the King.”192

As with the Catholic ecclesiastical histories of Moran or Murphy, the nineteenth century would witness the established church’s own contribution with the two-volume chronicle published in 1839–40 by the English-born Richard Mant, bishop of Killaloe and Kilfenora and later of Down, Connor, and Dromore. The first volume was addressed to members of the Church in Ireland while the second to members of his own diocese,193 both being written in the context of pressing religious and political developments. Mant specifically sought, at least in part, to redefine the Church of Ireland in the wake of the 1801 union, even if it meant that the established church was now to be merged with—but really subservient to—the Church of England.194 The Catholic nationalism which emerged under and after Daniel O’Connell also provided an unspoken impetus to Mant’s undertaking, as did the post-Union evangelical revival, whose missionary activities he supported even if he also could be suspicious of the disorders which arose from lay preaching, for example.195 Above all, Mant followed in James Ware’s wake by asserting the “Irishness” of the Church of Ireland, or the “independent national church” of Ireland whose continuity extended back to before the twelfth century, when the See of Rome exerted its “interference.”196

Mant devotes most of his work to the reformation of Henry VIII onward, emphasizing continuities between the “Romanist” confederate years of the 1640s, when the churches lay vacant, and the later conquest of Cromwell. Mant dwells, like his predecessors, on the surrender of Dublin to the parliamentary forces in 1647, and measures at the time to proscribe the church’s liturgical practices and ministry and discontinue the use of the Book of Common Prayer. The clergy responded by issuing a declaration of protest against the “lawless and arbitrary injunctions,” though Bramhall fled for his life on a Parliamentarian frigate and was ultimately saved by a “providential wind” (a phrase Mant borrows from Ware).197 This period, which then segues into the Cromwellian conquest, was not simply a usurpation of the king but of his church, as Mant reminds his readers. “[R]ed with blood of his sovereign,” Cromwell wielded an “iron hand,” sending the church into “great penury and distress.”198 Mant describes resisters such as Edward Synge, later bishop of Limerick and then Cork, Cloyne and Ross; while taking up a benefice in Donegal during the 1650s, Synge continued to use the Book of Common Prayer, though his “persuasive letters” to the auditor-general allowed him to escape prosecution and continue his ministry. John Leslie, bishop of Raphoe, “endured a siege in his castle of Raphoe against Oliver Cromwell and held out to the last in that country”; after the defeat, he “unalterably adhered to the practices as well as principles of the Church.”199 The Cromwellian accommodationist Henry Jones is not mentioned at all.

If Mant was writing to a more elite audience, and his assessment of Cromwell was limited or measured, the more militantly evangelical newspapers and street preachers began to place the man at the forefront as the century proceeded and the question of continued union became more urgent. William Johnston, a low-church Anglican whose role in Orangeism will be explored in the next chapter, advocated for a strain of evangelicalism that found an outlet in such newspapers as his Downshire Protestant, which sought to “promote the cause of Protestantism in the Church and in the State, taking a long look ahead, and somewhat of a retrospective glance at certain old immortal memories.”200 Some of these memories invoked Cromwell, and in fact the Downshire Protestant’s motto quoted from Cromwell’s words that “I meddle not with men’s consciences, but if by liberty of conscience you mean our paying you to propagate and teach the doctrine of the Papacy, I judge it best to use plain dealing and to let you know, where the parliament of Great Britain have power, that shall not be done.” The newspaper transmitted to a wide audience the sermons of Orange divines such as Thomas Drew, who in 1860 offered illustrations of “providence in history”; for Drew, Cromwell “not only maintained Protestantism at home, but he protected and cherished Protestantism wherever Protestantism was assailed.” “Oh! That the mighty God would put that Protestant vigour of a Cromwell into the heart of our lovely and energetic queen!” Drew exclaimed.201 He himself appeared to long for a present-day Cromwell who could “send England’s cannon to batter down the pope’s castle at Rome.”202

Drew in this way utilized Cromwell as a ready rhetorical device in which to connect himself to his audience. Citing a frigid verse from Ecclesiastes, he spoke of how “our perils are many,” though also of a piece with past trials faced by the true faithful. In Cromwell’s time, for example, sectarianism prevailed, though Drew attributed the discord to “Jesuits [being] among the people, and in the garb of Protestants, even of Protestant ministers.” “Their successful business,” he continued, “was to stir up strife among Protestants, and the Protestants were ready for the invitation.” Even through Charles II’s reign, Drew continued, Jesuits ensured that “Episcopalian and Dissenter should [not] fraternize.”203 On the other hand, Drew contradicts himself later, when he describes Cromwell—in addition to Elizabeth, William and George III—as being buffeted by “the faithful and loyal clergy of the realm.” Whatever the case, Drew concluded, “The world will not last for ever,” and when it ended, “The blood-stained persecutors” would die, “the minions of a cruel royalty” would exit the stage, and “a heartless and sensual Popedom” would be “gone to their account.”204

Cromwell also began to appear in annual commemorations alongside the ever-present William III. Drew’s own book of “Protestant Anniversaries” was written “to perpetuate the memory of the Godly, wise and brave,” and “to transmit to posterity a Record of Providential Deliverances.” August 13 is listed by Drew as the day when Cromwell sailed for Ireland; October 12 is significant for Drew as the day when Wexford was “taken” (though the date of 1646 was incorrect). It also, importantly, was the date when “the Earl of Sussex comes to restore Reformation 1559,” even though that date too is inaccurate. In March 31, meanwhile, Cromwell prohibits cock-fighting in 1654—noted to reinforce Cromwell’s Puritan godliness.205 Throughout, Drew, like others, was not simply creating a calendar of sacred memory for Protestants, determining by his choice of anniversary topics the narratives he wished to emphasize; equally significant was his presentation of an alternative to the Roman liturgical calendar, and one which to which he and future preachers could refer and reinforce in their sermons of godly deliverance.206

Those sermons overwhelmingly commemorated 1641 or the great deliverance of William and further promoted the cause of the British monarchy;207 relatively few recalled Cromwell here, however, not least for the reason that his overturning of the monarchy nullified any use—for now—that he would have served as an anti-Catholic figurehead. Even the Presbyterian preacher “Roaring” Hugh Hanna or the working-class firebrand Arthur Trew adhered to a monarchical Loyalism which necessitated that Cromwell be diminished. On the other hand, Orangeism opened up a new ecumenism between established churchmen and Presbyterians, and the Presbyterian Banner of Ulster contained a long and favorable excerpt of a review of Thomas Carlyle’s worshipful biographical treatment of Cromwell in 1855, which might have softened the ground for later receptions of the man.208 An exhibit of a painting of Cromwell and his family was also on display in a Belfast gallery in 1866 and received sterling reviews, ostensibly for the quality of the picture. “It rightly ranks among the classical productions of the age,” wrote the Ulster Observer.209 The praise of Cromwell, especially among Orangemen, was not at all universal, and especially when they argued that William had delivered England not only from popery but from “the destructive influence of Cromwell.”210 Even so, in the year 1872, the hostile J.P. Prendergast, in the Nation, described “the cry of “Cromwell forever and Cromwell again!” which the Orangemen of Ulster (at all events, of the county of Armagh) will well understand.”211

Presbyterian Cromwell

Facing the reinstated Church of Ireland after 1660, Ulster Presbyterians sought to avoid controversy, partly out of self-protection but also to strengthen and unite their own ecclesiastical organization.212 Though they proclaimed their fealty to Charles II, their opposition to the state church rendered them politically suspicious, as they had to straddle the uncomfortable divide between loyalty and resistance. They had not been in favor of ending the monarchy, nor did they reject the Stuarts after the death of Charles I. For all that, Charles II initially refused to tolerate them after he returned to the throne and restored the episcopacy. His attitude would later soften, however, when Presbyterians reminded him of their loyalty in the interregnum, though this did not prevent the aforementioned bishops in Ireland from easing their hard stance in turn. The trials that Presbyterians would remember, in Ireland as well as England, would thus center on these later years, with their political resistance to Cromwell now being replaced by religious resistance to the bishops. These bishops, including Jeremy Taylor, therefore served as the prime persecutors in this different narrative of group suffering. The fact that a proposal was put forward and passed that sought the public execution of the Solemn League and Covenant, which defined Presbyterian identity, only further portended a martyrological element. In this regard, and like Catholics and established churchmen, they proceeded to officially frame their own church in terms of suffering, though one whose greatest strength belonged to a different time.213

In these earlier years, Patrick Adair, the Scotland-born Presbyterian minister who lived in Ulster, was the first to commit this history to record. He also, however, included his own first-hand account, remembering his years ministering in Ireland during Cromwell’s rule. This included preaching the gospel while circumventing the oath to the Commonwealth and avoiding a disowning of Charles II on what he asserted were religious and conscientious rather than political grounds.214 Presbyterians’ refusal to take this oath of Engagement resulted in their homes in Ulster being searched and papers seized; Adair’s own papers, which included documents that protested the death of Charles I, were also captured, until a sympathetic servant surreptitiously retrieved them from the official’s bag and returned them to Adair.215 Further trials awaited Adair and his co-religionists, including the suggestion by Cromwellians to ship Presbyterians to Kilkenny, Tipperary, and Waterford; another scheme proposed to banish them entirely. In a parallel to fugitive Catholic priests, Adair described how

Those that stayed in the country, though they could not exercise their ministry orderly as formerly, and though their stipends were sequestered…[changed] their apparel to the habit of countrymen, [and] travelled into their own parishes frequently, and in other places, taking what opportunity they could to preach in the fields, or in barns and glens.

They further “persuaded the people to constancy in the received doctrines, in opposition to the wild heresies which were then spreading, and reminding them of their duty to their lawful magistrates…in opposition to the usurpation of the times.”216 Eventually, however, the crisis passed in the later 1650s and “did evanish within a little time,” as “the ministers and people in this country began to have a great calm after all the former storms which they had endured.”217 A degree of toleration was therefore effected, especially under the rule of Henry Cromwell, and Adair and other Presbyterians were given an annual salary and allowed to retain their positions.218

Of the “Usurper” himself, Adair notes Cromwell’s breaking of the Covenant during the civil war, and the Presbyterians’ loyalty to Charles. Yet Adair also reserves ultimate judgment, making the occasional comment, for example, about the significance of Cromwell’s death falling on the day—September 3—of his victories at Dunbar and Worcester. As with Clarendon, the providential coincidence of those dates seems to have been commonly observed. Adair, however, is particularly interested in God’s judgment in bringing death to Cromwell on this day. On the other hand, Adair wrote, “What remark may be put on the sovereign hand and providence of God in removing him out of this world, on that same day, we leave to the prudence of others to judge.” If Adair does not judge Cromwell forthrightly, he duly notes the omens and disruptions that accompanied his death: a “wild and unsettled” army, “reelings and alterations of government,” and actors in whom “the Lord had mingled a perverse spirit,” causing them to “[err] in every work of their hands, as a drunken man staggereth in his vomit.”219 “But the particular narration of these events I refer to other histories,” Adair wrote, retreating once again behind the veil of insinuation.220 The real drama in any case centered on the Presbyterians who suffered in the years after. Cromwell might have brought in “sectaries’ times,” but in the Restoration “there came a black cloud over this poor Church; for the old enemies became bitter and triumphed over the outed ministers that they might get some advantage over them.”221

A more overt and condemnatory stance toward Cromwell would emerge, however, in the early eighteenth-century writings of James Kirkpatrick, who was brought to that position after attacks upon Presbyterians by William Tisdall, the Church of Ireland vicar of Belfast.222 Setting out to prove that Presbyterians had renounced their monarchical loyalties, which meant that they should have remained under the Test Act of 1673, Tisdall was particularly hyperbolic in treating them as rabid followers of Cromwell.223 Kirkpatrick, in response, acknowledged that Presbyterians under Henry Cromwell “Liv’d in more Peace than formerly”; even so, he emphasizes more than Adair their condition of precariousness, with Henry Cromwell becoming “Incens’d” at them for refusing to observe fasts and Thanksgivings initiated by him. Even so, they continued to persist in their loyalty and “constantly and openly [pray] in their Pulpits for the King and his [Restoration], to their great Danger from Oliver’s Army who heard them.”224

Adair and Kirkpatrick would establish these narratives in order to define and uphold Presbyterian identity by way of a shared sacred and historical past.225 As with Catholics and Church of Ireland narratives, the Presbyterian writers defined their identity through experience of persecution, though in this case one that was inflicted on them by the Stuarts or High Church Tories. And as with Catholic and Anglican historians of the nineteenth century, all of this earlier material was compiled and reformulated into a larger transcendental framework, in this case by writers such as J.S. Reid and William Dool Killen, who embedded their brethren in a longer ecclesiastical narrative that met the needs of the church in later times. Extending the church to this larger history also legitimated Presbyterians as a group with roots that predated the sixteenth century.226 For Killen, this past extended back even to St. Patrick, who was presented as a kind of Presbyterian, much as the Anglo-Irish could claim him as well.227 The seventeenth century was also important, not simply for the misfortunes the church endured but for seminal moments such as the meeting of the Westminster Assembly, or the connection to the Scottish Presbytery which needed to be reconfirmed in the present day. Not least, the seventeenth century, and particularly the Solemn League and Covenant, could be useful to nineteenth-century Presbyterians who argued in favor of Unionism and the strengthening of a general denominational identity in the 1820s and 1830s.228 In other words, as methodical as many of these histories were, they were ideological as well as religious undertakings, in Presbyterianism no less than Anglicanism and Catholicism.

The most important Presbyterian historian of the century was J.S. Reid, and while he undertook a work of history from an elevated ministerial and academic perspective, he would also craft a narrative that found a wide influence that transmitted to sermons and the popular press.229 An evangelical reformer in his orientation, Reid was interested in the seventeenth century and especially, in his case, the Williamite period, as he sought to locate in that period the Presbyterian embrace of civil and religious liberties against the prelacy of Anglicans and tyranny of popery. In his History of the Presbyterian Church in Ireland, its first volume published in 1834, Reid offered a straightforward account of the Cromwell’s campaign, focusing more on the events as they unfolded in Ulster; of the man himself, Reid had relatively little to say, reserving more vituperation for Charles Coote230 or to the “sectaries” brought in by the Cromwellians. On the other hand, Cromwell— when he was cited—also served a broader purpose, even if he was overshadowed by William. As in Reid’s positioning of Presbyterians against the tyranny of the episcopal prelates or the Catholics, so was the “unjust usurpation” and the imposition of the Cromwellian Engagement an outrage which Presbyterians were compelled to resist as subjects, Christians, and “ministers of the Gospel.”231

Though Reid would acknowledge the improved conditions of the Presbyterians later on in the 1650s, his presentation followed Adair fairly closely in burying Cromwell in a longer narrative. It would fall to Killen, the writer who completed and edited Reid’s work upon his death, to fashion Cromwell as a villain, though an ambivalent one. Killen differed from Reid in that he held stronger views against both Catholicism and the Church of Ireland, just as he sought to find antecedents of the Ireland–Scotland connection in the figure of Columbkille.232 His views of Cromwell were also more overt. In his Ecclesiastical History of Ireland (1875), Killen mentioned Cromwell’s “butchery” and “horrible scenes of carnage” in Drogheda and Wexford, though he also described the man “perform[ing] one of the greatest feats of personal daring which marked the progress of his triumphant career.” More importantly, Killen presents Cromwell as a fairly inevitable answer to the abuses of “Romanism” which had prevailed during the 1640s in Ireland, when “[t]he Romish clergy had hoped to reap a splendid harvest from the labours of the Catholic Confederation,” which “proved more disastrous to their cause than any agency set up in the country for the subversion of Popery.” This kind of explanatory framework was more severe and sectarian than that which had been presented in Adair, even as it paradoxically reflected a relative softening towards Cromwell, or at least a resigned acceptance that his arrival in Ireland might have been inevitable.233

At the same time, Killen also wrote that while Cromwell “has often been represented as the apostle of toleration…his career in Ireland gives him no title to any such character.” Killen not only cites Cromwell’s “persecutions” of those who still subscribed to the Solemn League and Covenant but devotes a great deal of space to incarcerated Roman Catholic priests or transplanted Catholics, proving the point that both churches “suffered from his tyranny” in the end.234 By the same token, Killen, like other Presbyterians, dismisses the Cromwellian Baptists and others for their “very narrow and factious spirit,” as they “promulgated the dreams of a distempered fancy as divine communications.” These “unlettered mechanics” joined “inferior officers of the army” and a “motley company of preachers”; such was the peopling of Ireland in those Cromwellian days, but in the end they “never obtained any very solid footing,” and they “nearly vanish[ed] from the ecclesiastical consensus.”235 For all this, the Protectorate was also “blessed with unbroken peace”; had Cromwell lived another 25 years, Ireland “might have escaped the Revolution and all its bitter accompaniments and consequences.” Cromwell, however, “never succeeded in establishing a stable government, and when he died, “the whole machinery went to pieces.” In religion, he “made Christianity almost contemptible by encouraging the most grotesque sectarianism,” and instead of “commending the Gospel to the people of this land,” he became known as “a canting hypocrite, and as a heartless spoiler.” The Irish, Killen therefore concluded, “will repeat [Cromwell’s] name with horror to the latest generation; and he perhaps did more than any other ruler who ever possessed authority among them to make Protestantism detested.”236

Despite Killen’s attempts to fix a narrative in place, sermons and newspaper accounts could depict a different Cromwell. One observer described the Presbyterian reverend Henry Cooke in oleaginous terms as a “majestic cliff, from which the raging billows are thrown back with an angry surge, impotent and crest-fallen.” But Cooke, the hagiographer continued, also carried with him the “lineaments of a Cromwellian spirit—energy, spirit, and vigour,”237 even if he himself hesitated to admire the man.238 While Cromwell, for Cooke, might have “restrained the fiery elements of faction” during his tenure in power—an arguable point—he shared with Robespierre and Napoleon a “military despotism” that “extinguish[ed] at the same time the last embers of expiring liberty.”239 An age, he wrote elsewhere, which lets loose a radical and “agitated spirit” could only lead to “another Cromwell, canting in the name of civil and religious liberty,” even as he “[forges] the chains of despotism to shackle and enslave his country.”240

By contrast, nonconformists in England were becoming more visible in promoting an increasingly favorable view of Cromwell, based primarily on his perceived political views. The nonconformist and Chartist Henry Vincent, for example, extolled Cromwell across three decades while others stated that it was “time a second Oliver made his appearance” to “cleanse the Augean stable.”241 This view was by no means universally accepted, though Cromwell nevertheless became more associated with groups such as those nonconformists. In a later, different age, George Bernard Shaw described to Lady Gregory a character in Getting Married as an “unfortunate high Churchman whose Nonconformist parents improvidently christened him Oliver Cromwell.” “Imagine an archbishop called Tom Paine Gregory,” Shaw wrote.242

Conclusion

In the later seventeenth century, the poet and school teacher Seán Ó Gadhra described Catholics in Ireland as suffering in conditions “similar to the plague in Egypt…or the settlement imposed by Cromwell or Ireton.”243 Ó Gadhra was not simply likening Cromwellian Ireland to the book of Exodus; he was also adding a further link to a chain of remembrances of which his own faith was a part. Cromwell, or the times that became conjoined to his name, became a more notable link in this chain, and one that was both transhistorical and sacred, echoing and deriving legitimacy from an authorized and sanctified tradition.244 And this tradition was biblical and martyrological as well, the truths it revealed both eternal and very much grounded in the realities of Cromwell’s time and the present day. For a religious group to recall its past in this way was to place itself in what Daniêle Hervieu-Léger has called a “lineage of belief,”245 which required not only that memory be confirmed and maintained by the community but also reconstructed with new remembrances.246 Those later memories (and forgettings) were shaped in turn by the different conventions contained within martyrologies, polemics, oral traditions, or ecclesiastical histories, each of which provided diverse narrative frameworks that produced meanings for sustaining group identities.247 Cromwell in this regard represented an especially powerful historical reference point by which the Catholic, Anglican, and dissenting faiths of Ireland measured their common sufferings—which is not to say that the suffering, in reality, was at all evenly dispensed between the denominations.

If the churches had undergone a kind of blood sacrifice through their sufferings, however, the very same blood was also generative, in forging religious and social solidarities. These accounts offered explanation for cataclysm generally, including the Cromwellian one: for example, collective sins were thought by some Catholics to have brought on a divine wrath of judgment in the 1650s, much as Israel fell after worshipping the Golden Calf. There was something comforting in this, as it connected Ireland, or in this case Catholic Ireland, to that chain of tradition, while reading providential meaning into events that could otherwise have appeared senseless. In this regard, religious and social memory offered a “meaningful way of interpreting what [was] going on” at the time, and one that resonated in later times and through different historical conditions.248 Even the cataclysm held hope for those who read divine protection and resistance into otherwise humiliating spectacles, in tales of bishops, for example, ascending the scaffold, illuminated by rays that split the clouds above.249

These miracle tales were not included in Protestant accounts, of course. Yet the trials of the 1650s, for Church of Ireland members or Presbyterians such as Adair, were important in providing their churches’ own “hour of trial” which was a necessary prelude to grace.250 For Protestants, the year 1641 was commemorated much more widely, as was its ultimate vindication under William 50 years on; Cromwell, who was himself driven in no small part by the propaganda of 1641, had to be effaced from this memory record for his anti-episcopacy or political antipathy to the Presbyterians, not to mention the fraught manner of his posthumous presence in the memory politics of the Restoration. But this is not to say that Cromwell did not haunt those later texts that pointedly excluded his name. His specter, or the larger shadow of all things “Cromwellian,” lived on, however marginally, when Church of Ireland or Presbyterian writers attempted to uphold their own church by evoking its past; he also came to represent, fairly or not, the legacy of sectarianism against which later writers sought to define their own true church. He was someone against whom the (Presbyterian) church had to disassociate, as its members were unfairly relegated to his legacy. As will be seen in the next chapter, however, this would become problematic in the eighteenth century, when many dissenters would come to embrace republican ideas.

In the nineteenth-century, ecclesiastical writers such as Moran, Mant, or Reid represented the emergence of a quasi-official religious historiography which incorporated previous sources into works that spoke to their own respective churches in a time of radical change. And occasionally the fight could continue between them. Killen, in his personal reminiscences, attacked Richard Mant in his own ecclesiastical history, for not acknowledging the debt he owed to Reid’s scholarship, and for generally being a “bigot of the purest water” and a “miserable partisan of the narrowest order.” Interestingly, Killen in his memoirs also attacked Mant for forgetting to mention that Henry Jones—who Killen does not mention by name either—“exchanged the mitre for the sword and acted as Scout-Master to Oliver Cromwell.”251 Denominational battles therefore continued on a historiographical plane, even if the issue in this case was over the issue of memory and forgetting, or professional acknowledgment and disavowal rather than theology or prelacy per se.

These grand narratives, however, were only one channel of memorialization, even if they were syncretic in assimilating popular and learned traditions or the writings of a Ware, Bruodin, or Adair within them. Even reading them could constitute a kind of commemorative act. But nineteenth-century historians did not invent Cromwell ex nihilo; they simply adapted, assimilated and reconfigured him—and all that was associated with him—into their narratives. In this way, they reactivated the past on different terms. Catholic writers such as Moran or Murphy tended to be dismissed by later historians, not least in creating a portrait of lugubrious villainy in Cromwell. Yet their purpose was to blend history with references to a longer sacred past—a sacred past whose typological references are often lost on historians. In this regard, history became merged not only with a hallowed memory but with devotional practices.252 Not least, these writers sought to fix a definitive narrative for their own confessional communities, describing exemplary individuals and displays of virtue to foster group identification.253 They also, however, offered examples of those with whom one should not associate, or who had persecuted the faith. The latter enemies could be identified as papists or heretics, depending on the denomination; yet until the shift towards a more favorable Cromwell in the mid-nineteenth century, all faiths could agree on one point above all: that Cromwell, borrowing from Revelation 3:10, had “come upon all the world, to try them that dwell upon the earth.”
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Political Cromwell

Introduction

In an age of political toasting, it was not uncommon for many in the eighteenth century to accuse their enemies, and republicans especially, of raising their glasses to “the pious memory of Oliver Cromwell.”1 One commentator made the charge in 1712—the height of anti-dissenter Tory polemic—that Presbyterians or nonconformists secretly gathered to toast the “national rights and liberty of the City of Dublin,” while “in private [drinking to] the memory of Oliver Cromwell.”2 Another in the same year claimed that not only do such “factious Protestants” drink to the “pious Memory of Oliver Cromwell,” but so do they “have the Impudence to join it with the glorious Memory of King William.”3 To be accused of such a treacherous toast, however falsely, reflected the persistence of a name that never quite lost its incendiary charge. Yet some clubs and societies probably did lift a glass to the man, with Jacobites said to have begun toasts, or anti-toasts, with the words “Down with Cromwell.”4 The Jacobites’ opponents, the Aldermen of Skinner’s Alley and Free Citizens, were later on alleged to have toasted to William III and the “Glorious Memory of 1688,”5 but also, as it happened, to “the pious memory of Oliver Cromwell” who “assisted in redeeming us from Popery” and upheld “the Protestant interest over all the world.”6 The historical moment in this way had changed—and with it, the degree of acceptability with which the memorialization of Cromwell could be created anew.

If the name “Cromwell” retained its spark throughout the eighteenth century, it reached an altogether higher voltage in the politics of the century after. In new historical contexts encompassing different ideological currents or developments, his name proceeded to expand across the political arena, functioning as a polemical shorthand device to incite different communities to action. Political movements and newspapers, as well as a new cult of Cromwell that emerged in the 1840s, ensured that the name would drive the memorializations of Cromwell forward to fit new political dispensations.7 All of this was expressed through a multitude of elite and popular channels—sermons, speeches, debates, letters, songs, poems, folklore—which summoned historical villains and heroes in order to construct and solidify ideological identities across different political movements.8 While Cromwell would be utilized as a historical memory in the eighteenth century, in the nineteenth century he would therefore be refashioned and disseminated more widely across the culture than ever before.

Much of the political vocabulary that utilized Cromwell was hardly unique to Ireland, given that he also served useful purposes in English polemics. But there were distinctions to Ireland. Cromwell was not the same political villain in Scotland and England as he was in Ireland, given the historical legacy of confiscation or Protestant ascendancy power in that country. The years after 1688 did not witness the same kind of settled constitutional state, religious toleration, and social structure that were experienced in England; and the ideology of Jacobitism, too, was divergent, not least because it claimed a uniquely Irish ancestry for the Stuart cause it upheld, not to mention a Catholicism that would have been uncomfortable to many Jacobites across the sea.9 No matter how much certain Protestant political thinkers in Ireland continued to identify as English, the Patriot cause of later eighteenth-century Ireland—to cite another movement—also defined itself in terms of legislative independence from the British parliament. Not least, common political terms of the day, such as rights or duties, democracy or establishment, carried a different resonance when that state was dominated by a distinct religious and social minority. As a result of all these tendencies and differences, when radicalism fully erupted in Ireland at the end of the eighteenth century, many questioned the entire state in a way not done so in England. Even the revolutionary spirit in Ireland contrasted with an England which largely contained itself against such threats.10

In Ireland, the social and political memory of Cromwell, while not always a central concern, could in this way be politicized to fit distinctly Irish agendas. His name increasingly came to be encoded within a larger political language, whether republican, nationalist, or Unionist; politicians, orators or newspaper writers for their part could exploit that name’s power, but their words would not have carried much impact without a receptive popular audience to begin with. By the same token, these writers also manipulated and further magnified that memory, which then returned to the popular culture in even stronger terms. Yet how did Cromwell, alongside William III and others, emerge across various ideological discourses in the first place? What historical circumstances evolved to bring a sharper political acuity to his name in later ages? How did “Cromwell” evolve from being an occasional libel of the eighteenth century to such a forcefully negative or, with many Unionists, positive center of political speech in the nineteenth? And what impact did this particular evocation of his memory have on the course of Ireland’s history?

The Good Old Cause, Republicans, and the Jacobites

At the end of the seventeenth century and the beginning of the next, those who called themselves republicans, Whigs or Real Whigs looked to Cromwell as a quasi-monarchical despot, a usurper not of monarchy but of the constitutional ideas that were perceived to have come to an end when he assumed the protectorship in 1653.11 It is important to point out, however, that if any republican (in Ireland at least) was overtly anti-monarchical or even separatist before the 1770s or 1790s, he did not for the most part admit to it publicly.12 Until the end of the eighteenth century, most individuals opposed arbitrary power and misrule of the law rather than the monarchy itself, and in any case, republicanism was a diverse political belief system that took many forms at the time.13 At the end of the seventeenth century, William Molyneux, for example, had sometimes been called a republican, despite the fact that he very much was not;14 instead, he was a Patriot, advocating the independence of Ireland’s parliament while continuing to believe that the kings and queens of England were “by undoubted Right ipso facto Kings and Queens of Ireland.”15

If republican groups looked back to anything in that time, it was the Long Parliament before Pride’s Purge of 1648, and not the chaos and the protectorate that came in its wake. As the lawyer and judge Richard Cox would write somewhat sniffily in 1689–90, “the period between the end of the [Confederate] War, and Cromwell’s death, affords but little matter for an historian.”16 Even so, while virtually all republican thinkers continued to refute Cromwell, their intellectual and political debt to that troublesome age could not help but represent continuity with those difficult years, and bring Cromwell somewhat inconveniently along. Great works of republican thought, by James Harrington or John Milton, were written in Cromwell’s time, even if the lord protector personally represented a betrayal of the principles they advocated.17 Tyranny might have been embodied in his person and rule, but liberty—the fundamental republican idea—was honed in his time, just as his religious and political policies allowed such ideas to come forward in the first place. In this regard, the Interregnum and “Good Old Cause” remained very much alive for republicans in a positive way, even if common law ideas of political liberty and parliamentary reform, or classical theories and a rhetoric of republicanism, had long predated those years.

As we saw in the last chapter, Tories and Church of Ireland sermonizers did not make these distinctions among their opponents, as they accused republican or commonwealthmen of embodying civil discord and a factionalism that had been evident in the Cromwellian years. The Duke of Ormonde, for his part, had long honed the image of Cromwell as “the proudest rebel in the pack,” and one who aspired to kingship himself—or at least “Lord of the new Republick.”18 In other words, little difference existed, for them at least, between the Good Old Cause and Cromwellian chaos. As W.E.H. Lecky once put it, “the hated memory of the Commonwealth” was “appealed to by every statesman who desired to prevent reform or discredit liberty, and the name gathered around it an intensity of hatred approached by no other in the history of England”—or, he might have added, in Ireland. Whigs were often likened to king-killers, and in this way joined to Cromwell. Swift would himself reference “that whiggish or fanatical Genius so prevalent” among the English of this kingdom, in the form of “Cromwell’s Soldiers, adventurers established here, who were all of the sourest Leven, and the meanest birth, and whose posterity are now in possession of their lands and their principles.”19 Whigs in Ireland, Swift continued in a letter to Alexander Pope, also differed from their brethren in England, for in Ireland they were “a sort of people who seemed to think, that the principles of a Whig consisted in nothing else but damning the Church, reviling the Clergy, abetting the Dissenters, and speaking contemptibly of revealed Religion”: all of which, for him, were inheritances of Cromwellian times.20

Robert Molesworth proudly called himself a commonwealthman, but acknowledged that the term was increasingly becoming a “calumny thrown upon us,” with commonwealthmen “in the ordinary meaning of the word…amount[ing] to haters of kingly government.” “Commonwealth” also came to be associated with “the anarchy and confusion which these nations fell into near sixty years ago”; but it was “‘falsely’ applied,” as it “frighten[ed] [people] out of the true construction of the word,” which had been used, after all, by Elizabeth I and “other of our best princes.”21 For Molesworth’s heterodox contemporary John Toland, the word was abused when it referred to the “Time of our last civil Wars and even the Tyrannical Usurpation of OLIVER CROMWELL.” Instead, Commonwealth, for Toland, derived from res publica and the common good, as well as “the [ancient] and present Constitution of England under King, Lords and Commons.”22 Cromwell in fact had actually usurped the Commonwealth and its principles, not the king; but there was little purpose in Toland reminding his enemies of that, particularly when it continued to be in their political interest to conflate the Commonwealth with the protectorate.23

Cromwell’s image among Ireland and England’s republicans had been forged most vividly by one of the singularly noteworthy (and notorious) republicans to come out of the Cromwellian and Restoration years.24 Algernon Sidney, the much admired if “rough and boisterous” republican, despised Cromwell both personally and professionally. The antagonism was personal and professional: Sidney had opposed the trial of Charles I, publicly stating that “noe man could be tried by that court, not least the king himself.” Cromwell famously replied, “I tell you, wee will cut off his head with the crowne upon it.” Sidney then withdrew from the proceedings. At the dissolution of the Rump Parliament in 1653, Sidney’s opposition stirred once more when Cromwell entered the chamber “clad in plain black clothes and worsted stockings,” and proceeded to “[berate] the members…[before] concluding, ‘Perhaps you thinke this is not Parliamentary language, I confesse it is not, neither are you to expect any such from me’.” When the members were subsequently evicted, Sidney refused to acquiesce until he was threatened with physical expulsion from the room—an experience that led to him to describe Cromwell as “a tyrant and a violent one.”25

In the years ahead, Sidney styled himself as Brutus to Cromwell’s Caesar, writing in a visitors’ book the words, “Manus haec inimica tyrannis”—this hand hostile to tyrants.26 Sidney also allegedly wrote a biography of the “usurper,” now lost, but his impact on future republican stances toward the Lord Protector, in Ireland as well as England, was well established by then. On the other hand, the Restoration was no relief for Sidney either, as he called Charles II a “monster” who “despises the law,” and proceeded to conspire against the king as he had with Cromwell. In 1683 his sentiments became overt with his involvement in the Rye House Plot to assassinate the king and his brother. But at his trial, it was Cromwell who Sidney invoked as an example of one whose despotism he resisted. “[Y]ou need not wonder I call him a tyrant, I did so every day in his life, and acted against him too,” he stated.27 For Sidney, Cromwell embodied the dangers of concentrated power much more than Charles I ever did, even though Cromwell (and Charles II) also served to sharpened Sidney’s political thinking in treatises such as Discourses concerning Government.28

It is important to dwell on Sidney’s view of Cromwell, since it was readily shared by republicans in Ireland who continued to view themselves as English. But there was a connection between Ireland and England too, in the form of the aforementioned Toland: born in Donegal and educated in Scotland, England, and Holland; son of a priest yet probably an atheist after he passed through varieties of Protestantism and then authored the scandalous tract entitled Christianity not Mysterious.29 To his enemies, Toland was “a Son of a Whore” and an “Antichrist,” all “railing and no Reasoning,” with one prophecy describing him being “head of a Sect before thirty and a greater Statesman than Cromwell before forty.”30 Equally egregious, and as mentioned in chapter one, Toland also issued and most likely edited (and secularized) the zealous memoirs of the Puritan Edward Ludlow, just as he “tamed” the works of Sidney. Arguing that Cromwell and his followers “were not, properly speaking, guilty of rebellion; for he, whom they beheaded, was not properly speaking their king; but a lawless tyrant,” Toland nevertheless contributed to honing the negative republican image of Cromwell for posterity, even if he still had to navigate a complex political legacy that intermingled with the man.31

Complicating matters was the fact that many later republicans had come from Cromwellian stock themselves.32 An occasionally hotheaded yet undeniably central political figure of the early eighteenth century, Robert Molesworth himself belonged to a family that had benefitted by Cromwell’s policies:33 Molesworth’s father came to Ireland with the English army in 1649, fought in Drogheda, and resided in Dublin until his death in 1656; keeping the Cromwellian connection alive, Robert married a woman from the Coote family, connecting him to the legacy of the infamous Charles Coote. Molesworth, however, personally disavowed any direct debt owed to Cromwell. And like Sidney and other republicans of various stripes, he detested the man. As a “true,” “old,” or “Real” Whig, Molesworth followed a republicanism that upheld contract, the ancient constitution, and resistance theory, which were opposed to the kind of quasi-junta imposed by the protectorate.34 While it is with some justification that Molesworth and his followers have been called “spiritual heirs and ancestors of revolutionaries everywhere,” and his Principles of a Real Whig argued that resistance to Charles I had been justifiable, his own impulse was tempered by a conservatism that viewed the violence of the mid-century years with horror.

More interesting in light of his own family history was Molesworth’s claim in Principles of a Real Whig that officers who returned home from war, after “the Fatigues of so glorious a Service to their Country are ended,” might be granted land, and specifically enemy land. “The Romans used to content [officers] by a Distribution of…Enemies Lands,” he wrote, “and I think their Example so good in every thing, that we could hardly propose a better.” Even more, “Oliver Cromwell did the like in Ireland, to which we owe that Kingdom’s being a Protestant Kingdom at this Day, and its continuing subject to the Crown of England.”35 He might have added that Ireland also gained advantage from the presence of the Molesworth family, thanks to Cromwell; but as Toby Barnard has written, the legacy of having personally benefitted from land policies, among other perks, “were not foundations of which to boast.”36 The idea nevertheless borrowed from Harrington’s idea of political power resting on land ownership and its equitable distribution—in Ireland’s case, distribution among soldiers and others who had invested in the cause. Yet as Molesworth knew full well from Harrington, corruption also resulted when a political system allowed unbalanced and concentrated ownership of land, fundamentally weakening the stability of the state. Molesworth, however, added nothing about the present state of Ireland here in this regard.37

Molesworth was also revealingly silent about the rule and legacy of Cromwell in An Account of Denmark, as it was in the year 1692 (1694). Based on his diplomatic experience in Denmark, the work sought to understand the country’s descent after its revolution in 1660 from a constitutional and Germanic (or “Gothic”) form of government to a modern absolutist state.38 Written in anger over this political reversal, though also colored by the insults that resulted from Molesworth’s testy exchanges when he lived among the Danes, the work attempted to address the question of how those Danes could lose their freedom and compromise their political liberty. Significant omissions become evident in the work, however. For example, Molesworth argued that the expulsion of a tyrant was valid and in fact imperative in order to prevent the absolutism of a Louis XIV; the still fresh memory of Cromwell—or, by the same token, Charles I—was not mentioned. In another treatise entitled Some Considerations for the Promoting of Agriculture and Employing the Poor (1723), Molesworth did mention Ireland, referring to a peasantry turned into unproductive laborers and a commercial empire rendered stillborn as those people were “transplanted…to a naked and uncomfortable habitation, to the end that [their] griping landlord may get more rent.”39 But the origins of this transplantation were not described.

Coexisting with the republicanism of the early eighteenth century was a continued strain of political Jacobitism, which could be diverse in its own right.40 Jacobites did, however, share what has been called a “vehemently and virulent ‘anti’” political worldview, a “counter-hegemonic discourse,” and a continued attachment to the Stuart cause.41 With this often came a sense that unlike the “upstarts,” the Stuart dynastic line, so abruptly and brutally broken in 1649 and especially in 1689, was “native” to Ireland, descended as it was—so it was believed—from the ancient race of the Milesians.42 With the movement and ideology feeding in part on this deeper past and the more recent bitter root of James II’s defeat in 1690, it is not surprising that the shadow of Cromwell—a more overtly Puritan villain than William—could occasionally appear in Jacobite evocations of the past which lasted well into the eighteenth century.43

Themes and motifs would be shared across eighteenth-century English, Scottish and Irish Jacobite political thought, even if no overt risings occurred in Ireland during 1715 or in the final defeat of 1745.44 The twinning of William and Cromwell nevertheless extended across national boundaries.45 Many Jacobites liked to assert that William was connected to a longer history that extended back to “that accursed Rebellion, and Tyrannical Usurpation, which in the last Age laid waste our Government and Constitution.”46 After all, William had achieved power through conquest and usurpation, much as Cromwell had done. One commentator claimed that there was no great difference, for that matter, between a man who beheaded a king and another who dethroned that king’s son.47 Not least, Cromwell and William shared an “infernal cell” in hell, with one song enjoining “Disloyal Whigs” to “visit Noll and Will below,” where “their coal should [blow].”48 Jacobite pamphlets in England, Scotland and Ireland especially tended to emphasize the theme of law and hereditary right, evoking biblical precedents but also William and Cromwell.49 Both men were called usurpers skilled in how to “filch a crown from the owner’s brow”;50 both were labelled “Alexanders” by John Dryden, not altogether positively—Dryden being a supporter at one time of Cromwell but a later avowed Jacobite.51 Charles Leslie, born in Dublin but with notable Scottish ancestry, wrote not only of Ireland but other kingdoms when he asked “Whether Dame Britannia were not less culpable in being forc’d to endure a Thirteen Years Rape from Oliver and the Rump, than by living a Five Years Adulteress now by Consent?”52 Leslie was not only named after the six-months-dead king Charles in 1650, but his father had been under siege from Cromwellian forces at Raphoe Castle, which might have deepened his animus.53

Jacobitism in Ireland was therefore distinct, even though it could share many commonalities with other countries.54 During the Williamite wars, Patrick Sarsfield was routed from his Jacobite base in Enniskillen by a colonel named Thomas Lloyd, known favorably by his men as “Little Cromwell.”55 Sarsfield’s ally, the colonel and writer Charles O’Kelly, also had things to say about Cromwell (or “Attila”) in his “secret history” of those decades, not least because he had fought against him in the 1649–50 campaign before going into exile in Spain to serve with Charles II.56 Those who sided with William, including Catholics, were said to be “men of New Interest” who had “purchased from usurpers the inheritance of their own countrymen, of which Oliver Cromwell and the rebellious Parliament of London formerly distributed among the English.”57 While the Irish role in the final defeat of Jacobitism in 1745 was negligible, due to a recent famine and the continued effects of the penal laws, Lord Chesterfield nevertheless made sure to note that “If the Irish behaved like faithful subjects, they would be treated as such. If they act in a different manner, I will be worse than Cromwell”: a threat that would have carried a particular charge when it came to Ireland.58

The distinctive land question was also heavily referenced in Jacobite prose and verse. James II, according to one Jacobite sermon, once embodied the promise that the dispossessed would “be in a far better condition” and restored to where their ancestors had been before the “extirpation” of “the rebel Cromwell.”59 Undermining such outcries was the hope that one day land would be recovered—and whenever the land issue was conjured, it was Cromwell as well as William who lurked behind it. Jacobite narratives would describe lands which “had fallen to the lot of the regicides upon the Cromwellian division of Ireland,” while Nicholas Plunkett crafted a longer narrative of the Williamite War, making sure to mention the dispossessions that occurred under Cromwell by “pitiful mean men” and “mechanics” who then essentially deceived and forced Charles II to confirm the thievery. It was James II’s task, for Plunkett, to then “afford compassion…to such persons as had purchased some of the Irish lands at considerable rates from the Cromwellian soldier or adventurer, or 1649 man,” in his attempt to abrogate the Act of Settlement.60

Jacobite political rhetoric could also be vehemently and politically apocalyptic, with poems describing a future in which the “English crew” or churls would be beaten down, beg for charity, and lose their land and “white mansions” to a “fire-ball of frenzy.”61 The king would then return, and the “McCarthys,” and “these boors will be routed from Ireland.”62 Séamus Ó Dálaigh, a Limerick tailor and poet, wrote that one day English blood “shall flow down the slopes/and their bodies left on the hills for the carrion crows.”63 Waxing less poetically, he added in another poem, “Let’s all take arms now and cut the heads off all the foreign louts.”64 Even after the Jacobite cause was well and gone from Ireland and Britain, its messianic echoes could attach themselves to other figures, as in one 1809 drinking song which claimed that the “regal hero Boney,” or Napoleon, “[is] coming to Ireland to chop up every law of Cromwell’s and of Boyne Billy’s.”65

It has been argued by Vincent Morley and others that the energies of the Jacobite movement were at least partly subsumed into republicanism, which was resurgent once again by mid-century.66 Charles Lucas, the apothecary-patriot and leading political voice of the day, also happened to claim Cromwellian ancestry. He would later allude to this in a tract against subversion when he stated that “we whose Ancestors came to subdue the Barbarity of the Natives of this Island” should protect the kingdom from relapsing once again into “slavery and Barbarism,” with the latter referring to 1641.67 Four of his relations fought as soldiers with Cromwell, with one of them, Benjamin Lucas, participating in the massacre at Drogheda.68 Like Molesworth, Lucas’s family benefitted from those Cromwellian policies, inheriting land in Clare and elsewhere. Charles’s mother was herself a Blood descended from the rebel Thomas Blood, and the questionable behavior appears to have persisted when her son, Charles’ brother, attempted to abduct a young heiress, though in his case the motive was private gain rather than political principle.69 Lucas’s own life’s passion focused on municipal reform against the privileges of aldermen in Dublin, and his politics differed from Molesworth’s; but he did include among his heroes John Hampden, who had refused Charles I’s attempt to impose the Ship Money tax, and John Pym, the parliamentary firebrand who had defied the king and served as chief nemesis to Thomas Wentworth, the Earl of Strafford. Lucas appears to have been at the forefront in admiring Pym,70 and also open about his admiration for the Levellers, as his enemies often liked to point out. For them, Lucas’s followers were “deist, fanatic, and sot,” “independent and free thinkers,” “Republicans and mem’ry drinkers” who “make a demi-God of NOLL [Cromwell].” It was these Dublin malcontents during Lucas’s time who were referred to as drinking to Cromwell’s “pious” memory.71

Lucas’s enemies in this way tarred him with the Cromwellian brush, but then he was also labeled a papist, a Jacobite, a Tory, a Whig, a Jesuit agent, a “Jesuits brat,” and a Presbyterian who wished to “roast or broil papists.”72 His followers were a mob of “protestant weavers,” not to mention “tinkers, cobblers and drug-vendors,” and “descendants of Cromwellian settlers” with a “dislike of monarchy and the established church.”73 Lucas himself dismissed these slanders as “mere names,” and in any case, he remained loyal throughout his life to the Church of Ireland, despite sharing political sympathies with the Presbyterians. But the charges persisted, that he led a “giddy unthinking mob” of “king-killers” and descendants of “people responsible for the execution of Charles I.” In 1748, a verse was even dedicated to him in The Tickler: “Thus Cromwell us’d liberty as a pretence,/to stir up people and murder his prince,/but soon as with power they did him invest/of charters and liberties made but a jest.”74

Like republicans of an earlier time, Lucas also disavowed Cromwell, calling the protector an “arbitrary tyrant.”75 He additionally alluded to Cromwell when he stated that if he were to become constable, “I shall gladly undertake to free the Town of Rioters, Rebels and Conspirators of all Denominations, without Transporting the Criminals, as was formerly the Custom, as I am well informed, from this and all the other Provinces, to Connaught; and thereby preserve the Peace and Welfare of this great Metropolis.”76 Elsewhere, Lucas displayed an unusual degree of sympathy for the plight of the conquered Irish, when he wrote of Cromwell’s order to his soldiers (and presumably to Lucas’s own ancestors) to deal with the “Irish” as “the Canaanites in Joshua’s time.”77 The protectorate under Cromwell, Lucas continued in another tract, might have gone by “the Name of a Common-Wealth, and retained something of the form of a popular administration”; but this was a cover for a “despotic, monarchical Government” ruled by arbitrary power and military force.78 In Ireland, Lucas continued, “We were put under an absolute military government,” with the worst onus falling on Dublin, whose present-day tyrant-aldermen claimed lineage from those days. The “Cromwellian Aldermen ruled the City,” he wrote, “as absolutely as the government permitted them, and with very little regard to the commons or citizens.” And like so many other Cromwellian power players, “at the Restoration they readily changed side.”79 Lucas in this way found in the Cromwellians a parallel in present-day municipal politics, or at least a means by which he could tar his aldermen enemies as they tarred him.

It should be emphasized that Lucas was also committed to the monarchy and hierarchy, just as he believed Protestantism to be beneficial for the country. He considered himself a patriot and a Whig, with his republicanism harkening back to the Roman model as it sought to extend rights and duties to a larger citizenship.80 Given that he vowed to defend the privileges and liberties of the (Protestant) municipal guilds especially, he proceeded to popularize classical republican principles for a broader audience.81 Still, the libels continued to be hurled at him, especially by his nemesis, Richard Cox, 2nd Baronet, who sought in a number of pamphlets to describe the “malevolence of this incendiary.”82 Cox was himself a patriot in that he sought to improve Ireland’s economy while advocating for the Irish parliament’s liberties; but Lucas’s stances were too much for Cox, whom Lucas in turn called “a cavalier.”83

The clubs and societies that came into increasing visibility later in the century revealed a more radical polemical edge in their demands for greater parliamentary reforms and freedoms. The events unfolding in North America also played a role in influencing a sharper political expression, which meant—not least—imagining a state without a king. It was not a huge leap for such groups, taking their inspiration from the revolutionary American colonists, to view the present king as a tyrant; this is not to say, however, that an Oliver Cromwell type was exactly seen as a remedy—particularly when Thomas Jefferson and other founders looked to the man as equally despotic.84 On the other hand, it became more palatable for some to toast to “that scourge of Tyrants, Oliver Cromwell,” while others such as Charlotte Forman, daughter of the Irish Jacobite Charles Forman, admired the English popular provocateur John Wilkes, who had compared himself favorably to Cromwell.85 The Freemans Journal (founded by Charles Lucas) contained a number of articles about Cromwell, reflecting increasing historical interest in later years, while Finn’s Leinster Journal reprinted short pieces related to the man. An excerpt from a popular 1751 history by Guillaume-Thomas Raynal, or the abbé of Raynal, was also published in the latter journal, providing a portrait of Cromwell which careened wildly from the effusive (“At the head of an army, he was bravest; in council the wisest”) to the ambivalent (“he was an illustrious villain who cannot be praised without horror,” a figure whom “we are forced at once to admire and detest”). What readers of the journal would have thought about the statement that “the splendor of his talents hath almost made the horrors of his outrages be forgotten” is unclear, however.86

The Patriot party continued to advocate for legislative independence from Britain, but like the republicans earlier on, the more extreme and Whig-oriented members also elicited a number of Cromwellian slanders from its enemies. In 1756, a hostile writer enjoined the Patriot Club of County Antrim to “Drink, in despight of all the blood he spilt,/Cromwell’s grim ghost, and consecrate his guilt.”87 In 1769, another described a Patriot manifesto as following the “maxims” of “Hobbes, Tindal, Toland, Machiaval,” while “Cromwell was [its] pattern of heroism.”88 But Patriots, like republicans before them, also disliked the man and continued to compare him—unfavorably—to Julius Caesar. Later in the century, Henry Flood, the gifted politician famously if unfairly described by Henry Grattan as having “a metaphor in his mouth and a bribe in his pocket,” presented a series of letters under the ominous nom de plume Sindercombe: a reference to Cromwell’s would-be assassin, Miles Sindercombe, who had assumed the alias “Fish” and utilized a creative range of armory to attempt an assassination on the Lord Protector. He also attempted to burn down Whitehall Palace with Cromwell in it.89 Flood/Sindercombe’s target—his own Cromwell—in this case was Ireland’s lord lieutenant, Lord Townsend.90

Edmund Burke, no admirer of the more radical Patriots, would nevertheless comment on the grievances of those who had been oppressed by the exclusionary laws of the ascendancy age. He also might have planned to write a history of Ireland that illustrated these injustices, while his correspondence with Irish historical writers such as John Curry and Charles O’Conor reflected a keen interest in the importance of the seventeenth century in telling this story.91 Ireland, of course, was only a part of Burke’s larger historical range, especially as he utilized the past to serve his political and philosophical arguments. Cromwell could pivot in his hands in this way as well. In his Reflections on the Revolution in France, Cromwell—whom Burke famously called “one of the great bad men of the old stamp”—was undoubtedly a “disturber” and “destroying angel,” but like others, his “virtues” were in some ways a “corrective” to the “effects” of his crimes.92 Once in power, Cromwell also fought to establish order rather than a program of religious zealotry, even if Burke wrote elsewhere that this zealotry had been “suspended” but “not wholly suppressed” by his ambition.93 Burke did find parallels between fanatical Cromwellians and those in France who were later enraptured and sent into a frenzy by the Jacobins, both determined to overturn of tradition. On the other hand, Cromwell, while a usurper, had the wherewithal to seek out “men of weight, and decorum of character; men unstained with the violence of the times, and with hands not fouled with confiscation and sacrilege.”94 With able commanders such as General Monck—unlike in Revolutionary France, say—Cromwell in this way “delivered England from anarchy.”95

Burke’s interpretation of Cromwell shifted significantly when it came Ireland. David Hume’s presentation of 1641 as a baseless “massacre” by Catholic rebels had provoked Burke to object and encourage the writing of a more truthful history of the country;96 while Hume was not exactly complimentary in his presentation of a dissimulating, ambitious Cromwell, he implicitly justified Drogheda and Wexford as answers to that earlier massacre, while arguing that “[Cromwell’s] justice was only a barbarous policy, in order to terrify all other garrisons from resistance.” In any case, it “had the desired effect.”97 Burke, on the other hand, insisted that 1641 was preceded by persecutory English policies: as assertion which would have blunted, by extension, any justification for Cromwell’s actions eight years later. More significant to Burke were the land confiscations enacted under Cromwell and then William; on a political level, they could be likened to certain policies in the French Revolution, which also severed tradition by disconnecting the land from its established roots. Burke, however, also encouraged John Curry’s work on Ireland’s history from Elizabeth onward, and would have known the damning words that Curry had for the conqueror and his land legacy in Ireland. Burke’s associations with Cromwell were personal as well: Burke knew that Curry’s family had been dispossessed and left destitute under Cromwell and again under William.98 And Cromwell had touched his own family history too, through mother’s family, the Nagles. While they were able to preserve their land in Cork and Burke spent significant time there in his youth, he would have heard stories from a local hedge-school master, who presided over his charges from within the Cromwell-battered walls of Monanimy Castle.99 Those ruins in turn would have influenced Burke’s description of the “very unimproved state” of the land in his Tracts on the Popery Laws; even more, it offered a legacy as important as written texts, as these wreckages spoke “a very different language from those histories of Temple and Clarendon”—and perhaps a different and more “interior” truth as well.100

Evading Cromwell: The United Irishmen

Burke would die one year before the great rising of 1798, though the political currents had already shifted from grievances about tithes and rents to an increasingly vigorous language of rights and equality. Thomas Paine, Burke’s ideological opponent, would also be elected as an honorary member of the United Irishmen, his writings reprinted in however bastardized a form.101 By the end of the century, many leaders claimed to have originated in a dissenting tradition, with the Donegal-born Oliver Bond, Dublin’s hawkish leader in the 1790s and a man known to his opponents as “Oliver Cromwell Bond,” being the son of a dissenting minister. At this point, however, many Presbyterians embraced a republicanism that accorded more with the ideals of Rousseau—that is, of a political community of self-reliant and skilled “volunteers” following models of virtue and moral discipline.102

The events which culminated in 1798 were heavily remembered and in many cases usefully forgotten in the decades to come, though the United Irishmen, founded in 1791, sought to eradicate much of the past that preceded them. The reasons were primarily ideological: on the one hand, the movement, for all its Rousseauvian elements, also owed much to the republican manifestos of the seventeenth century, not to mention the vision that animated the American and French revolutions more recently. Yet United Irishmen also believed that Ireland’s past, or an intense awareness of that past, created sectarian divisions, and so a politically driven “forgetting” was necessary for a more unified movement.103 Sectarianism was as much about historical remembrance as it was about theological or cultural difference, but with an emerging age of Irish citoyens, the country—it was hoped—would enter a new age.104

Theobald Wolfe Tone especially understood the power of social remembrance and the manner in which it could feed into damaging identity politics, when he spoke of a past mangled by the “hereditary hatred” of Catholics towards Protestants, or “the tales of our nurses” and “terrors of our grandams” which fed, in part, the prejudice against Catholics.105 Tone had an ancestor who came over with Cromwell and fought with him as a soldier, and while this biographical element was avoided (or “forgotten”), Tone could nevertheless allude to that past. Recalling the year 1649, he described how the country “changed one despot for another,” reminding loyalists how they were treated “by the English republican faction.” “When it pleased the English to restore (Charles II) to the crown,” he asked, “how was the fidelity of the Irish recompensed?” Did those “who had died in [Charles I’s] service” regain “possession of the property”?106

Like Wolfe Tone, other United Irishmen in their personal histories could publicly forget and privately remember when it came to their own difficult ancestral pasts. More obliquely, Thomas Russell recalled a relation of his mother’s marrying a man connected by blood to John Bradshaw, the parliamentary leader who tried Charles I; Russell enjoyed evoking “the avenging spirits of judicial courts” by recalling a relative later on being denied a judgeship by an official who remarked, “what! Bestow any mark of favor on a des[c]endant of the regicide Bradshaw, it should not be.”107 From the other side of Cromwellian divide, Edward Hay, who witnessed the rebellion in Wexford and later wrote about it, described the longer story of the Hay family and how “there was but one estate in the whole county left unalienated by Cromwell,” leaving the Hays dispossessed.108 Myles Byrne too described the stories he heard from his youth, of “plunder and lands lost to Cromwell”; his father would “[show him] the lands that belonged to our ancestors, now in the sanguinary hands of the Cromwellians who preserved their plunder after the restoration of that scoundrel Charles II.”109 William James MacNeven’s daughter referred to her own father’s family as having been “robbed” of their property “in the time of Cromwell,” though MacNeven wiped Cromwell entirely from his Pieces of Irish History (1807): a work which, to be fair, focused on 1798.110 Providing another perspective, William Drennan wrote that he viewed Napoleon as no more favorable than Cromwell “or any other usurper”;111 on the other hand, Brennan’s sister, Martha McTier, reprimanded Brennan for “not know[ing] the name of your grandmother on whom all the false pride of the family was built, who came over with Oliver Cromwell and was the root from which branched every Hamilton of the county Down up to Clanbrassil.” McTier was specifically referencing a disputed property claim in remembering the perfidy of those Hamiltons, who also no longer called on Drennan after his trial.112

Personal histories, again, required a certain forgetting, or at least a remembrance behind closed doors or through letters; a country that “require[d] a cordial union” among its citizens meant that certain memorializations would therefore have to be diminished for the cause.113 But not entirely: The Northern Star, the early organ of the United Irishmen, occasionally printed excerpts from papers relating to Cromwell, reflecting a historical interest in the man.114 One letter writer from 1794, for example, referred to Robespierre as “Cromwell the Second,” for his “atrocious murders” and hypocrisy; quoting Burke, the writer added that Cromwell in any case “was as far from being a republican ‘as the distance of the poles of the fixt stars.’”115

Cromwell’s Irish legacy was also discussed, though rarely, when it came to the United Irishmen’s case for Catholic rights. In 1792, The Northern Star published a pamphlet on the subject by the reformer and Protestant William Todd Jones, who summoned a vivid memory of Cromwellian transplantation and deportation to make his case that the British had been the cause of purposefully fostering “intestine division” among the inhabitants of the country. Jones described the present and future state of those “heirs” of “Catholics who were driven forcibly into Connaught and Clare, and…the Catholics who were dispossessed by these involuntary usurpers.”116 If Brennan tended to neglect the uglier face of Irish history, Jones confronted it directly; while he cited historical sources which included the writings of Clarendon, he also alluded to the enduring memory of Catholics dispossessed under Cromwell by their descendants.117

Jones especially decried those acts of forgetting taking place in present times: “We toast Cromwell, and King William, and Washington, and [Lafayette],” he wrote. “[W]e ransack the living world, and the mighty dead…for honourable stimulus to our passion for fame and public virture.” But “we forget our native island,” and “forget that Cromwell and William were inimical to Ireland, severe and haughty conquerors.”118 Jones’s aim in referencing this history, however, was not to divide or scratch at old scars but to inform and persuade all into a higher common unity. He therefore (and anachronistically) applied current political terminology to the world of the previous century, when he wrote that “Catholics might have hated the Protestants, [but] they adored liberty; that if with one hand they indiscretely levelled the marauders under Cromwell, animated with an heroic devotion to freedom, they erected her temple with the other.”119

The government of Dublin and London believed, not without reason, that the United Irishmen advocated for a separate Ireland, or at the very least an unacceptable parliamentary reform. A conservative counter-reaction therefore arose in response to the threat, which unsurprisingly brought Cromwell back as a slander.120 Cromwell actually never quite went away, since rioters and other rabble-rousers continued to be “descended from Cromwell’s followers, and still retained that stubborn spirit,” especially with their “dislike [of] monarchy and the Established Church.”121 But now Oliver Bond was establishing a “rebelly” nexus around Pill Lane in Dublin, which became known as the Pill Lane Society—or to its enemies, “the Pill Lane King Killers,” “king killers of Pill Lane,” or the “Marats of Pill Lane.”122 The new fashion among United Irishmen in cutting their hair short was to demonstrate fealty to the French Revolution and specifically Jacobin cause; but it also might have reminded more historically far-seeing opponents of hair “cropped short in the manner of the roundheads during the usurpation of Cromwell.”123 Partisan historians liked to point out how United Irishmen were motivated in their violence by memories of all things Cromwellian as well. The historian Richard Musgrave, described as an ultra-loyalist and “noted hothead,” and by his own wife as “the most unfeeling and abominable of fanatics,”124 asserted that a mob of (Catholic) pikemen approached “a party of respectable ladies” and shouted, “One branch of your family came to Ireland with Cromwell too; the other with king William, and therefore you must die.”125 The connection between the Wexford of 1649 and that of 1798 was also severely diminished if not erased, the earlier massacre earning no mention at all, though 1641 was certainly invoked.126

Cromwell could also crop up in current and post-1798 songs, which summoned a larger number of heroes and villains from the past. References were made to “Mongrels of the Cromwell brood” or “Cromwell, the treacherous invader”; another ballad exclaimed that “…Cromwell and his damned decree/ Has robbed us of our liberty,” “But now the time is over,” the verse added, hopefully.127 A popular street ballad from 1798, meanwhile, recalled him with the words, “May the curse of Cromwell darken/Each traitor to the Green!”128 The theme of tyranny (and by the same token freedom) was borrowed from contemporary French and American revolutionary rhetoric, but it also rang an indigenous tone when songs referred to “despots who have been the scourge of our race,” “vice-regal tyrants,” and “absentee landlords.”129 Cromwell was hardly unique in these litanies, however, with “The Chapter of Kings” describing Henry VIII as having “founded the church in his codpiece.”130

Informers, or those “blood-stained betrayers who have obtained niches in our Chamber of Horrors,” were also identified in the popular press by those who were able to identify the “cloven hoof of the betrayer” in their midst.131 Walter or Watty Cox, a Meath-born possible gunsmith-turned-alleged-volunteer-turned-scurrilous publisher, was himself said to have been an informer; on the other hand, he devoted much of his Union Star to naming informers’ names in his paper and printing out the paper so that it could be posted publicly and read aloud.132 After the rebellion was well over, Cox would publish and largely contribute to the Irish Magazine and Monthly Asylum, described at its libel trial as “debauching the minds of the people of [Ireland]” and “exciting religious rancor among the Roman Catholics.”133 It was also very popular. In addition to scattering the odd mention of Cromwell throughout the periodical’s pages, Cox continued to list informers of his own, or publish ongoing series such as one entitled “Slaughter in Carlow,” authored by Thomas Finn. Responding to another informer roll offered in the Irish Magazine, Finn asserted that the list was disingenuous when it claimed that “shop-keepers now living in Carlow” received pensions “for giving private information to the Castle”; as a result of this slander, “the tide of trade [was] turned” from those shops in a boycott, ensuring that “the descendants of Sarsfield will not be pensioned, while there is a pimp or a bastard of Cromwell’s to be provided for.”134 Later writers, such as Michael Davitt, would continue this practice, looking to 1798’s “traitors,” or in this case, its enemies Fitzgibbons, Castlereaghs, and Carhamptons as figures whose “fiendishness and horror” were worse than those of “Oliver” and his “pious butcheries.” Their particular offense lay in the manner in which they sanctioned “intimidation, bribery or duplicity,” not to mention “wholesale murder and rapine” in order to effect the subsequent union with Britain.135

The United Irishmen’s problematic allies, the Catholic Defenders, were animated by a more overtly sectarian reading of the past as they raged against “the spawn of Luther and Cromwell” in order to avenge the wrongs of dispossession. Their movement has been called by its greatest scholar “a hybrid of traditional agrarian aspirations and half-digested ‘French’ principles,” but they also represented a radical if not quite coherent popular ideology of the poor or marginal who sought involvement in the political nation.136 Composed of laborers, weavers, schoolmasters, artisans, or ale-house keepers, the movement arose in the 1780s, with a strong cluster in and around Armagh, with its dense population and linen trade;137 the 1790s, however, witnessed the group’s full awakening, which included adopting a kind of political remembrance that sought, according to Kevin Whelan, to “flex time, bend it back to a pre-plantation idyll, to suture the earlier lesions inflicted on the Irish body politic.”138 And those wounds, it was believed, originated in the seventeenth century. As in songs such as “Come All You Bold Defenders,” they likened their opponents to Charles’ regicides,139 just as they were prepared to “recover our estates, sweep clean the Protestants, kill the Lord Lieutenant, and leave none alive”: an oath that, to say the least, contradicted the more politically ecumenical aims of the United Irishmen.140

The Defenders’ Protestant counterparts, known as the Peep O’Day Boys, had also been formed in the 1780s, with the two warring groups contributing to the altogether more caustic spirit of the 1790s.141 Armagh, again, would be ground zero in these battles. Driven by present-day economic and political realities—trade rivalries within the linen manufacture industry, the competition over land-holdings—Defenders and Peep O’Day Boys battled each other in “absolute Rebellion & Confusion,” fed by past hatreds.142 The tensions were soon encouraged in turn by elite members of the Church of Ireland, including George Mansell, who delivered a sermon at the Portadown church on the Boyne anniversary date of July 12, 1795—a date and place which brought in the Portadown massacre of 1641 and the final Protestant deliverance of 1689. The oration sent his audience into “an enthusiastic ebullition of renovated fury,”143 with antagonisms finally erupting two months later in what became known as the Battle of the Diamond in September of 1795; the resulting victory of the Peep O’Day Boys led to the establishment of the oath-bound organization that came to be known as the Orange Order, and a new turn in the fortunes of Cromwell’s afterlife.144

While William III was far and away the dominant historical figure in the Orange pantheon from its very formation, Cromwell could periodically appear, however. In the years following the Battle of the Diamond, Orangemen posted signs on Catholics’ doors, ordering them “to hell or Connacht”: a reference that had come to be well associated by then with Cromwell.145 Another door was “papered” with the warning, “Go to Hell—Connaught won’t receive you.”146 One report described how in Cavan “the Orange Boys attached notices “signed ‘Oliver Cromwell’…to the doors of Catholics in that county.”147 Other instances of this “placarding” threatened those who might inform on these actions, warning them that their souls would be blown “to the Blue flames of hell” if they did.148 The government did little to intervene, with estimates of 600 Catholics being expelled, and a larger exodus across Tyrone, Derry, and Monaghan of 3500 to 10,000 refugees.149 Other motives underlay these actions too, of course. The smashing of linen equipment and the expulsion of Catholics limited competition in a fallow economic period of the industry. But the weaponization of past flashpoints, including the use of Cromwell’s name, provided some of the fuel that fed these actions, and testified to the manner in which it was reinvigorated and in some ways reinvented for new social conditions.

If the United Irishmen therefore wished to underplay the past or create a political program that could transcend past divisions, the Orange Order consciously sought the reverse, toasting more loudly than others to the memory of the Glorious Revolution and “Prince of Hanover.”150 It might appear contradictory that Orangemen would come to embrace Cromwell, particularly in the next century, since they defined themselves earlier on as “steady friends of monarchical government” and claimed to have descended from those who stood in opposition to his regime—a claim which was not entirely accurate, since a few of them did in fact come over with Cromwell.151 The Irish judge Jonah Barrington, whose own family was indebted to Cromwell and William, sardonically described Orangemen as “unqualified partisans of Cromwell and William, two decided usurpers—one of them having dethroned his father-in-law, and the other decapitated his king.”152 The Cromwell of the 1790s served in this way to kindle an emergent Orange identity both politically and religiously against opponents with their own social memories, with one of the earliest toasts—after saluting William, of course—praising “Oliver Cromwell, who assisted in redeeming us from Popery, slavery, arbitrary power, brass money and wooden shoes.”153

Cromwell and the Ideological Battles of the Nineteenth Century

The republican, secular, and universalist vision of the United Irishmen was to end with their defeat in 1798 and the 1800 Act of Union, which gave rise to the altogether more ideologically polarizing history wars in the century to come. Orangemen in the early decades of the nineteenth century were certainly not all admirers of Cromwell, and he would never overtake William as the radiant light which illuminated their past. But Cromwell could play an interesting role beyond his utility on placards or his use as a threat. Lieutenant-Colonel William Blacker was largely responsible for exploiting the power of Cromwell’s memory and projecting it into other directions, which was particularly useful to combat a resurgent Catholic movement. Born in Portadown to descendants of fervent royalists, Blacker was an early member of the Orange Order and an eager participant in the Battle of the Diamond, after which he entered Trinity College, organized an Orange lodge, entered the yeomanry corps, served for a time in the West Indies, and rose to become Lieutenant-Colonel in the Armagh militia. In 1829 he retreated to his mansion in Carrickblacker, settling into a life of what the Dublin University Magazine called a “resident gentleman.” He nevertheless continued to engage in politics and sanction illegal Orange marches, which caused him to be dismissed from his post as commissioner of the peace.154

By 1835, he was being interrogated by a parliamentary select committee investigating Orange lodges and disorders in Ireland, in a series of questions that goaded him to respond to common Catholic grievances, perhaps in order to draw out his activities and Orangeism. His answers were certainly slippery. Asked about the “bad feeling even at the present day” which originated in “the confiscations in the time of Cromwell,” Blacker simply answered, “I have heard a common expression in Ireland, ‘The curse of Cromwell upon you.’” Questioned next about whether he had seen “in every aspect in the country in the south of Ireland” various “ruined monasteries, one of which has been blown up by Cromwell and another destroyed by the violence of William the Third,” Blacker responded, “I know very little of the south of Ireland; I know that there are a great many ruins both of castles and monasteries that have suffered in various ways.”155 The questions proceeded in this manner across 37 pages.

Blacker was more forthcoming in the ballads he composed, including “The Orange Minstrel.” He wrote commemorative verses on the Siege of Derry (“The Crimson Banner”) or the Battle of the Boyne. Blacker’s “Oliver’s Advice” would become especially important, however, as it described Cromwell crossing a river with his men, enjoining them to “Put your trust in God; but mind to keep your powder dry.”156 The verses—“The night is gathering gloomily, the day is closing fast/The tempest flaps his raven wing in loud and angry blast” were clearly influenced by Romanticism, and impressed Charles Gavan Duffy, who included them in his Ballad Poetry of Ireland. Further dissemination through largely non-Orange but still firmly Unionist publications such as Dublin University Magazine, founded in 1833 by Samuel Ferguson, ensured that the ballad and its resoundingly militant-Protestant line would obtain a wide readership and further gain currency in popular culture and folklore.157 It was through this ballad that Cromwell would become the figurehead of a movement in which “keep your powder dry” was directed not to a seventeenth-century world but to a fighting order which increasingly came to believe itself under siege, and which utilized Cromwell as a kind of inspirational offensive and defensive weapon.

Specifically Blacker, in addition to his other historical memories and individuals, wished to counter the rising nationalisms which often magnified Cromwell to a very opposite effect. Defining who was “Irish” could leave the national question in an ambiguous and contested state,158 and nationalist movements could be many and diverse. Still, each attempted to unite social and political communities through the building of particular narratives, and dispersing those narratives through newspapers, literature, visual forms, rituals, symbols, mass meetings, speeches, and educational communicative platforms.159 As with other ideologies, nationalism also expressed “hope and lament in more or less equal measure, turning its face to a joyful future precisely by recollecting a sorrowful past.”160 All this required a manipulation as well as suppression of memories in the service of creating useful narratives for the times in order to galvanize mass opinion and effect change.161

Historical narratives, of course, had long been important to the creation of communal identities, but nationalism—like Unionism or Orangeism—also created new and more vigorous oppositions between hero and anti-hero, pushing this Manicheist framework into ever greater extremes.162 And like Orangemen with William III, nationalists could mine the past for archetypal historical or folkloric figures that would serve their political agenda and upend existing power relationships.163 The “black legend” of Cromwell, which had hovered over different discourses through the last 150 years, in this way became an increasingly supercharged rhetorical and political device, used to create an origin story to account for the birth of present-day political ills. Whether the indictments leveled against him were historically accurate or not is beside the point, since what mattered was the power his name and legacy continued to carry; on the other hand, enough truths resonated in the different nationalist evocations of Cromwell, preventing them from being simple invented stories or myths.

The nineteenth-century Cromwell also fit in well with the moment, for Unionists as well as nationalists. In England, the publication of Cromwelliana (1810), a chronology and miscellany of Cromwell-related sources, reignited Cromwell and placed him at the forefront of the public’s attention. This was helped along by the Whig constitutionalist T.B. Macaulay and the republican William Godwin, who wrote of Cromwell’s constitutional and parliamentary contributions—before he was driven to “arbitrary” measures—and compared his martial prowess to Napoleon.164 English radicals, with a few notable exceptions, were also amenable to a Cromwell who belonged to the “people,” though the middle class could claim him as well. Above all, and as we shall see, the 1840s produced a deluge of Cromwell-centered accounts, with Thomas Carlyle’s epic mythification of Cromwell appearing in 1845 and constituting, in its reputational reversal, what has been called an “extraordinary historiographical coup.”165 This surge of interest could not help but migrate over to Ireland, where it would build on existing memorializations to serve emerging political, social, and economic interests entirely distinct from those in England.166 Secret societies, which had existed since the eighteenth century, were not strictly nationalist, for example, but they were born in economic protest over land ownership grievances, with many protestors utilizing violence to articulate their sense of what Ireland was to be.167 And wherever land grievances existed, in any form, an opportune villain could be found in Cromwell, or at least those “Cromwellians” perceived as responsible for present-day misfortune.

Surging in the early 1820s and fading by 1824, the Rockite movement was effected in no small part by the 1821 harvest failure and continued anger over tithes. Some of that anger was manifested in anti-Protestant sentiment and through prophecies which foretold those heretics’ doom.168 Especially tendentious was the Rockites’ admiration for an earlier general history of the Christian church by the English Roman Catholic Charles Walmesley, whose work popularly became known as Pastorini’s Prophecies.169 Soaked in commentary borrowed from the inflammatory Book of Revelation, the text, which was distributed more widely in handbills, broadsheets, and other printed ephemera, spoke of how “all Protestants were to be murdered within the year 1817,” ensuing in a six-day war with England.170 Even Jacobitism appeared again, in reference to a final battle in which a white horse would appear—the white horse being an allusion to the apocalypse, but also to the Jacobites.171 Needless to say, the middle and upper Catholic classes, including priests, were often opposed to the agrarian grievances that underpinned the primarily lower-order Rockite movement, not simply because of social difference but for the inherent instability that could result from millenarian sentiments among that order.172

It is important to touch on these other elements since they fed into a larger current of which Cromwell played an increasingly polarizing role. In 1822, for example, a proclamation was posted to a chapel door in Kerry, exhorting “friends and fellow-sufferers” to “shake off the galling yoke of slavery and claim that independence so natural to us”; this meant that they should cast aside that “race of upstarts” and “descendants…of that execrable army which under the conduct of Cromwell had depopulated and laid waste” the country and “reduced us the surviving remains of its inhabitants” to a “state of misery and oppression.”173 The proclamation was sent to Daniel O’Connell, who took note of the sentiment. Another lengthy letter from “Captain Rock” and posted to a chapel door also in 1822, this time in Killorglin, decried the “distressed state” and landlords of the region, and claimed that arms had been restored to Protestants who wished “to [renew] that execrable, horrid and never-to-be-forgotten massacre perpetuated during the bloody protectorship of Cromwell and the succeeding reigns.” “Let them therefore be aware,” the letter continued, of the “impending scourge” that could result “due to their tyranny, debauch and cruelty,” unless they address these concerns soon and “remov[e] from us the arduous task of vindicating our rights” in that manner.174 “We are long under your tyrannizing yoke,” concluded another letter from 1823, “and with the blessing of God, we will shortly put an end to it, for we are sure to gain victory and heaven over all Cromwellians”—and particularly “the property they now hold in their possession.”175

Daniel O’Connell was decidedly not of this tendency, though he did manage to unite the Catholics of Ireland in a common political entity calling for improvement under the Union. By succeeding as he did, the Irish nation became increasingly connected to a resurgent Catholicism, even if he shared the liberalism of his middle-class contemporaries, and harkened in some essential ways back to the patriots of the eighteenth century.176 O’Connell’s gift above all was to create a message that generated unprecedented mass appeal, and one which redirected the energies of secret societies and other heterogeneous groups, and utilized sometimes messianic undertones to wield political pressure, if not the “rising” that many of the people sought. O’Connell, however, could also send different messages, depending on the audience he was addressing. To Protestants, he spoke of his reforms benefitting all Irishmen and refused to divide them into sects, classes or parties.177 To Catholics, he evoked history, and pointedly so. In his writings and speeches, O’Connell focused in large part on Ireland’s ancient past, but Cromwell and Elizabeth could also be summoned, particularly when a resonant site had been chosen for his speeches: Mullaghmast, where the O’Mores were massacred by Elizabethans, and Drogheda and Wexford of course for Cromwell.178 Wexford’s Bull Ring was initially considered, its being one site in Cromwell’s massacre of the town, but it was deemed too small for the crowds; interestingly, other locations in Wexford, such as New Ross and Enniscorthy, were rejected for being too recent—in other words, associated with 1798.179 By lending his presence, sending a message, and drawing crowds to these specific spaces, O’Connell was overwriting history itself, and redeeming those massacres through a larger redemptive message.

O’Connell’s writings, however, could also vary in their message depending on the audience. In his Memoir on Ireland, Native and Saxon (1845), he might have dedicated the work to “her most gracious Majesty the queen” and addressed the “Statesmen of England”; but he then evoked, in the harshest and most condemnatory language, the ways in which the English had proceeded to “forget all the facts in Irish history,” in order to “forgive” themselves of those crimes.180 The work, which he knew would be read by an Irish audience, then detailed the criminal unfolding of the English presence in Ireland through the centuries, focusing especially from the Tudors onward and describing, for example, the early seventeenth-century Ulster plantation as “robbery according to law.” Cromwell was also singled out, of course, even if he joined other commanders in committing acts “as savage and as brutal as the feats of Attila or Ghengis Khan.” Drogheda was mentioned as a “detestable” massacre, while a figure of 80,000 was mentioned as having been transplanted to Barbados, leaving only 20 survivors. “Eighty thousand Irish at one blow,” O’Connell wrote, were “sacrificed, by a slow and steady cruelty, to the Moloch of English domination.” “Language totally fails to describe the period” of the “bloodstained” Cromwell, he continued, as “the flesh creeps—the heart sinks”—at the atrocities in Drogheda and elsewhere. For O’Connell, Cromwell and his “sanguinary biblical enthusiasts” “stained the annals of the English people with guilt of a blacker dye than has stained any other nation on earth,” and the extensive proofs and documents were there to show it too.181 Serendipitously enough, that same year Carlyle published his Letters and Speeches (1845), which O’Connell described as “symptomatic of the tone of the English mind towards this country.” For him, the book, which appeared to be written in “broken German,” was as “harsh-sounding and grating on the ear as the pounding of blue-stones for the repairs of roads.”182

Cromwell was also a crowd-pleaser for O’Connell, which reflects how redolent the name had already become in popular culture. O’Connell, however, only magnified it further, in monster meetings that could reach half a million people, as in the 1843 open-air gathering in Cork.183 The appearance of priests at these events was important, both logistically in terms of keeping order, but also in influencing the religious tone of the rhetoric;184 other orators contributed as well, even if O’Connell, the “silver-tongued man,” mastered the techniques of historical and local referencing, flattery, the summoning of “green Ireland,” “lofty clouds,” and the mountains nearby—even in those places where there were no mountains around.185 Occasionally he took the “as you all know” tone with his audience, or spoke in a coded, allusive language which most would have understood. In one speech, he referred to Francis Gore, an ally of his opponent William Vesey-FitzGerald, and a much hated descendant of an alleged nailer in the Cromwellian army. O’Connell never referred to the Cromwellian connection directly, though he spoke of “striking the nail on the head” and “putting a nail into a coffin,” leading to so many “roars of laughter” from the crowd that Gore “completely sunk under the attack.”186

Cromwell was also useful in scoring political points. O’Connell wrote in one letter that “the same spirit which actuated the English parliament, in the days of the Cromwellian war” and which sought “the extermination—the total extermination of the Irish race”—still “preside[d] over the Peel-Wellington councils” and “nine-tenths of their Tory [partisans].” Indeed, “I do not hesitate to declare my thorough conviction, that many of the Tory party, in England, are equally desirous for the slaughter of Irish Catholics, as were the more valiant, but equally merciless soldiers of Cromwell—and that they would desire to see our exertions for political liberty smothered in our blood.”187 Meanwhile, O’Connell’s lieutenant, Richard Lalor Sheil, engaged in the argument that the British parliament was superior to the “disruptive” pre-Union Irish chamber, by using English history against his opponents. “Might I not say,” he said, addressing the parliament, that “Cromwell [also] broke into this house, [and] bade a rude soldier take away ‘this bauble’ on which I now lay my hand.” If the present parliament were to imply that it had always been superior to the Irish one, then it forgot the 1650s, which very well could have led to a state in which “there ought not to be a House of Commons” today.188

Sheil, deemed by Gladstone “the little spiteful, snarling Sheil” with a voice like “a tin kettle battered about from place to place,” was actually a tremendous orator with a theatrical debating background. Like O’Connell, he used historical referents to great advantage.189 Addressing the crowds of Tipperary, he described the region as a “peculiarly Cromwellian district,” with “the holy warriors of the Protector [choosing] it as their land of peculiar promise, and select[ing] it as a favourite object of confiscation.”190 Sheil was aware, however, of the power of misremembrance, when he described the “typical” local who pointed to the “splendid mansions” around him and attributed them to “some pious corporal, from whom the present proprietors derive a title.” These “pernicious recollections,” however, were of an “injurious tendency,” despite the fact that the people were also “not permitted to forget that Protestantism is stamped upon every institution in the country, [as] their own sunderance from the privileged class is perpetually brought to their mind.”191 By the same token, the “Cromwellian proprietor” could not forget his “puritanical forefather” who made possible his present tracts of land, and justified their transmission to the family’s descendants.192 A “change of system”—and Catholic emancipation—would not only provide the remedy for these ills, but lead to a necessary forgetting of those past wrongs.193

In the decades to come and especially in the wake of the Famine, the Young Irelanders, with the Protestant (and Cromwellian descendant) Thomas Davis as their leader, responded to the O’Connellite agenda by promoting a new kind of Romantic nationalism to create solidarities and “un-saxonise” the Irish mind.194 Diverging from the kind of practical politics and tactical maneuverings practiced by O’Connell, Young Irelanders were freed up instead to imaginatively and culturally construct their own vision of Ireland, even if they were not always clear or united as to how this was to be translated into land policies or revolutionary action.195 Davis, Charles Gavan Duffy, John Blake Dillon, and others nevertheless embraced a distinct idea of “Gaelic Ireland” which O’Connell himself had rejected, and in doing so wielded great influence on Yeats and others at the end of the century.196 The Young Irelanders’ program, voiced in their newspaper The Nation or the Penny Readings for the Irish People series, deployed different communicative forms to shape and transmit a message to the masses and the oral culture. Prose and poetry were not simply tools used to reactivate a history for present times, but utilizations of a heritage’s symbols, including politically pertinent dates and personages, that could be inserted into a larger cultural remembrance.197 Along with so many other figures and events of the past, Cromwell in this way was not only circulated more thickly in the cultural memory propounded by Young Irelanders, but used to turn “Submission, Hatred and Provincialism” into “Manhood, Union, and Nationality.”198

The prominence of Cromwell in Young Ireland discourse was perhaps ironic, since the movement propounded a nationalism which encompassed “Protestant, Catholic, and Dissenter…Milesian and Cromwellian.” Its political platform was also intended to be positive and spiritually affirming, embracing “the Irishman of a hundred generations and the stranger who is within our gates.”199 For all its inclusiveness, however, Davis also repudiated what he called “Englishism,” defined as a utilitarian propensity, a “sullen and sensual” aspect carried by the “English boor,” in contrast to the “gay and gallant” Irish “peasant.” The name “John Bull” or simply “Saxon” was scattered through the Nation’s pages, and used as shorthand for English perfidy and the destruction of the country.200 Historical matter was to be mined in service to these ideas as well, with Cromwell hoisted up to bolster this new and encompassing national vision.

Cromwell, for example, enlivened songs written by Young Irelanders, even if the events of 1798 elicited the most musical commemorations.201 M.J. Barry’s “The Wexford Massacre” contained lyrics that described “the Matron and the maiden” kneeling before “the Cross divine” before “redemption’s sign.” While their husbands fought “bravely,” that “Man of demon guilt”—“ruthless” Cromwell—“bade them die/To glut the Saxon blade.”202 In forums such as the Poet’s Corner, The Nation also provided an outlet for popular poetry, some of which was claimed as “legendary ballads.” “The Massacre of the Monks,” in the 1843 edition of The Nation, was accompanied by historical footnotes as it told of Cromwell’s “hellhounds thrice worthy of their leader accurst” laying waste to Lady’s Island in Wexford and leaving a “banquet of gore.”203 Another Poet’s Corner offering, from 1856, described “Cromwell the Puritan—Cromwell the knave—/Cromwell the grave-filler, bloody and brave.”204 Davis also contributed poetry, one of the most famous being his “Lament for the Death of Eoghan Ruadh O’Neill,” which recalled the famous confederate fighter Owen Roe O’Neill, who later battled the Cromwellians and whose death—by poison, according to some—embodied Irish heroism against “Cromwell’s cruel blow.”205 This history lived on through his present-day descendants, with Davis, in another poem, describing “Mongrels of the Cromwell brood, Swift of foot and keen of scent” still leaving a “trail” of “blood.”206

Young Irelanders did not draw a completely unpassable boundary between heroism and villainy.207 John Mitchel’s Life of Aodh O’Neill raised Hugh O’Neill to an exalted height, even though the author elsewhere acknowledged the legitimacy of the Protestants who planted in Ulster after O’Neill’s defeat. The fact that Mitchel was himself a Protestant from Ulster might have colored his views, though acceptance of the settlers also reflected his larger political ecumenism, at least in this case. Thomas Francis Meagher, on the other hand, described “the flag planted in this country by a Wentworth, a Carhampton, a Ludlow and a Cromwell—that flag in which the dead liberties of our country, as in a red shroud, have been bound up.”208 Mitchel also pushed the rhetoric further than it had gone before, with his Jail Journal later described by Patrick Pearse as the “fieriest and most sublime” of nationalist texts, achieving huge popularity after its first appearance in 1854.209 Mitchel presented a vision of Ireland scarred by Britain, a “carnivorous old monster” who “drank the blood and sucked the marrow from the bones of Ireland.”210 Cromwell was central in conquering “literally and universally,” as he led the way for future invaders “to smite and to slay again.”211 It was a straight line, in fact, from Cromwell to the penal laws and the famine. Not least, for Mitchel as well as his colleague Meagher, Cromwell’s “morose” and “gloomy” puritanism also contributed, more than anything previously, to Ireland’s sectarian problems today.

Mitchel was particularly incensed with the apotheosis of Cromwell by Thomas Carlyle, whom he called “our hero-worshipping friend” though also a “great historian.”212 He could hardly have avoided the publication in 1845 of Carlyle’s Letters and Speeches, which had a volcanic impact as it framed Cromwell’s words with florid historical commentary.213 In his review of the work, Mitchel conceded that Carlyle’s exploration of Cromwell in his English context might have been acceptable; but when it came to the depiction of the conqueror in Ireland, Carlyle was utterly oblivious to how Cromwell reduced the country to “a blind promiscuous shambles and place of skulls.” Indeed, Carlyle praised the necessary “savagery” or “surgery” of Drogheda and Wexford, bemoaned the “mad suicide” of puritanism after Cromwell’s death, and generally “suggest[ed] thoughts that [Cromwell] never contemplated.”214 Mitchel was not entirely wrong in his estimations. According to Carlyle’s wife, when she was asked by “a dreadful little old Mr Yates” about her husband’s writings on the massacres in Ireland, she answered, “Pooh!…nothing can be more brief than my Husband’s treatment of all that.” When pressed further about whether her husband felt any horror about those massacres, she continued, “Oh not the least horror in the world […] I assure you he considers these two massacres the simplest—indeed only way of saving bloodshed!”215 In any case, Carlyle actually appreciated Mitchel’s review, considering it “honest and manly in the extreme”; Mitchel himself later met Carlyle at a dinner party, leading to a genial relationship, even if he continued to believe that the historian “took a wrong view of Cromwell’s influence and conduct in Ireland.”216

O’Connell and the Young Irelanders summoned Cromwell and other historical figures not to sever political ties with Britain but to reform them. The post-Famine Fenian movement used the past to argue for an essential irreconcilability between the countries. Fenians, or at least the “quarrelsome fanatic” James Stephens, their leader, also tended to rebel against “drawing room society” and dinner party politics.217 Instead, all classes and even Protestants were to be recruited for their cause, though middle-class Ulster Presbyterians were not exactly eager to join up. Stephens presented his own history of Ireland as one of “successive protests against what [the country] takes the liberty to call the usurpation of her government by English rulers.” Beginning with the invasion of the Normans, his highly abridged history continues through Elizabeth and Mountjoy and the renewed hope of 1641 and culminating with the return of “fire and sword” with the “Dictator.” “Followers of Cromwell possessed themselves of Irish maids, and lands and gold, and made her rich soil richer still with the blood of her slaughtered sons,” Stephens writes. Hope follows later in the century, but with William the country is betrayed by the Treaty of Limerick and the penal laws that follow. And so the “legacy of hate” continues, as Ireland is “gagged” through the decades to come.218 Whether directing his work to Fenians in Ireland or supporters in America, Stephens was placing the current struggle in a longer historical record and thereby legitimating that struggle. In this way, the past was made to live again, supercharging the present with the fuel of a more explosive rhetoric.

The Fenians’ revolutionary nationalism would find its expression in The Irish People newspaper, whose support from and circulation within the United States would ensure the transmission of its message and with it, a vision of history that raised the pitch to maximum volume. Though “better written than most of the Irish papers,” according to the Lord Lieutenant of Ireland at the time, “of course it preaches open rebellion.”219 Stephens, however, was only one of many who presented Irish history as a “series of horrors which…the world has never seen surpassed,” from the “butcheries of the Eighth Henry” and Elizabeth, to “iron-handed Cromwell.”220 The past in this way was also deployed in part to recruit for the Irish Republican Brotherhood, Fenianism’s militant arm. In addition to separation from England, the newspaper devoted much attention to the land question, with the Famine, for example, attributed to English land policies and ownership by the “conquerors” or “robbers.”221 Cromwell was of course the most spectacular source of this injustice, making “[Ireland’s] soil richer still with the blood of her slaughtered sons,” leaving the country “not only dead but buried.” If Ireland “had arisen from the bed of death before,” it now was “entombed.” Yet “even from out the grave…[Ireland] once more emerges,” as “the stone is rolled away for her resurrection, and she stands again to battle for her nationality.”222 Doom and redemption, the country’s fall and its messianic rise, were in this way presented to powerful effect, as a call to arms that used the past as an ally in the war to effect transformation in the here and now.

Fenianism, like the O’Connellite movement, would have as deep an impact on Ulster Protestants, since the result was to generate an increasingly vigorous sectarian dynamic from the other side, despite different Liberal ideologies to blunt the edge. The Orange Order, whose power had receded in the 1850s, would become revitalized by Fenianism, even if Fenianism was limited on the ground in the north; all this led to new parades and violent episodes, and a pan-Protestant vigilance against what was perceived as a new Catholic threat.223 Central in this drama was William Johnston of Ballykilbeg, who was elected MP for Belfast in 1868 and became grandmaster of the local Ballydonnell Lodge until his death in 1902. From early on, Johnston felt himself driven by “an idea in my head that I was to do something for the cause of God,” which in this case meant fighting on behalf of ultra-Protestantism against Rome’s agents in Ireland.224 In addition to works with titles such as or The Nunnery Question and Popish Tyranny, and God-sent Deliverance or the Days of William the Third, Johnston wrote a somewhat execrable novel, Under Which King? (1872) which told the triumphant story of the Williamite War. The novel, however, opens with one of the characters, an “old Cromwellian soldier,” remembering the death date of Cromwell and how he wished “that we were back in his time or that he was forward in ours.” Lamenting how Oliver had been much maligned and “grievously slandered,” the character, Elijah Brown, praises Cromwell as a “just and true man,” before citing the Protestant martyrdoms of 1641, particularly as they justified the events at Drogheda and Wexford. “Oh! for one hour of Cromwell!” he cries, as his companion details the news of the Catholic king James II and the machinations of France; repeating Blacker, whose ballad was increasingly claimed by later Orangemen, another declaims that “Cromwell put his trust in God, but didn’t forget to take care that the powder was dry.”225

Johnston’s attention was overwhelmingly devoted in his songs and writings to William III, but he also expanded the Cromwellian memory field by offering public lectures on Cromwell and his times. His role as a proprietor and contributor to the Downshire Protestant, mentioned in the last chapter, allowed him to “advocate the view that enlightened Protestantism is the true foundation of individual happiness, national prosperity and glory.”226 Johnston’s ascent to the status of folk hero emerged in great part from his opposition to the Party Processions Act, which banned marching and other displays of aggression that resulted in violence and an occasional burning from the other side of Cromwell and Lord Castlereigh’s effigies—Castlereigh having crushed the 1798 rebels and initiated the subsequent union.227 For all his populist and radical tendencies, however, Johnston could hold considered reformist-evangelicalist positions, including an anti-slavery stance, just as he also frequently spoke to great crowds of respectable noteworthies. In 1865, he argued at length that Cromwell’s memory had “fared ill” with the Restoration. “It fared ill with the Christian religion. It fared ill with the world we live in,” Johnston continued. Citing the “liberty” and godliness that Cromwell had brought by the sword, he focused primarily on England, though he also claimed that the massacres of Drogheda and Wexford were rightful vengeance for the “murderers” of 1641. At the end of the lecture, Johnston was thanked, according to the correspondent, “for his able lecture on one of England’s greatest worthies.”228

Johnston was an opponent, of course, of Home Rule, or what he called Rome Rule, especially after the Fenian movement’s initially surprising alliance with the parliamentary politics of Charles Stewart Parnell in the later part of the century.229 Parnell himself was described by one contemporary as having “qualified himself for the leadership of the Irish race at home and abroad by the most careful and systematic ignorance of the history of his country, ancient, medieval, modern and contemporary.”230 Though the charge was unfair, even the Fenian Michael Davitt—an ally—admitted that this might have been due to Parnell’s standing as a member of the “Anglo-Irish Pale” whose “tastes and tendencies” were “consistently English.”231 Parnell’s status as a landlord also aroused initial suspicion; but his attacks on landlordism, his defense of the tenant agitators, and his presidency of the Land League redeemed him in their eyes. Parnell’s “ignorance of history,” and its historical flashpoints was also probably strategic. When he spoke in Drogheda, for example, he made no reference to the massacre of 1649—not that it was a requirement when visiting the town, of course.232 He also was aware of statements made by Isaac Butt that “Every Irish farmer knows that the great bulk of the Irish proprietors, before the sales effected in the Incumbered and Landed Estates Courts, [were] held under patents conferred by Oliver Cromwell.”233 Butt similarly asserted that there was no difference “between an expulsion of the whole population in Glenveagh by a squadron of Cromwell’s troopers, and an expulsion of its population in 1850 by the man who has inherited or purchased Cromwell’s patent.”234 Again, Parnell avoided (or “forgot”) these overt references, though the subject of Cromwell did arise once during what Davitt described as a “mixed gathering of revolutionists and parliamentarians” on Dublin’s Nassau Street. In discussing the mid-seventeenth century, Parnell spoke with much “feeling and expression,” speculating about the fate of Ireland then, had there been a “real fighting spirit” against Cromwell. Instead “leaders and men…did not know how to fight such an enemy, even in a country familiar to themselves and strange to the intruding forces.”235 The statement was somewhat incongruous, given that Parnell was ostensibly against the physical force independence advocated by Fenians. But perhaps he was speaking in figurative terms.

Eventually Parnell abandoned the militant constitutionalism and agrarian ferment that drove much of the base of his party, as he settled instead for more amenable relations with the home rulers of Britain. He also sought after a closer alliance with the Catholic church, which remained suspicious of Fenian militarism.236 But Parnell had always been a Liberal who struggled against the disparate elements in his party; he was also either oblivious to or sought to overlook the kind of emotional historical hatreds that underlay many currents of nationalism, and which embellished upon past grievances which originated two hundred years before with the “Dutch and English cut-throats and soldiers.”237 Nevertheless, he would be conjoined to that time, and to Cromwell, by the end of the century. In “Parnell and Cromwell: A Dialogue between Two Ghosts,” written long after the scandal which unseated Parnell from power, D.F. Hannigan depicted a spectral Cromwell as seeking Parnell’s approval in having a statue erected of him in Dublin. Cromwell then asks Parnell why he hated the English, since “You were English yourself,” or “at least English blood flowed in your veins.” After Parnell’s response that he had been born in Ireland and was surrounded by those who were “destroyed by English laws,” Cromwell’s shade asks Parnell if he was of the Parnell family of Cheshire. Parnell answers that he was indeed “a son of [one who had] removed to Ireland after the Restoration,” which is “how I came to be born on Irish soil.” The two ghosts then spar over English law, papistry, and the nineteenth century, with Cromwell’s ghost befuddled by much of the latter. Of Cromwell’s policy in Ireland, Parnell’s ghost calls it a “blunder”—“and you know a blunder is worse than a crime.” After listening to Cromwell’s justifications in turn, Parnell admits that “There is force in what you say, and moreover, you lived in stormy times, when men did not recognize the sacredness of life.” Parnell’s ghost in this way comes to relent on some issues, saying to Cromwell that “You and I understand one another better than many who were my contemporaries”; furthermore, “had I lived and were made ruler of Ireland, I would govern it by force of will as you did by force of steel.” Parnell concludes that “we are evidently kindred spirits,” not least because “Neither you nor I have been treated with common justice by the people for whom we did so much.” The “legacy of hatred” attached to Cromwell is something Parnell’s ghost is therefore happy to forego.238

The 1886 and 1886 general elections and defeat of the Home Rule bill also played into manipulations of past historical memories in the service of present political aims. Especially after the disestablishment of the Church of Ireland in 1869, religious differences within the Protestant denominations would now play a secondary role to presenting a united front that could meet the threat of Catholic nationalism.239 A significant degree of forgetting was involved in doing so, particularly in new histories that conveniently overlooked previous divisions between Presbyterians and the Church of Ireland.240 The Orange Order, while still a minority movement among Ulster Presbyterians, also witnessed a surge in lodge numbers after the Home Rule bill, as it increasingly began to perceive itself in a moment of historical crisis that had parallels with the seventeenth century.241 For Orangemen and Unionists generally, the sacred dates of 1641, 1689, and 1690 continued to be invoked: when the hundredth anniversary of the Battle of the Boyne had been celebrated in 1790, however, the emphasis had been on William’s victory as a constitutional triumph, whereas by 1890, it was a distinctly Protestant one.242

Beginning in 1894, William Johnston, now an MP from Ballykilbeg, became prominent in the debate over the Liberal prime minister Lord Rosebery’s proposal to erect a statue of Cromwell at Westminster. All this came in the wake of the Horse of Lords’ defeat of the second Home Rule Bill. Given that Parnellites, anti-Parnellites, and Unionists were all present in parliament, it was inevitable that the idea would provoke contention. After being squelched initially, the issue of the statue and its funding came before parliament again in 1895, when Luke Hayden, the nationalist and Parnellite MP from Roscommon, rose to remove the provision for the statue from a budget bill related to House of Parliament buildings. Hayden stated that in Ireland, “Cromwell was thought of with a bitterness and hatred that could scarcely be exceeded”; citing the great British historian S.R. Gardiner on the “horror” of Drogheda, Hayden then suggested a statue to Owen Roe O’Neill, before amending the bill with a sanction against funding the Cromwell monument.243 The move was seconded by William (Willie) Redmond, MP from East Clare and also a Parnellite, who wondered, according to the minutes, why “a government which expressed so much sympathy with the Irish people should make a proposal which everybody must know to be extremely distasteful to the large majority of Irish people.”244

The Parnellites and Anti-Parnellites joined the British Tories in being against the statue; the Unionists, however, sided with the government party to ensure that the issue would go forward, though in the end the proposal was withdrawn in the wake of further discord and an understandable protest from the House of Lords. Johnston, meanwhile, continued to raise questions about the monument as he hoped it would still be erected. During one session, he asked when a committee would be formed to decide on a site and utilize the private funds; the question received “much ironical cheering on the Irish benches.”245 Another time, he dismissed those who were engaged in “idiotic opposition to honouring the memory of England’s greatest ruler”—a statement that brought the speaker to call for order.246 But Johnston also faced opposition from Conservatives, as when he asked again about the site of the statue, to which a Conservative MP from Shropshire suggested that he add “a niche for the statue of Protector Richard, better known as tumble-down Dick, the heir and successor of his Highness Oliver Cromwell.”247

In the end Johnston got his wish, as plans for the statue went ahead in 1899 with private funding, the monied source later revealed to be now-former prime minister Lord Rosebery. The debate still continued, however, and even between Unionists themselves, with Edward Carson describing Cromwell as a “murderer,” while Johnston asked the nationalists to remember what happened in 1641.248 By 1900, the Anti-Parnellite J.G. Swift MacNeill, MP from South Donegal, wondered if upkeep of the statue to this “eyesore of a man who murdered our people” would be paid with government funds; his ally John Dillon added that while he regarded Cromwell as “one of the greatest Englishmen who ever lived,” “the last place where I should erect a statue would be within the precincts of that building which he did his best to destroy.” Dillon also pointed out the initial public funding of the statue. “Ireland is a poor nation,” he stated, “but when we wanted to erect a statue to Daniel O’Connell, in a very short time we got £15,000.” When fundraising began for a statue of Cromwell in Huntington, however—where Cromwell spent much of his life—an appeal went out around the world. “What was the result?” Dillon asked. “Why that about three months after I saw a statement in The Times suggesting that the operations of the committee had been closed, and announcing that they had received only five subscriptions—one of £25 from a lord, three subscriptions of £2 or £3, and four or five dollars from the United States of America.” Finally, “a resolution was passed to return all the money to the subscribers.”249 Lord Rosebery would eventually make a speech after the statue was erected, but the day of its actual reveal was purposefully low key. “No ceremony, no fuss marked the unveiling of the Protector’s statue,” the Evening Herald reported. “A workman pulled a string and the drapery fell away. The ceremony was performed at 7:30 a.m. when nobody was about.”250

History Wars

In the spirit of the monumental ecclesiastical narratives touched on in the previous chapter, the second half of the nineteenth century also witnessed the great age of totalizing histories that reworked the country’s past on a national as well as regional level.251 No less so than newspapers or ballads, these histories, as masterful and enduring as they could be, were also significant entrants into the political arena, not only generating various firestorms upon their publication, but shaping the direction of debate, public controversy, and policy demands. That J.P. Prendergast, James Anthony Froude, or W.E.H. Lecky have been called “politicized historians” is no detriment to their achievements either, as they succeeded in carefully examining the past through documents and archives while also reactivating that past to address the most urgent concerns of the day.252 And Cromwell, too, became central to this.

Prendergast’s own anger over the land question and landlordism, and his experience as a land agent, would bring him to locate the origins of these inequities in the seventeenth century. His great work on Cromwellian Ireland was informed by moral purpose and a nationalism which he would later refute; contrary to diminishing the work’s scholarly rigor, this sense of urgency only enhanced the work’s power and resonance, then and later. Prendergast described the inspiration for undertaking a work on the Cromwellian land settlement, when he found himself in 1846 during his travels through Tipperary, embarked on British-sponsored research concerning pedigrees. Finding himself 12 miles south of Clonmel—the site of fierce resistance against Cromwell—Prendergast noted “a ruined castle, and beside it a still more ruined chapel, and a desecrated graveyard.” “The prospect of the mountain, the river, and the plain, together with the scene of ruin all around, so characteristic of the country, excited my interest,” he wrote. The family whose pedigree he was researching, he continued, had extended back to Strongbow, its memory “tenaciously preserved” by the locals.253 Prendergast returned to Dublin and proceeded to search the records at the King’s Inns and ascend “the dark winding stone staircase” to the archives of Dublin Castle. Eventually finding that he had “at last reached the haven I had been so long seeking,” he proceeded to uncover in the records the “astonishing drama” that would become The Cromwellian Settlement of Ireland (1865).254

Prendergast does not mention, however, that the pedigree he was searching for in 1846 was his own—the Prendergasts having descended from an “Anglo-Norman family of the County of Tipperary.”255 His own father was born in Clonmel, site of those tombstones and broken ruins, and a relative had given him the commission. But there were other significant omissions, or forgettings, as well. In his prefaces to the first and second editions of the Cromwellian Settlement, in 1865 and 1870, Prendergast recounts the story of a Tipperary landowner—the pedigreed subject of the historian’s investigation—who had gone hound-hunting with Cromwell; in the first edition, Prendergast writes that the owner “ingratiated himself with Cromwell,” whereas in the second edition he adds “the dogs would seem to have proved very respectable mediators with Cromwell for their master.” Whatever the case, the owner was “spared by transplantation” in a letter from Cromwell, even though “Whole families of the name, as I afterward found, were transplanted into Connaught,” their estates “never to be restored.”256

Prendergast failed to mention, however, that Cromwell issued an order which stated that he had “received the two enclosed petitions and papers of John Prendergast and the Widow Brooke, whose cases have been so represented to me which if true may deserve some tender regard.” Cromwell’s decision was that the claimants “be permitted to reside on and enjoy their present estates and habitations unless there be some instant cause to the contrary.” Further, “I would have their transplantation be suspended until I receive from you an [account] of their particular cases and conditions and that you receive further order therein.” What John Cunningham has called Prendergast’s “dark Cromwellian secret” was in this way exposed, by his contemporary Mary Hickson, who included the damning letter from Cromwell—twice—in her own work on seventeenth-century Ireland. This provoked Prendergast to refer to her as “this hell-born woman, this she-devil, Miss Hickson.”257 Hickson, who was writing from a distinctly Protestant and Unionist perspective, and whose preface was written by Prendergast’s nemesis Froude, certainly had an agenda; but the association with Cromwell did not exactly help Prendergast’s nationalist bonafides either.

Toby Barnard has written that subsequent histories of Cromwellian Ireland would be written “with the advantage of, and in reaction to, [Prendergast’s] interpretations.”258 This included Prendergast’s interpretation of Cromwell, presented as the principal force that drove confiscations, transplantations, and banishments. The Cromwellian Settlement of Ireland is not a biography, nor does it devote great attention to Cromwell himself. Yet Cromwell’s presence is cast like a cloud over the devastation depicted in the book, and its emphasis on land contributed to the perception, as P.W. Joyce put it in 1902, that those years “should be taken as proceeding not from the English government or English people, but from the will of one man.”259 The actual relationship between Cromwell and land settlement policies in Ireland might have been more ambiguous or moderate than what was once assumed; but in the context within which Prendergast was writing, the land question was a live and pressing one, and Cromwell became a clarifying and not inaccurate principle in which to explain it in historical terms.

One historian who was disturbed by these new portraits of Cromwell, and of their attendant readings of English conquest, was James Anthony Froude.260 Though he was born, raised, and educated in England, and was fervently Protestant, Froude had spent time in Ireland and professed to love the country. Even so, the liberal Spectator wrote early on that “It may not be unfairly said that Mr Froude simply loathes the Irish people.” “When he wants a figure of speech to express the relations between the two islands,” the Spectator continued, “he compares the Irish to a kennel of fox-hounds, and the English to their master, and declares that what the Irish want is a master who knows that he is master and means to continue master.”261 Froude was also concerned with Fenianism, Home Rule, the land question, and the maintenance of the British Empire; but Cromwell could intersect at times with some of these issues, and in 1870, five years after Prendergast, he published The English In Ireland in the Eighteenth Century, a work focused considerably, and controversially, on Cromwell.

Froude’s The English in Ireland was indirectly informed by an argument against Home Rule or self-government, based on his description of the Irish as an inferior people, being unable to govern themselves. Drogheda, Froude wrote, was held up by them to “eternal exertion” while the “massacre of 1641[was] to be forgotten, or palliated, or denied”; and anyway, “the Drogheda garrison suffered no more than the letter of the laws of war permitted,” while its setting an example would be “signally justified.” To prevent the English and Irish from being “intermixed,” the transportation to Connaught was effected to “make a second Wales,” a “Western province [which] had a natural boundary in the Shannon.” And so on. Cromwell, in short, “meant to rule Ireland for Ireland’s good, and all testimony agrees that Ireland never prospered as she prospered in the years of the Protectorate.”262 These ruminations were relatively limited and embedded in a much larger work, but Cromwell for Froude served as a kind of synecdoche for the larger English imperial mission, and a way in which the historian could to push back against various villainizations across Irish nationalist discourses.

We shall return to Froude and the battles he faced in a later chapter, but in Ireland, W.E.H. Lecky, referring to the historian, would write that “an illustrious living writer has discovered a transcendent, and even religious, grandeur in the massacres of Drogheda and Wexford, but it must be admitted that they were not calculated to prepossess the Irish mind in favour of Protestantism.”263 Froude’s most coruscating opponent in Ireland, however, would be Prendergast, who proceeded to blast Froude in a series of philippics in the Freeman’s Journal, which elicited much attention in the wider culture. Prendergast variously described Froude as a “viper,” “filled with demoniac hate,” a “fraudulent knave,” “a monster of cruelty and bigotry,” a “cynical and insolent author,” and writer of a book that “smells of blood.” Commenting on his initial assessment of Froude’s approach, which he first heard in a speech the historian had given, Prendergast wrote that after he finally read the book, “I would wish to alter one phrase. I would withdraw the term Cold-Blooded hypocrite, and substitute Bloodthirsty fanatic.”264 Even worse, Prendergast had helped Froude to research the book, which quoted from his own in turn—much to Prendergast’s annoyance, given the weaknesses and bias in Froude’s use of sources.

Froude’s presentation of 1641 was of course incendiary, but Cromwell was central to Prendergasts’ critique. “‘Cromwell!’ ‘Cromwell!’ ‘Cromwell!’ is the beginning, middle and ending of [Froude’s] book, his dream, his aspiration,” Prendergast wrote. “‘Leave them to us! Oh, leave the Irish to our tender mercies, and the world shall see Cromwellian rule re-established in that accoursed [sic] land.”265 Froude’s “approval” of Drogheda and overlooking of “the killing of ladies, women, girls, innocent children, which was the sport of Cromwell’s soldiers for two whole days,” is also given attention; it was Drogheda, Prendergast continued, “that might terrify temporarily; but it fixed national hatred perpetually.”266 Prendergast became something of a folk hero after issuing these invectives. One ballad in The Nation described Froude as “with bigot fury blind…[he] wrote a book, to ease his mind,/Crammed full of lies of every kind.” “But though his venom thus was cast,/Old Ireland’s answer followed fast,” in the form of “gallant John P. Prendergast.” The ballad continues, “Hurrah for John P. Prendergast,/He nails his colours to the mast,/He strikes for Ireland hard and fast,/So here’s to John P. Prendergast!”267

Prendergast and Froude would directly or indirectly influence a number of popular histories in the years to come, magnifying the name Cromwell even further across popular print and in the many reading rooms that were established in Ireland.268 In Prendergast’s case the most noteworthy early contribution was A.M. Sullivan’s The Story of Ireland (1867), which described the Cromwellian Settlement as “a truly remarkable work.”269 The Cork-born journalist pursued a Thomas Davis-strain of constitutional nationalism, and his history was purposefully designed for young people, “to interest them in the subject of Irish history, and attract them to its study.” In this regard it was enormously successful, as it voiced existing popular sentiments, embellished them, incorporated them into the findings of Prendergast and others, and presented it all in a language that sought to stir his readers to political agitation. The work is not quite as simplistic as historians have presented it as being; while it certainly “forgets” many parts of Ireland’s past, it is hardly unique among any other nationalist history in that regard, given that forgetting was “a crucial element in the creation of nations,” in Ernst Renan’s famous words.270 And rather than tell a binary tale of English ogres and Irish heroes—though that could certainly be present in Sullivan—it sought to offer Ireland’s past as “no wild, dreary, and uninviting monotony of internecine slaughter, but an entertaining and instructive narrative of stirring events, abounding with episodes, thrilling, glorious and beautiful.”271

Sullivan might have presented Cromwell as “a despot, bigot and canting hypocrite,” but he also described him as “a thorough nationalist as an Englishman.” Even more, England “owes not a little of her constitutional liberty to the democratic principles with which the republican party, on whose shoulders he mounted to power, leavened the nation.” In Ireland, however, “Cromwell’s name is infamous.” “Never, perhaps, in the space of time,” Sullivan wrote, “had one man more of horror and desolation to show for himself.” Sullivan acknowledged that “war is no child’s play” when he described the Drogheda and Wexford massacres; on the other hand, for the “butcheries of unarmed and defenceless women and children,” Cromwell “is justly remembered as a bloody and brutal tyrant.”272 Sullivan is not writing a victimology, however, and he proceeds to briefly describe the resistance that ensued, though the death of Owen Roe O’Neill put an end to “the only military leader capable of coping with Cromwell.”273 Confiscation, transplantation, and banishment are then described in the fevered style of the day—a style, it should be pointed out, that was perfected by Carlyle from the other side of the Cromwellian partisan divide. Even Sullivan’s narrative is not necessarily new except that it presented history in a powerful and emotionally acute way, and one that would achieve its ends by exciting, in a positive as well as negative way, generations to come.

Nearly 30 years later, the Protestant Unionist Standish O’Grady wrote his own Story of Ireland (1894), a kind of neo-chivalric romance which served as the mirror opposite of Sullivan’s nationalist presentation. Of Cromwell, O’Grady wrote that he was a “most sagacious ruler and a valiant fighter,” his men “as good soldiers as ever fought anywhere, representing in the highest form the fighting manhood of England.” Not only that, O’Grady added that “bold as the prophecy might be, I predict the coming of a day when his memory will be dearer to Ireland than that of the greatest Irish worthy that we can furnish down to late.” O’Grady would shape that memory too. At one point, he described himself as contemplating three portraits of Cromwell, one of which showed “a quite distracted, insane face,” another which was “too feminine and refined,” and the third depicting “a very morose person suggesting not at all the bold, frank, and intellectual physiognomy which was Cromwell.” O’Grady’s own Cromwell would instead be a man of “blazing” oratory, internally driven by a “ceaseless flow of spirits,” a man who “loved religious discussions infinitely more than our young men of light” and one who came to “civilize” Ireland. Most importantly, his army, consisting of Puritans, “were able to conquer Ireland for much the same reason that the Norsemen, afterwards the Normans, were able to conquer it. They were bolder, sincerer, more true-hearted, more upright, and more united than those whom they overthrew.”274

Cromwell in this way ascended into O’Grady’s Pantheon of Heroes, from Cuchulain (remade as an Anglo-Irish exemplar) through to the valiant “Northmen” of the twelfth-century invasion.275 If Sullivan was attempting to create heroes and villains to energize the nationalist youth base, O’Grady was summoning the same literary-historical spirit to fortify the wobbling resolve of the Irish ascendancy class during the Home Rule challenge.276 O’Grady wished to avoid that most pressing issue of his day, however. At the end of The Story of Ireland, he would write, with regard to his position on Home Rule, that “I don’t think any man can be a historian and politician at the same time.”277 Yet for all his writerly choices to focus on a cultural and imaginative narrative over a political one, he was expressing a politics nonetheless. His treatment of Cromwell revealed his stance—Cromwell being a clarifying flashpoint for ideological positions—just as O’Grady, no less than any other historian of the time in Ireland and elsewhere, could not avoid the position of an engagé in that turbulent age. Even the most rigorous historians such as Prendergast were active participants in public life, their histories serving as live and ongoing extensions of a political calling; this is what made their works so thrilling in the day, and what ultimately transformed Cromwell into the towering character presiding over them all.

Conclusion

In 1872, the Dublin Exhibition of Arts, Industries, and Manufactures featured a national portrait gallery which placed Cromwell alongside Archbishop James Ussher, the Duke of Ormonde, Patrick Sarsfield, Edmund Burke, Oliver Goldsmith, Robert Emmett, Daniel O’Connell, and other “famous personages of our chequered story.” Approximately 420,000 visitors were said to have attended what the Freeman’s Journal described as an event intended to “elevate the understanding [and] to purify the taste of our people.” Moving past the portraits, the newspaper’s reporter noted the presence of Essex and other Elizabethan figures; but none of Hugh O’Neill and others of the time, whose portraits, if they existed, were probably located in “old continental chateaux owned by the descendants of these great men who found themselves ‘flying in exile.’” On the other hand, the reporter pointedly did not mention the portrait of Cromwell at all, as he continued to stroll past and comment on Charles I and Ormonde, dwelling at length on “two fair beauties” before moving on to Sarsfield.278 Elsewhere, however, the newspaper complained of the organizers that “They flatter themselves with the notion that the Irish people are content to feast their eyes upon nothing but pictures and busts of men who signalised themselves by brutality, treachery, or indifference in the evil days.” Nor were viewers “eager nor anxious to gaze upon the faces of the soldiers, statesmen, and writers who did gallant battle for the old cause.” The Nation took note of this forgetting as well.279

Two years after the exhibit, in 1874, a Unionist wrote on the other hand that

Cromwell was the greatest man that ever ruled the destinies of England and that I will add my opinion, if his policy of exterminating the Roman Catholic Irish had been kept in force and carried out, those human sow-thistles would have been extinct about a hundred and fifty years ago, and that all parties in Ireland now alive would have been free.280

Such were the political and antagonistic changes that had occurred by this time, hitching Cromwell along with them like a baggage train loaded with weight.281 Cromwell-the-hero-or-ogre had in this way been transformed from a trickling if steady current to a torrent that dominated the ideological landscape of the nineteenth century. In the century before, Cromwell was invoked in reference to radically different political movements: to Tories or later Whigs such as Burke, with their emphasis on tradition, obedience, and the crown, the evocation of Cromwell was useful in illustrating the political dangers inherent in “radical” and sectarian dissenting groups; for republicans such as Robert Molesworth, following in the tradition of Sidney, it was important to oppose Cromwell not simply because he had perverted and then overturned the political tradition they upheld, but because they sought to distance themselves from a figure who had been used to slander their cause and identity. Jacobites for their part opposed Cromwell for his (and his successors’) rupture of the Stuart dynasty but also for the dispossessions that were perceived to have begun with him and then consolidated by the larger conquest of William. By the end of the century, however, United Irishmen were aware enough of the caustic memories that Cromwell provoked to forget him for the purpose of a larger universal cause, even if Defenders and Orangemen increasingly revived him to their own different ends, as Cromwell provided good ammunition in the struggle. It was the nineteenth century that witnessed the memory of Cromwell being nationalized or harnessed to loyalism or Unionism to an extent not seen before. Ideological unity and communal identity of whatever variety required a useful historical past to define difference or affiliation, with Cromwell serving as an important if combustible guidepost in this process.

These narratives, however, also overlooked as much as they remembered—and Cromwell too could be forgotten here. At the end of the century, Douglas Hyde famously wrote of the necessity for “de-Anglicizing” Ireland, or of defining Ireland by a cultural identity that pointedly excluded the “Saxons,” and north-east Ulster particularly.282 Those Saxons, of course, included Cromwell, and so he was omitted from the story. Yet forgetting was important and necessary too, or at least inevitable, given that the recovery of one past tended, as it always does, to occlude another. And anyway, the point of the orators, memoirists, newspaper writers, balladeers, political thinkers, and even historians was not to evoke history “as it happened” (assuming that this is ever truly possible); rather, it was to make a particular meaning out of that history which could then be applied to the conditions of the present. In other words, history was utilized for a purpose, and the writer was a shaper and interpreter of it.283 To claim that these historians or memorializers were simply spinners of myth or “wrong” on the facts is to miss the point of how history has always served, overtly or not, the interests of various political parties, social groups, and classes in their deployment and interpretation of the facts they select.

When he was a young man, Lecky wrote that “The loyalty of a nation is chiefly due to the associations formed by the events of its history, but these in Ireland have tended with a melancholy uniformity in the opposite direction.”284 For historically minded polemicists, or polemically minded historians, Cromwell in this way represented a past that needed to be refuted, embraced, effaced, rejected, or forgotten; but he continued to persist in the ongoing political genealogy, representing a historical point from which the political future of Ireland should proceed, in whatever direction it would take. At the end of the century, Lecky—of a more cool-headed temperament, perhaps, than Prendergast or Froude—would return to his melancholy estimation of Ireland’s haunted ways when he famously described Cromwell as acting “as a spell upon the Irish mind”; this might have been true, but in the political realm at least, the “spell” could illuminate as much as it obfuscated, generating solidarities at the same time that it often shut them down.
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Propertied Cromwell

Introduction

In September of 1839, during his tour through Kilkenny in service to the great Ordnance Survey, Eugene O’Curry encountered a “comfortable farmer” named Shortall, living in a house near the ruins of Clomantagh castle. The farmer claimed that the castle had been built by his ancestors, though the family was now reduced to “farmers or shopkeepers.” The Shortalls of Kilkenny, O’Curry continued, remained “acutely aware of their lineage,” which extended back to the Normans and persisted through centuries of historical turbulence.1 Some of the family, however, scattered into exile. One of them, Thomas Shortall, was described in a 1762 Gentleman’s and London Magazine obituary as “dying in France at aged 104 years 7 months and 5 days”; a soldier abroad living “amongst the relicks of the Irish army,” he nonetheless retained papers related to landed estates lost to the Cromwellians in Ireland.2 What those papers and the present-day ruin pointed to, and what “everyone knew,” the descendant added, was very simple: “it was Cromwell that stript his ancestors of their property.”3

O’Curry and his brilliant colleague, John O’Donovan, encountered this often in their travels, with informants attributing their present familial reductions to Cromwell. “Almost every devastation of [any] kind is attributed to Cromwell,” O’Donovan once wrote; but in the case of the Shortalls, even he admitted that their claims were true.4 And O’Donovan had his own stories as well, including one that focused on his great-grandfather, a man “proud almost to madness of his maternal descent from the Kavanaghs and from Sir William De Burgo of Ballydooley.” This lineage endowed him with “feelings of ancient pride and family distinction,” and, by the same token, contempt for settlers and new men. O’Donovan recalled an ongoing dispute that his ancestor had with one Robert Snow of Snowhill, accusing him—Snow—of being “descended from a weaver who came over with Cromwell and his pickpockets.” Snow, “who was a very sensible man,” argued that in the end “all bloods were equally red and equally old; and that it would be found that all bloods were good or bad according to the kind of food the possessor used.” To this, William—O’Donovan’s great-grandfather—“was wont to reply that the families settled by Cromwell had never any food but what they either stole or earned by mean trades.”5

O’Donovan’s mother was descended from a soldier who had come to Ireland with Cromwell; having been “been brought up with all the puritanical prejudices of her time,” Eleanor Hoberlin of Rochestown married Edmond O’Donovan, freed herself from the grasp of “puritanical preachers,” converted to Rome, “and, strange to say, learned to hate and despise the Cromwellian settlers.”6 O’Donovan acknowledged this Cromwellian inheritance in a somewhat mocking letter regarding the “stature, vigour and capabilities of the ancient Irish.” Ostensibly writing to his brother in Dublin, O’Donovan added as an aside that while “the Cromwellian cross…has so injured the Irish race that it will take centuries to purge off the plebeian blood of Cromwell’s soldiers, I entirely agree with you about the indocile character of the poorer families planted in your neighbourhood by Cromwell.” But “this is easily accounted for,” since “they were of the lowest classes (many of them having been pickpockets, as my great-grandfather used to tell them), and their ancestors had been illiterate from the commencement of society.” While “most of the families planted in your neighbourhood by Cromwell, have lost all their lands in consequence of their plebeianism and total ignorance of the value of landed power,” their descendants “are now vastly more plebeian, and infinitely more stupid, than the descendants of the old Irish or Milesian race.”7

There were many recollections of Cromwell’s military campaign and accounts of massacre, bodily destruction, famine, plague, and religious divide.8 But the bitter (or in O’Donovan’s case, jesting) recollections of lost land conveyed a deeper and more subtle level of remembrance, for in the long run Cromwell’s most enduring legacy resided in his regime’s transformation of Ireland’s ownership terrain. The loss of property, the affective claims to it, the competing assertions of one’s “truest” or most “authentic” place in it, the reclaiming of a piece of it even if on the margins: all this was the great obsession in Ireland. To therefore neglect the common association of lost property with Cromwell’s name is to miss a central conduit of his remembrance, as it overlooks how social memories and communal identities inhered in property, even after—perhaps especially after—that property had been lost. The fact that Cromwell’s actual responsibility for these confiscations might have been indirect and sometimes even negligible is beside the point when it came to family and popular memories. His name remained important as a useful means in which to conjure an entire chain of remembrances, and one that would be transmitted or reinvented for new purposes in the generations to come.

Though territory in Ireland had long been subject to plantations, surveying, reconfigured borders, legal impositions, demographic catastrophe, and the wreckages of war,9 Cromwell’s actions in the mid-seventeenth century represented an especially deep rupture in Ireland’s spatial history, as the country underwent a reinvention on new social and economic terms. The migratory wave of planters and schemers who preceded him had arrived bearing fresh visions and claims of “discovery;” in this regard Cromwell was not unique in envisioning an Ireland that would “look so much the more glorious and beautiful” once he achieved his goal and cleared three of the four remaining provinces.10 But Cromwell also pushed conquest to an entirely new extreme, in his case releasing 11 million acres, half of Ireland, for new owners and settlers.11 In the years to come, territory was measured and divided, commodified and commercially manipulated, and above all seized and defended by implicit or explicit violence.12 The result led to what William Smyth has described as a “phenomenal transformation of the economic, cultural, and political geography of Ireland,” aided in turn by unprecedented surveying and mapping efforts.13 While property transformations were further undertaken and finalized with the Williamite settlement, the notion would nonetheless prevail that it was the “Cromwellian settlement” which stood behind “the foundation of the present settlement of Ireland.”14

This chapter will explore the disputatious memories behind this new propertied system, as Cromwell’s name was deployed by the land-owning class and the dispossessed alike.15 Recollections of property loss or gain also remind us, however, that remembrance and forgetting are embedded in material conditions and the social relations and identities that arise from them. For those who acquired land or were stripped of it, memories of property and the rights that accrued to it persisted in family accounts or oral traditions; in the nineteenth century, however, the issue acquired greater force after the Act of Union, and with the rise of political ideologies and nationalisms discussed in the last chapter. The moral economy of the agrarian secret societies earlier in the century, with their insistence on fair rents and economic justice, was one expression of this social memory of the land; as Isaac Butt later put it, “The memories of these old wrongs [were] kept up in the minds of the people by the acts of the present oppression.” In the “inmost soul and in the inner life of the peasant,” he continued, “lies the ever present remembrance that the whole soil of Ireland was wrested from its rightful possessors.”16 Not only was land bound to communal and individual identity through concrete or imagined claims to it, but so did the association of property and nation serve to energize nationalist movements and pressure campaigns, and the eventual passage of the Land Acts in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Michael Davitt’s famous slogan, “the land of Ireland for the people of Ireland,” launched in the later nineteenth century, therefore fell on fertile emotive soil, based as it was on social memories which cohered around the idea of alien landowners who had dispossessed their previous occupants because of the land revolutions of “Cromwell.”17

Much of this remembrance, however, also involved a purposeful evasion about the territorial order that had prevailed before. For those who benefitted from Cromwellian, Restoration or Williamite land policies, there existed an impetus to conveniently forget proprietors who had resided for generations on the land, even if many previous occupants continued to live close by. During the 1650s, the great surveyor William Petty, as will be seen, might have respected existing place names, townland boundaries, and trees and rivers, as he mapped the country in the Cromwellian years; but this mapping also led to an effacement of the social structures or history that undergirded territory. Meanwhile, narratives of unjust evictions, encapsulated in petitions, family records, poetry, or folklore, would lay claim across generations to a hedge, a ditch, an acre, or an entire property. Memorializations in this sense were territorialized and preserved by disinherited owners such as Shortall, who believed that land as it was now constituted remained illegitimate, and therefore should be reclaimed one day.18 For those who inherited or disinherited property, memorializing narratives did not serve as useful or diversionary fictions either, or perhaps some kind of psychological coping mechanism. Rather, they allowed the dispossessed as well as the arrivistes to forge an ongoing relationship with territorial property, and one which could be defended and sustained in a moral economy of justice.19 And it was territory—surveyed, claimed, exploited, contested—that charged the memory of “Cromwell” above all else.

Mapping and Forgetting

The question of territory proved one of the more intractable problems for the Cromwellians, despite a number of soldiers and “Adventurers” who were invested in the upcoming campaign in Ireland, expecting to be given recompense for their donations.20 Ireland proved difficult to tame in general, with military boundaries breeched repeatedly and confusion prevailing when it came to the redistribution of property. With the passage of the Act for the Settlement of Ireland in 1652, previous talk of “extirpat[ing] this whole nation” was modified, even if entire categories of people, primarily those who had participated in the 1641 uprising and subsequent war, were affected by the policies to come.21 Some Old English landowners were able to retain their lands, sometimes through an appeal to Cromwell himself.22 For others, however, transplantation to the west or full-on banishment resulted, while plans were made for new settlers to more firmly “plant” or “root” in the land. The goal, as it had been for Edmund Spenser and other decades earlier, was to transform the terrain into one that could bear new fruit, even if it meant sidelining the “thousands of poor natives,” who had sapped its profitability.23 This was the ideal, in any case.

Since redistributions were in order, a new effort was required to assess the land for the new propertied regime to come. In 1654, surveyors were tasked with evaluating and recording the confiscated or soon-to-be confiscated territory, even if their work was preliminary.24 The result was the establishment of the Civil Survey, whose remit was to gather “authentic” acreage information and reveal details of tenures and titles by turning to “the most able and ancient Inhabitants of the country.”25 Non-military personnel, known as jurors, were often residents of the territory, or familiar with “other able and knowing men in the country,” including proprietors and their sons as well as mayors, aldermen, and burgesses. Many of these families reached back 50 years at the very least, and carried with them spatial and topographical expertise: a memory of the land, in other words, and one deeply imbricated in localities as well as economic and social relations.26

Past experiences with surveying and mapping in Ireland, however, suggest that the process of ensuring that “every plot of land” in Ireland be made “amenable to state regulation, allocation, inspection and taxation” was not met with total success or acquiescence.27 In earlier centuries, the Irish and Old English inhabitants had known the landscape largely through an orally transmitted social and territorial memory; to have it now surveyed by reconnaissance agents or even local jurists meant not only the possibility of future state taxation but also the threat of territory being seized and granted to those with no lineage attached to its boundaries, rivers, or trees. It should be pointed out that resentment toward such intruders was hardly unique to Ireland. The local populations of early modern England, for example, frequently resisted governmental “outsiders” who traversed and surveyed the terrain, as was the case as well in colonial North America and India in the eighteenth century.28 Additional hardships greeted surveyors in Ireland: the Desmond surveyors in the sixteenth century encountered weather that was dire, or “extreme foul”; one of the leaders of the party almost drowned and his son suffered a broken arm, while others had to manage with scarce provisions as they slogged through mountains, woods, and other dangerous ground.29 The great surveyor and cartographer Robert Lythe himself “almost went blind and lame” while undertaking two grueling years of fieldwork in the 1560s and 1570s.30 Territory also had been laid waste by years of warfare in sixteenth century through the 1640s; as one observer noted of Munster, the country was “generally so wasted and dispeopled in all parts” that little hope for settling it was to be gained at the moment. Added to this was the threat of those still “loosely disposed through the licentiousness of rebellion,” even though “their weakness and last extremity is such that they are altogether unable to do any hurt however evil minds they bear.”31

Cromwell, however, brought something new to this history in the form of the Civil Survey. The survey lacked any personal descriptions, for one. It also omitted information in the sense that land was now reduced to measurement, in the form of the plantation acre. Most of the jurors’ names, as well as their religion, are lost to us. We read of the proprietors, but not the inhabitants of the land or the social relations between them.32 The motivations of jurors in offering information are elusive. Nothing is mentioned about resistance, or blind and lame surveyors. The owners are themselves reduced to categories—“Irish Papist” or “Protestant”—for purposes of confiscation, in a scroll of the occasionally eminent and soon-to-be forgotten. Instead, the information provided to the surveyors comes in response to specific and directed questions not known to us except by sparse answers relative to “religion,” “acre,” “boundary,” and “marker.” Reference is made to places that are “antient” or held from “time out of minde,” even if the stories that fill this antediluvian world are excluded.33 Town names are indexed, some anglicized, and minor topographical landmarks are mentioned, including “a buish called Skasnatritierney” and a “bogg called Moneyoffyone”—neither of which is important in its own right, except that they establish the bounds of territory, and are therefore useful for confiscatory purposes. But left out of the record are alternative claims and ulterior motives, as interactions between the jurors and inhabitants, and the nature of their relations, are vague if not absent altogether.34

For all their serviceable and austere detail, the books of the Civil Survey constituted a partial memory text, with the recorded information based on authoritative and indispensable oral knowledge of the territory, offered by inhabitants on the eve of the country’s transformation.35 The Civil Survey also provided, in its appraisal of the terrain, an alphabetized index for a frozen if soon-to-be passing moment in time. In its “Index of Observation,” the terrain is presented as marked by wreckage, even if the destruction extended back to the years before Cromwell’s invasion. The inclusion of destroyed objects, however, offers clues to ownership as it existed in the mid-1650s. In the Barony of Middlethird, in County Tipperary, “A” is for the “Abbey Ruines at Horeaby,” on a land owned by the Irish Papist Edward Boyton. “There standeth on these lands an old ruined Abey [sic] with the ruines of two or three stones houses,” according to the account, which also includes “five or six cabins” nearby. At least cabins are mentioned, unlike other surveying maps commissioned by English proprietors, who excluded these domiciles and effaced social, economic and religious difference in the process.36 “C” contains a number of apparently intact castles, though they exist alongside a “Castle Broken at Ballylosky” surrounded by “some few Thatcht Cottages. And a Corne Mill which hath Water onely in Winter.”37 In the barony of Slevardagh and Comsy, in the county of Tipperary, the C index also lists a “Castle wanting repaire at Ballykirin,” a “Castle wanting repaire & bawne at Coolekeile,” a “Castle wanting repaire at Grange Kylcooly.”38 Meanwhile, Northern Wexford and Kildare appear to have been given over to ruination, while towns such as New Ross and Kilkenny are also left in shambles, even if, again, this could not be blamed on the Cromwellians alone.39

While these broken and occasionally intact castles served as material edifices upon which land could be demarcated, they also reflected the social and political structures and power relations that had once existed and would soon be overturned. In this way, and through its exclusion of commonly held oral-geographical memories and its insistence on the civil boundaries of the parish and barony, the Civil Survey prepared the way for the imposition of a new order onto Ireland. It also by necessity wiped much local memory in the process, at least in an official, written capacity. As one historian has remarked, the “really old boundaries” might have been “the frontiers of the various Os and Macs; but “nobody in the 1650s wanted to map those.”40

Since the Civil Survey and its military counterpart, the Gross Survey, were not precise cartographic enterprises, a new territorial representation of Ireland’s landscape was required if distribution was to proceed and property transferred over to Cromwellian soldiers and London investors.41 This meant that Ireland had to be mapped in a more systematic manner “as a service for a victorious army, the first that ever totally subdued Ireland.”42 In this new regime, maps became, as they had always been, instruments of state power in the administration and control of territory, especially as they served to regulate, allocate, and tax this newly confiscated world. Maps, however, were also a means by which people’s existing relationship with the land, based on a common if often contested customary memory, were layered over with a new “paper landscape” that would render claims to property ownership superfluous and legally void.43

It was at this juncture, in 1652, that William Petty arrived from England with £500 in his pocket, as a physician attached to the parliamentary army. A man of the “new science,” Petty contracted with the Protectorate government in 1654 to embark upon a surveying and mapping undertaking that would more efficiently enable the transfer of property to soldiers and investors, and thereby fulfill the aims of the Adventurers’ Act. The result was an ambitious enterprise, and one that would, in the words of Nessa Cronin, create a “cartographic leviathan,” ushering Ireland into a revolutionary age undergirded by the “colonial calculus” of Petty’s political arithmetic.44 Or that was the hope anyway. While he would continue to write and contribute his most important work after the 1650s, Petty’s name would nonetheless be permanently conjoined with Cromwell’s when it came to Ireland. Without Petty, the confiscations would not have been administered in such an unprecedented manner and legitimated by the imprimatur of science and the (English) law; without him, Ireland would not become one of the most extensively mapped and surveyed countries in the world, its boundaries delimited by ridges and bogs as well as townlands and parishes.45 In the maps he created, Petty would transform not only Ireland’s land and property, but so would his work profoundly shift modes of thinking about space by means of a work that he called “great and memorable”: the memory, of course, starting with him.46

As one of the earlier enthusiasts of an emerging capitalist system, Petty was himself an embodiment of the new social mobility, having risen from modest origins to become, in his formative career, a professor of anatomy and, in his earlier practice as a dissector, an unwitting resurrectionist of the criminal dead.47 Above all, he was a man of many schemes and prodigious efficiency: qualities that would enable him to find his historical moment in the context of 1650s Ireland. Petty had hardly been impoverished when he first arrived with Cromwell’s army, but Ireland would make him a very rich man indeed. The contract for the survey would bring him £9,000, which, with other monetary supplements, allowed him to purchase 19,000 acres of land, even if it also raised the suspicion of others who claimed that he “made it his trade to purchase debentures,” or debt instruments—itself a reflection of a nascent age of finance and credit capitalism. For this chicanery, he would be dismissed in 1658 by Richard Cromwell, the new Lord Protector; but like others, he managed in the Restoration to procure the favor of Charles II, and at least retain his holdings.48

Though influenced by economic developments elsewhere, including the banking and stock exchange system of Holland, Petty’s efforts in Ireland led him to become what one writer has described as a “relentless free trader, dedicated to the principles of unfettered competition”—or to put it another way, a revenue maximizer for a more systematic market age.49 Territory for Petty, or more specifically the territory of Ireland, would become exploitable and dynamic capital in this new world, as it combined with labor to produce wealth and other myriad benefits. While these principles would be formally developed by Petty in the 1660s, it was his earlier experience in Ireland—Petty already being a “fiscal supremo”50—where he tested his principles on the ground and provided what Andro Linklater has described as a blueprint for a way of “owning the earth.”51 The economic potential of territory, of course, had always been evident with every conquest; what Petty accomplished, more than his predecessors, was a means by which maps could be harnessed to that territory in an economic system that would be more firmly and legally asserted than ever before, with profit as its guiding star.52 Cost-effective land therefore required that it not only be known, but statistically and “exactly known,”53 and placed on an entirely new basis than previously.54 As a result, and in effecting these changes, the complex reality and social memories of previous socio-geographical relations would be effaced for a new regime of power. As Colonel Richard Le Hunt, a former captain of Cromwell’s troop of horse, put it, “Dr Petit’s [Petty’s] survey [proceeds to] to certify the quality and quantity of the lands…to show what is due to him.”55

The ultimate project that resulted from Petty’s laborious efforts became known as the Down Survey, so-called because of the chains that were laid onto the ground to measure the land: chains representing exactitude, but also serving as a useful metaphor for a land without a memory, moored to new purposes.56 Petty might have been preceded by the sometimes heroic efforts of mapmakers and surveyors before him, but he envisioned space differently from them.57 For one, he represented a perfection of older techniques and disciplined management skills, as he devised teams and employed subcontractors in order to meet the enormous challenge of surveying most of Ireland under budget and in thirteen months.58 Over one hundred years before Adam Smith and nearly three hundred before Henry Ford,59 Petty was a pioneer in applying the efficient assembly line in a division of labor whereby “one man made onely measirunge chaines…another magneticall needles…another turned the boxes out of wood…another the stands or legs…another all the brasse worke…[and] another workman, of a more versatile head and hand.”60 Not insignificantly, and influenced by the logistical capabilities of the New Model Army, Petty employed a thousand soldiers as general surveyors and clerks whose efficiency and sheer number were innovative developments as well. The process was not altogether harmonious, with rivals claiming that Petty employed “drunken surveyors” who mistook unprofitable for profitable land.61 And the soldiers might not have been “of the nimblest witts” either, with Petty becoming dismayed when some of the wayward among them went rogue and pawned their instruments. For the most part, however, they were “steddy minded” professionals, trained to withstand a sometimes recalcitrant local population, not to mention “travaile, ill-lodging, and dyett as also heat and colds.” Being “men of activity,” they could also expect to “leap ditch and hedge…and rustle with the several rude persons with whom they might expect to be often crossed and opposed.”62

For all its systematization, not to mention the sheer aesthetic beauty of the maps that resulted, Petty’s cartography was also laden with ideological accretions,63 as the “impartial” or “neutral” presentation could mask all kinds of private interests.64 Its silences are revealing: place names are largely respected, but like other maps of the era, villages and towns appear to be standardized, with subjectively known or distinct topographical features reduced to general type.65 Only the basic outlines of a barony are included, while details are not provided when it comes to Protestant lands; forfeited and Catholic territory, however, yield precise detail, understandably so, since they would revert to new owners. Existing social relationships, political arrangements, and ethnic identities that undergird the territory also go unmentioned, and any mention of a countryside laid waste by years of war is absent, or forgotten, altogether.66

Above all, the Down Survey was a kind of classificatory grid which reinforced its position as an expression of power, particularly when it came to judgments of “profitable” or “unprofitable” lands, or when it fixed territory that was actually deeply contested by local memories. In their undoubted elegance and beauty, Petty’s maps upheld the illusion of being value-free images, their natural and “de-socialized” appearance representing a land that was relatively uniform and systematized, and thus amenable to property division and potential commodification for an emergent social class.67 As such, the legitimation of his maps exerted a political influence in the centuries to come, and one which served to subsume if not erase oral traditions and social memories. If “every society produces a space, its own space,” then this was Petty’s space, intended for vast confiscation and in service to a revolution that would reshape Ireland for the foreseeable future, imprinting itself in popular memory as an unwelcome and new “Cromwellian” inheritance.68

Petty also displayed an intense concern for the potential that resided in the “reborn” land and demography, especially as the two were to be put to use for the new profit-driven age. This was also not entirely new with regard to in English plans for Ireland. Yet Petty advocated that entire groups and populations quite literally be uprooted and transferred as moveable pawns in a scheme of social engineering. Others before him had sought ways to “transmute the Irish into English”;69 but Petty was obsessed as no predecessor had been with the demographic “proportions” that could be moved around to achieve the desired results in effecting a balanced body politic and thus a greater union of the kingdoms of Ireland and England. A demographic inquiry—a demographic mapping—was therefore necessary, as he asked in another work, for example, about “the proportion between those who can speak the [Irish] Language, to those who can speak others”; “the proportion of those who [believe] the Pope of Rome to bee God’s universall vicar upon the whole Earth, to those who do not”; and “the proportion between such in Ireland as descended from those who dwealt there before the year 1170, & from the English who went hither since.”70 This interrogation of proportions and numbers not only sought to identify sources of potential volatility, but so did it seek to overturn social structures down to the very nature of the household itself. Gender was significant here, as Petty, in one proposal, recommended that between 7000 and 10,000 impoverished English women be “transferred” to Ireland, to marry Irish men and raise children who would be “transformed” in “Manner, Language & perhaps the Religion” of Protestantism. In this way, he speculated, “the whole Work of natural Transmutation and Union would in 4 or 5 years be accomplished,” in a “proportional mixture” within households, which would have been unthinkable to earlier theorists of colonial Ireland.71 For all its migratory or “forced” coercion,72 such a plan was, in the end, to be “natural,” with Petty using the quantitative to generate qualitative change. As for the identities of those people—Catholic, Protestant, English, Old English, Irish, women, men, children—such plans would entail that these identities be forgotten, the only point that mattered being their loyalty to the crown. What has been called an “austerely clinical” approach relating to colonial peoples was forged through what Petty called a state of “perpetual settlement,”73 where the demographic manipulation of the population was as important as the inextricably related matter of land.74 In this way, Petty’s new demography (it was hoped) would enable a mass forgetting as well, with the new circulation, intermixing, and displacement of peoples increasingly diluting the kind of social memories that had attached them to place and to a continuity connected to any kind of deeper lineage.

Petty’s own “memories” of the survey, as expressed in his autobiographical account of those years, were themselves composed defensively as a response to charges leveled against him that he had falsely admeasured the forfeited lands, diminishing their value as they were given to officers and soldiers.75 But the most troublesome affront to his confident statistical and cartographical schemes rested in his own property. After investing in 164,000 acres in Kerry, Petty soon discovered that his program of planting was quickly dashed: the region was remote, the settling of tenants not forthcoming, and the state to which he appealed—Petty not being a complete free marketer—unsupportive. His great ambition to create an iron-making industry in the county came to naught, as did his attempt to build a sustaining fishing and timber market there.76 In the end, he described his ventures as “the swing swang of my Kerry business, which for this 15 years hath keeled from side to side like a drunken man.”77

This is quite different from Petty’s earlier statement that Ireland was essentially a country reborn. As he wrote in 1671, “I have chosen Ireland as such a Political Animal, who is scarce Twenty years old,” thus dating the country’s “political” formation to the Cromwellians, before which simply existed decades of “Sword, Plague, and Famine.”78 Even so, Petty played no small role in its “rebirth” on new grounds,79 with one scholar describing him as having “conquer[ed] the profession” of modern liberal economics “as completely as Cromwell conquered Ireland.”80 He was also unprecedented in imposing a new kind of cartographical and geographical sovereignty onto Ireland,81 and influencing an epistemological alteration in people’s understanding of space to be manipulated and exploited in particular ways.82 Memories of the dispossessed, attributing the doomed fate of the land to “the Cromwellians” rather than to earlier regimes, were therefore not too far off the mark, given that the Cromwellian and Williamite settlements would not have been possible without Petty.83 Centuries later, even Marx would refer to Petty as a turning point in Irish history, even if he would write of Petty’s life that “The less said of it the better.”84 This is unfair, since the Down Survey and its influence on subsequent cartography, Irish estate maps, and the Ordnance Surveys—and Petty’s achievement generally—deserves to provoke justifiable awe. The great historian of cartography, J.H. Andrews, wrote that for Petty’s attempt to integrate the topographical and the cadastral (or taxable value) of Ireland alone, he perhaps deserves to be called “the greatest figure in Anglo-Irish cartography.”85 On the other hand, the more acerbic views of him should not be dismissed either, capturing as they do the valid social memories of those who fell victim to the Cromwellian world that emerged from his efforts, and his imposition of precision, bureaucratization, and numbers onto the terrain.86 In the very different context of the nineteenth century and the Land Wars, the Irish nationalist politician and journalist John Mitchel would encapsulate these views by describing the “Cromwellian” Petty as “the most successful land pirate…and voracious land-shark who ever appeared in Western Europe”—a statement that might have been exaggerated, even if it captured the perceptions of many who looked upon the inheritances that the great surveyor left to them.87

Counter Memory

It is important to dwell on the Civil Survey and Down Survey since they represented official documents that memorialized Ireland’s topographical and bounded land at a particular moment in time. Petty, and the Down Survey especially, also pointed ahead to the possibilities of a new ownership and demographic regime that could benefit from the knowledge he provided, and wipe much of the past away. The Books of Survey and Distribution, compiled in the 1680s, would answer to the earlier surveying efforts, and constitute one of the more unintentionally damning accounts of Cromwellian land expropriation. If the Civil Survey and Down Survey had recorded a world on the verge of deep transition, the Books of Survey and Distribution reflected the emergent property landscape, as the volumes listed the new owners for purposes of collecting the Quit Rent, or land tax. In doing so, however, the documents also revealed the astonishing turnover in property from 1641 forward, with the Cromwellian era constituting the decisive pivot point. As with the Civil Survey, the Books of Survey and Distribution divided the country according to barony or parish. But now the names of new owners appeared on columns to the right, while the old proprietors whose property was forfeited were listed as a kind of dead memory on the left.88 The spoils of war were in this way reapportioned, resulting in a revolution in landholding that would begin with Cromwell and continue through William: approximately 700,000 expropriated acres distributed to 32,000 newcomers who had fought for or invested in the cause of the newly conquered terrain.89

As we saw in chapter one, the Restoration continued to promise rich dividends for certain Cromwellians, as long as they were able to position themselves as the new king’s favorites. Patronage and proximity to the royal court in Whitehall were essential here, beginning with those closest to the power center.90 As the lawyer and historian Hugh Reily would write at the end of the seventeenth century, the result was a king—Charles II—who was “misled” by counselors “buzzing day and night in his Majestie’s ear.”91 The Duke of Ormonde, as we have also seen, came in for special criticism from opponents such as Nicholas French, having received great “bounties” of acreage which added to his restored family estates in the southeast, making him the largest landowner in Ireland. Ormonde’s biographer Thomas Carte, however, would conclude that the blame or “loss” of territory generally should be laid on the “Irish,” even if he expressed some sympathy for the plight of those who had been dispossessed.92 With the 1662 Act of Settlement, which sought to reverse some of the abuses of the 1652 version, “land empires” in this way emerged, confirming and acknowledging the precedents set in the previous and hated regime. As one Catholic sermonizer put it in 1686, “we have a good example of the rebel Cromwell, who gave our estates to his followers, and so enabled his followers to make their conditions with their lawful sovereign and left them the wealth of the nation.”93 Two hundred years later, J.A. Froude, otherwise so sympathetic to the Cromwellian mission, agreed that “Cromwell was to be disowned with execration; yet his work was to be legalized.”94

Yet a kind of counter-memory existed underneath this as well, in the guise of persistent oral traditions, legal protests, and claims of hereditary rights to estates: all of which could conflict with the kind of governmental impositions of the Cromwellians and later Restoration and Williamite authorities. William Petty would himself admit that the population, and not simply the “hostile” population, failed to recognize the territorial establishment he had surveyed.95 Local disputes over property, he wrote, were often arbitrated by fugitive priests who utilized a so-called “Land Oath” rather than a written Protestant Bible to prove “a forg’d Deed,” “a possession,” or “payment of Rents,” all of which implicitly sought to reclaim confiscated Catholic lands. “Tricks and Words,” he wrote, “destroy natural Right and Property” and the power of “natural” English law.96 Instead, traditional custom legitimated by an “Obsolete and Antiquated” memory prevailed, with old territorial borders and property remaining in effect at least in the oral culture. Obedience to the old “Grandees,” “Landlords” and “Heads of…Septes and Clans” in this way persisted in opposition to God, or rather the English.97 Even worse, priests gave succor to their flocks “partly by prophecies of their restoration to their ancient estates and liberties, which the abler sort of them fetch from what the Prophets of the Old Testament have delivered by way of God’s Promise to restore the Jews to the Kingdom of Israel.”98 In challenging the socio-legalistic-propertied order in this way, priests connected themselves to the most subversive elements of biblical prophecy and to the Irish post-bardic tradition, in which auguries “retro-dated” the present and projected into a future where the “status quo ante expugnationem” would be restored.99

Counter-memories emerged out of this perception that land had been seized by every “Fanatic Souldier who Fought for Cromwell.”100 There was some truth in this, even if policies could be more complex on the ground. In the region in and around Dublin, John Blackwell, an Adventurer, commander, and favorite of Cromwell’s, received the valuable King family estate in Clontarf, north of the city, though he would later assign it to the Vernon family, which claimed ownership of it for the next three hundred years. Luttrellstown reverted to Colonel John Hewson, the often unhinged governor of Dublin, even though Hewson later forsook it when he went on the run as a regicide. It later was returned to the Luttrell family under Charles.101 Meanwhile, the parliamentary politician and regicide Miles Corbet was given Malahide, which had been held by the Talbot family since the Norman period; Corbet was later executed for his king-killing crime, but continued to be memorialized in the folklore as a ghost haunting the premises.102 Property transfers between new owners also did not proceed without contention, particularly around issues of taxation, with Major George Rawdon writing to Viscount Carey that while “the soldiers are in their new lands…[t]here is so much dispute and jealousy about taxes and other matters.”103 On the other hand, many ordinary Cromwellian soldiers, as well as Adventurers, did not wish to remain on as landowners, especially in the west, and chose to sell their allotted property instead to those eager to profit from the opportunity.104

In the aftermath of the Cromwellian period and with the Restoration Act of Settlement, the Court of Claims was established in 1662 to hear cases related to forfeited property dating back to 1641.105 Between 5000 and 8000 claims were submitted, sometimes repeatedly, between January and August of 1663, even if only 820 received any judgments in the end. A significant majority of plaintiffs, mostly Old English and Catholic, nevertheless succeeded in gaining a positive judgment, and with it, restoration of their former lands.106 Ultimately, however, the court was abolished before most claims could be addressed, and for those fortunate enough to receive a hearing, the legal onus lay on them. According to the final report of the commissioners, “As the whole nation was declared guilty of rebellion, it lay on each claimant to prove the extent and nature of his estate.”107 Cromwell, or rather the “usurper” and his men, were in this way entered into the record, as when, for example, one native of Cork described her property as being “seized and possessed until she was thereout expelled by the late usurped powers in anno 1655.” Meanwhile, another claimant described his grandfather, one Robert Hartlepole, as acquiring lands under Elizabeth and later being slain “at the storming of Drogheda by Cromwell’s party;” his father “was likewise slain in his majesty’s service against Oliver Cromwell’s party, by the regicide Daniel Axtell.”108

During one Court of Claims session, an unwieldy gathering of 500 crowded into the chamber; at another, the archbishop John Bramhall entered “in all appearance in good health” and after a debate with Sir Audley Mervyn, suffered some kind of stroke and died shortly after, perhaps from the stress of it all.109 The problem was more endemic, however. In the words of J.P. Prendergast, the Cromwellians were determined “to keep nearly all they got,” and “the Irish [were] to be restored to nearly all they lost.” Not only was this to be a “juggle,” but the assumption that there was enough land in reserve for all to be happy was wishful thinking, to say the least.110 Claims were nevertheless made and memory summoned in support of those “Ancient proprietors” who could demonstrate in some way their loyalty and “constant good affection” for the past two decades.111 In addition to declaring a longstanding ownership of territory and providing legal deeds, Catholic claimants drew on social memory, given that they were promised restoration of their lands if they demonstrated innocence in having participated in the 1641 rebellion.112 Forfeitures and plantations had existed in Ireland well before Cromwell, but the 1641 rebellion would provide the legal justification for the confiscations of the 1650s, and so harkening back to it in an assertion of innocence was an essential exercise in legitimating present-day demands. Not all were compelled to prove this innocence; but those who did had to confront a number of other obstacles as well. Land was granted to the king’s courtiers, while additional conditions were also placed on claimants’ assertions about their role in 1641. Not least, bribery was common, and according to one commentator, the Book of Evidence given at court “was so falsified in most particulars thereof” and subject to perjuring witnesses that “the said book was, for shame, laid aside as no evidence.”113

While the petitions and judgments of the Court of Claims constituted official documents, counter-memory emerged in the form of articulated protest and grievance—and defiance—over the present and past property dispensations. The petitions might have swept in two decades of perceived injustices, but the narratives of dispossession that pervaded them attested to the special bleakness of 1650s, and established early memorializations that blamed land losses on the Cromwellians, and Cromwell by extension. “Expulsed by the usurpers” and “outdated by the usurpers”: these phrases recur throughout the claims, even if 1641 also constitutes a great divide in land loss or gain.114 In a personal letter to Sir Edward Dering, a commissioner on the Court of Claims, Patrick Plunkett, the ninth Baron of Dunsany, wrote of how “my misfortunes…torment my declining days,” as only “the god of heaven and earth knows my sad and deplorable condition, my weake and aged bed-ridden condition together with that unspeakable want few knows [sic] but myselfe.”115 Dunsany was nevertheless declared nocent, or guilty, by the Court of Claims, and with his son lost three-quarters of his property in Cavan and Meath to the Cromwellians (including, as it happened, to William Petty). The memory of his travails and death in 1670 would be remembered by a grandson, who in a later 1684 petition to the king described the loss “of an estate that had been in his family for the past 300 years.”116 The first Court of Claims would in any case end in 1666, in an atmosphere of legal uncertainty and frustration, and the question of land settlement would not be resolved until the end of the century.

The defeat of James II would accelerate and consolidate this new landed dispensation, with existing claims finally broken, leaving the new minority of Anglo-Irish landowners to appreciate their property, supported by the penal laws. Whether the laws were as severe as once believed, the perception nevertheless remained among many that families “of opulent and influential stock” languished under “the hoof” of the Penal Code, which “scattered and crushed them.”117 Those laws went into effect in the latter part of the seventeenth century and reached their apex in the early eighteenth, ensuring that Catholics would be severely limited in their access to acquiring property or gaining it through marriage to or inheritance from Protestants. Some did choose to convert to the established church, for example, in order to maintain their land. But even then, memory remained rancorous, with George O’Malley of Snugborough explaining that his father chose such a conversion after he had been “much persecuted and pointed at by the upstart Cromwellian Race that infest the country.”118

Family Memory

Another variety of counter-memory was channeled through what one scholar has called the “local, immediate and personal” recollections that focused on the “particular and the specific” of a past that was “excluded from dominant narratives.”119 Foucault’s own notion of counter-memory existed here as well, in the form of a subjugated knowledge or alternative construction of a past that, with its “heterogeneous layers,” challenged the official discourse “from within or from underneath.”120 These counter-memories took the form of family records, oral traditions, and wills, all of which made ongoing claims to land or property; the fact that memorializations of “lost land” persisted despite final legal settlements nevertheless represented a continuing sense of ownership over that land. But family memorializations of that time also offer a different and more complex picture than the official one, and include stories of those who were ruined by the confiscations, even if the property would eventually be restored. The point of these family memoirs was not simply to commemorate the misfortunes of ancestors who endured in Ireland under the Cromwellians or “Cromwell”; rather, they also used the language of property to repair the ruptured family line in the wake of the 1650s.

Genealogies also served this function, with the Keating family, for example, maintaining an account which emphasized its storied lineage, its honor gained through the ages by service rather than blood, and its reward of estates and territory. But then Thomas Keating, born in 1600, is described as witnessing his property’s confiscation “by Oliver Cromwell,” and eventually fleeing, with Charles II, to France.121 Social and genealogical memory was in this way transported to the continent, where the continued need for family patrimonies persisted through the next century.122 For the Irish abroad, genealogies allowed them to secure titles and honor, gain preferment as soldiers, or secure strategic marriages and positions with the noble class of France or Spain. “It’s indispensably necessary to be present at court to roll with the nobility,” as one of them put it; “and to be admitted to that honour, a genealogy must be produced.”123 Michael O’Reilly, born in Galtrim in 1742, had his own genealogy written and certified in Ireland and then translated in Spain; as he stated, “My family and ancestors were dispossessed by Queen Elizabeth and by the tyrant Cromwell,” during “the scourging of the Catholics” which brought on their exile.124 But genealogies also maintained a connection to Ireland and its history, to kinship networks back home, and not least, to the social memory of past land holdings.125 So great was the market that “pedigree-mongers” emerged to fill the need, with the antiquarian, scholar, soldier, and Jacobite Thomas (“The Chevalier”) O’Gorman providing the most noteworthy example. But O’Gorman was a careful historian with a focus on land above all, which put him under suspicion in 1786 of “collecting accounts of Irish estates of which the Roman Catholics were disposed in the time of Cromwell and of the revolution.”126

A kind of counter-memory also drove the Irish abroad to hold on to legal estate documents that connected them to land back home, and which could prove useful in the event of a recovery one day. Legal documents also provided a kind of evidentiary witness to a more general and affective social memory when it came to material patrimonies. In the later seventeenth century, Thomas Wadding, member of another great Old English family, wrote an “emotional letter” to his son, including with it “copies of all known deeds, wills, and legal documents from the late medieval period on.” Describing the “ancient inheritance” of the Waddings of Ballycogley, he wrote that he remained “the lawful heir”—the emphasis being on a law that still pertained, even if it had been overridden by subsequent legislation.127 “This estate of Ballycogley, my forefathers enjoyed for many years till the usurpation of the tyrant Oliver Cromwell,” he continued, after enjoining his son to “bring home their lawfull soveragne, King James the 3rd, as they did his uncle Charles II.” Wadding nevertheless worried that the old pretender would be “ungrateful” as Charles II had been, for while Wadding’s ancestors “had been ever loyal to the king, he left them ever in the possession of Cromwellian rebbles, even those who had a hand in sending his father, Charles the 1st, headless to his [grave].” In the end, the Waddings would never regain Ballycogley.

The Keatings, on the other hand, would reside on a portion of their old estate during the Restoration through the reign of James II, which ensured that memories of the family’s lost possession would persist through time. This dwelling on the margins in the wake of Cromwell and then William would become common, and something of a trope among commentators. In the 1680s, the Kinsale landowner Robert Southwell described how “Old proprietors evermore haunt and live about those lands whereof they were dispossessed, and cannot forbear to hope and reckon a day of repossession.”128 The sentiment would be echoed during the land agitations in the later nineteenth century by Jeremiah O’Donovan Rossa, who explained that “Rossa” was a “nickname [which] came to my family from their having owned the lands around Rossmore some generations before that, and from their having been deprived of those lands because they would not change their religion and go to church.” While they were allowed to dwell as tenants on their previous holdings “by the Cromwellians,” they secretly kept to the nickname which “the people gave them,” even though it implied that “they held fast to the desire ‘to have their own again.’” The nickname Rossa, however, continued to be spoken by the family in “whispers.”129

Catholic families, particularly in Wexford, found different ways to endure, even if many of them came to be perceived as materialistic and commercially minded, like the character Jason Quirk in Maria Edgeworth’s novel Castle Rackrent.130 As Kevin Whelan has written, these families survived as an “underground gentry with an alternative culture,” asserting power as middlemen or agents, or dwelling as rent-paying tenants and small homeowners on property that was often once theirs.131 Reminders of Cromwell and his legacy would in any event be everywhere: in 1732, Ambrose O’Callaghan, bishop of Ferns in Wexford, attested that Sir Peter Redmond and his wife Anne traced their lineal descent “without blot of interruption from ancient and illustrious families ever since the first coming of the English into Ireland with Strongbow nearly 600 years ago.” Though they were “wrongfully [divested] by the usurper Cromwell of their sumptuous houses, patrimonies and estates,” they now “[live] in decency and respect and in good repute among the best Catholic gentry of the kingdom.”132 As Whelan has written, “at all levels of Wexford Catholic society…[we find] memories of this Cromwellian original sin, an almost obsessive concern with displacement.”133 But communal identities were strengthened as well, at least insofar as social memories would retain an association, however peripherally, with property, and utilize that memory as a form of indirect resistance against the current landed class.

In 1671, Anthony Bruodin described how “there are hundreds of high-ranking Irish nobles who had huge estates in Ireland before they were defeated by Cromwell’s forces and unjustly deprived of all their possessions.” Living abroad, or “wretchedly in their own country,” they “lamentably see the English heretics enjoy the rightful possession of their estates.” “How can one draw the conclusion that they are not the rightful lords of their possessions?” Bruodin asked.134 He was not wrong, though the narrative did become somewhat commonplace, of a once great family having belonged to the ancient “Milesian” race, only to have that family’s land seized by the Cromwellian “usurpers” and its fortunes laid low. These claims elicited much amusement on the part of commentators, with George Berkeley recounting the famous (and apocryphal) tale of a servant girl who “refused to carry out cinders” on the grounds that she was descended “from an old Irish stock.”135 Another writer commented that “No one can enter into the cabin of an Irishman and converse with him familiarly in his own language” without his “‘point[ing] to the ruins of the castle which was once the habitation of his own prince of the Milesian race” and “with a sigh recount[ing] the years that had passed since its walls were demolished by the hand of a stranger.”136

It does historians no good to dismiss these stories, for in wielding such invisible yet distinct power, local figures of unofficially acknowledged authority exerted considerable influence on traditional social life. Not least, they used their standing to negotiate any local conflicts that might arise. Writing at the end of the eighteenth century, the Irish Franciscan Arthur O’Leary claimed that after the last of the “stalwart soldiery” departed for the continent and the Gaelic or Old English territory was overwhelmingly eradicated, “those who remained, no longer capable of resistance, could only lie down, in all the impotence of despair, to be trampled on like bruised reeds at the caprice of their perfidious conquerors.”137 But it also became evident early on that many of the dispossessed simply did not recognize the new propertied order. Traveling through Ireland in the 1770s, Arthur Young commented that “a gentleman’s labourer will regularly leave to his son by will his master’s estate”: a statement which attests to the generational maintenance of family memory and denies the present propertied order, promising restitution of it one day.138 Claims of ancient lineage buttressed authority in the community as well. Young, for example, described one Roscommon man named O’Connor, who not only claimed to have been descended from the last “king of Connaught 6 or 700 years ago” but was told “as a certainty” that his family had also arrived long before the Milesians. Dispossessed in the seventeenth century, O’Connor’s family descended into penury, yet “the common people pay him the greatest respect” and consider him “the Prince of a people involved in one common Ruin.”139 Even John O’Donovan, for all his skepticism, could comment on the uses to which these claims were put, when he described a young man in Strokestown by the name of Nerheny (Mac an Airchinnigh), whose own family lost lands under the Cromwellians; this lineage, however, allowed him to amass more respect than any of the “new men” among the landlords.140 These figures, usually fathers, also functioned as a community’s holder of social memory, pointing to a previous order of power and the old world’s possible recovery. In this regard they provided a kind of counterpoint to those whose dispossession appeared to lead to ruin. Less fortunate was the family of the great actor and dramatist John O’Keefe, who remembered his father “with pride, not unmixed with dejection, [leading] me over tracts of fine lands, once the property of his ancestors; my mother had much the same remark to make of her family losses in the county of Wexford.”141

Uncomfortable Memories

John Cunningham has written that the Protestant community was “stricken with amnesia” when it came to remembering the land debt it owed to the Cromwellian usurpers, even if their power ultimately rested upon it.142 Attributing present-day landholdings to the Restoration or even earlier Elizabethan or later Williamite settlements was certainly more palatable, given the widely perceived sense that much land was gotten in Ireland under Cromwell in unlawful or certainly questionable ways. One could perhaps stretch this convenient forgetting to Ernst Renan’s idea that “deeds of violence which took place at the origin of all political formations” must be extinguished;143 while economic and physical violence that lay behind property seizures was certainly not new to Ireland, and the settlement of the land question would not be fully resolved until the end of the seventeenth century, “Cromwell” or “Cromwellian” had become so vilified over time that it was an association best left muted in the end.

Broghill, now become Lord Orrery under Charles II, did not address in his writings the means and methods by which he acquired his lands.144 As noted in chapter one, he needed to underplay his relations with Cromwell in order to retain favor at court, which of course meant minimizing the territorial advantages he received in return for service to the Commonwealth. Charles Coote, who would become especially hated in social memory as it related to territory, had conveniently sat on Cromwellian committees that adjudicated Catholic lands and used Petty’s survey to award territory to soldiers and, of course, to himself.145 He would leave no personal record of these acquisitions, though a later genealogist and biographer who married into the Coote family did list a few of the prizes given to Coote as reward for his “eminent services.” The family history in this case was written in 1900, which not uncoincidentally occurred in the years before the Wyndham Act of 1903, encouraging landlords to sell their estates in order to solve the land question once and for all.146

Broghill and Coote were the elites, however, and while not much is known about the relatively more obscure individual Cromwellians, some documents offer tantalizing glimpses into their lives. The eighteenth-century topographer and historian Charles Smith, in his book on Cork, described the house of Onesiphorus Phaire, descendant of Colonel Robert Phaire, a regicide who was made governor of Cork by Cromwell and spared at the Restoration by a convenient marriage.147 Wills also provided brief memorializing accounts of these lesser-known families: the Cromwellian John Langley ordered that his son, “commonly called stubborn Jack,” receive 253 acres, “provided he marries a Protestant, but not Alice Kendrick, who called me ‘Oliver’s whelp.’” Composing his will in the late seventeenth century, Henry Bowen, Elizabeth Bowen’s ancestor, also made clear to his inheriting son that 800 acres of North Cork be given to him only under the condition that the son not marry “Elis Cooshin, or any of Garrett Cooshins ffammyly.” Interestingly, the problem was not that “Elis”—or Elizabeth—was an “Irish papist,” which was problematic enough, even to an alleged atheist such as Bowen. Instead, her father, Garrett Cushin, still dwelled on the margins of an estate that had once been his, and that was now in the possession, through Cromwellian seizure, of Henry. In any event, the dread marriage did not occur, as the son married the daughter of another Cromwellian and duly received his acres.148

More prominent, at least in oral traditions, was Joseph Damer, who served Cromwell as commander of horse in Ireland and eventually as ambassador to France. Damer would not acquire lands until the Restoration and after his own financially aided rehabilitation, though as land agent he would assist old Cromwellians such as Erasmus Smith in their property dealings in Tipperary. Established with his own Tipperary estates, which he bought up from Adventurers or soldiers ready to sell and go home to England, Damer would gain a reputation as a land agent, moneylender, and miser, the three being synonymous in many people’s views. Dressed shabbily, conducting his business out of a tavern, and practicing his faith as an active dissenter, Damer was a figure who gained enormous wealth and land before his death at 90 or 91. Swift, who disliked bankers almost as much as Presbyterians, was at a dinner party when he heard the news of Damer’s death, and promptly wrote an elegy on “Damer the Usurer” (“Know all men, by these presents, Death, the tamer,/By mortgage has secured the corpse of Damer”).149 “As rich as Damer” would become a popular saying, while the folk tale of “Damer’s gold” involved Damer giving the gold away, having been outwitted by a tailor.150 Damer would never quite escape an association with Cromwell, especially since “Cromwellian” emphasized his alien qualities and his tendency to exploit and hoard the wealth he accumulated in Ireland.151 His propertied legacy, especially in Shronell, would also persist, especially in local traditions. In the eighteenth-century, Damer’s Court would be demolished for its value, with the blind fiddler and Jacobite Liam Dall Ó hlfearnáin writing, “We are not sorry that the Shronell mansion is being knocked without a wall or wood remaining…I’m not sorry that the churl is still and dead—this rabble dispersed forever.”152 Ó hlfearnáin was not quite accurate, since Damers continued residing in Shronell, at least until the twentieth century.153

In the 1820s, the judge and politician Jonah Barrington was somewhat more forthcoming when he wrote of his own family that

we had (no doubt) some very substantial reasons for being both Cromwellians and Williamites; the one confirmed our grants, and the other preserved them for us; my family, indeed, had certainly not only those, but other very especial reasons to be pleased with King William; and though he gave them nothing, they kept what they had, which might have been lost but for his usurpation.154

Burke’s Peerage listed a Barrington as coming over with the Cromwellian army and settling in Limerick, though other accounts take the lineage in Ireland to an Elizabethan origin. The family, in any case, was known for manufacturing clocks and copper, which makes the later folk tradition that this Barrington was “a copper in Cromwell’s army” at least half right.155 Barrington did offer his own breakdown of eighteenth-century “country society,” beginning with “Half-mounted gentlemen,” followed by “Gentlemen every inch of them” and “Gentlemen to the back-bone.” The first category—“half-mounted gentlemen”— consisted of “descendants of the small grantees of Queen Elizabeth, Cromwell and King William by their confiscations”; it was a group that, among other things, “[made it their] business to ride round the inside of the ground, which they generally did with becoming spirit, trampling over some, knocking down others, and slashing every body who encroached on proper limits.”156

Another source of evidence for Anglo-Irish or Protestant recollections of property origins could be found in the literature of the period, especially as it conveyed a sense of unease among those associated in some way with Cromwell. Maria Edgeworth was born in England and married into the Edgeworth family, settling in Edgeworthstown in Co. Longford. The region had been strongly defended against Cromwell’s troops by the very experienced and capable Richard Farrell, whose family had dominated the territory; upon Cromwell’s victory, however, Richard was forced into exile and the Farrell fortunes declined, while the Edgeworths, who had been present in the region since the 1580s, remained. Richard Lovell Edgeworth, however, mentioned none of this in his memoirs, compiled by his daughter Maria.157 Sydney Owenson, Lady Morgan, was of a less anxious and more romantic sensibility; her Wild Irish Girl (1806) depicts the character Henry Mortimer as saying of his estate that “Ours, you know, fell to us in the Cromwellian wars.” The object of Henry’s desire, Glorvina, dwells with her own “Milesian” memories in a ruined fortress on the Mortimer family estate, though Owenson was too optimistic when she united the two lovers, Henry and Glorvina—and by extension England and Ireland—in the end.158

Increasing tensions between owners and tenants over the question of property and land in the century to come also brought about attempts to diminish if not expunge and forget Cromwellian origins. Nicholas Mahon, a Cromwellian soldier whose allegiances switched over to Charles II, was granted significant territory in Roscommon; Skeffington Gibbon wrote in the early nineteenth century that it was not Charles but Cromwell who “threw [the place] into the possession of the Mahon family.”159 The Mahons, however, claimed that the family was of “great antiquity and had originated in county Cork,” while others asserted that they came of ancient Gaelic lineage that extended back to the time of Brian Boru.160 Perhaps this was to wipe Cromwell from the Mahon line, but the Cromwellian stain nevertheless remained, as the Mahons settled over time in Strokestown. By the nineteenth century, the Mahon landlord estate management had reached the point where, in the words of one nineteenth-century English commentator, the place was littered with “cabins of the most wretched aspect,” “infamous stone roads,” and “a superabundant but miserable population.” “The picture which I here saw will not be easily effaced from my remembrance,” the writer added.161 The famine, of course, worsened this condition and resulted in tensions flaring between landlord, Major Denis Mahon, and the local population and priests. One parish priest exclaimed that Mahon was a “stupid ass,” and even more, that he “is worse than Cromwell and yet he lives.” In 1847, Mahon, who cleared thousands of tenants from his estate, was subsequently shot and killed while in his carriage.162

Beyond individuals, entire towns could carry the reputation of being thick with Cromwellians. The historical context was very important here. In 1792, at a meeting of the Defenders in Trim, one of them commented that the town was “remarkable for being the residence of great numbers of the descendants of the prostitutes of Cromwell’s army.”163 Of course, this was slander, leveled at a moment when the region was rocked with land agitation and agrarian violence.164 The perception, however, might have been creatively reinvented for the new age, but it would not have held so much power if it did not draw on longer-standing resonances in the social memory. In 1798, meanwhile, Thomas Cloney wrote of “a knot of descendants of Cromwellian settlers” serving as landlords around Enniscorthy—“knot” evoking a tight-knit, self-enclosed cluster, not to be easily disentangled.165 Galway also had its legacy of Cromwellians, even though many properties were either bought back or given to other proprietors after the 1650s. In his Statistical and Agricultural Survey of Galway of 1824, Hely Dutton noted that “descendants of…[Cromwellian] officers still have very considerable property in the town.”166 Meanwhile, John O’Donovan described, in 1850, “a great number of Cromwellian families” who had been “settled in Kilkenny,” though “it is curious to observe, that nearly all these families are either extinct, or reduced to plebeianism.”167

Cromwellian Bloodsuckers: The Nineteenth Century

Traveling through Ennis in the summer of 1835, Alexis de Tocqueville described an encounter with a coach-companion, an “old Catholic” who was triggered to speak of “a multitude of estates, passing from the time of Cromwell to that of William III.” The man recounted this history “with a terrifying exactitude and local memory.” “Whatever one does,” de Tocqueville concluded, “the memories of the great persecutions [are] not forgotten.”168 The sentiments of de Tocqueville’s carriage-mate reflected a continuity of local memorializations which preserved the past property regime in vivid and precise terms. But the nineteenth century would also witness a reinvention of Cromwell’s land legacy for new purposes, as property became intimately bound up with the radical and conservative nationalisms that emerged. The rhetoric of the land conflicts would redeploy and then reconfigure aspects contained in previous counter-memories, though it would transform them into an “official” story, and one that would accord with the kind of ideological programs discussed in the last chapter.169

Land agitations, including landlordism and tenancy, dominated political and social debates in nineteenth-century Europe generally, including in Victorian England. The system by which tenant farmers challenged landholding in Ireland was distinct, however, with Gearóid Ó Tuathaigh reminding us that “there was never a single ‘Irish land question’ but a dense matrix of interlocking issues and questions relating to the story of land in Ireland.”170 A diversity of interests—tenant farmers, large farmers, the Catholic church, radical nationalists, and Home Rulers—stood behind these calls for change, just as divisions could exist within groups. Writing of the Land League, James Daly, for example, assailed the “mercenary patriots” in the ranks, who failed to support the legal cases of poor tenants whom he championed; if these “knavish politicians” were not purged from the League, he warned, then the movement would be supporting a group whose “memory…will be as odious and detested in Ireland as that of Oliver Cromwell.”171

Earlier in the century, commentators such as James Warren Doyle, the Roman Catholic bishop of Kildare and Leighlin, dwelled at length on the land question, focusing on middlemen, or Protestants who rented land and then subdivided it to poor Catholic farmers. For Doyle, these men were “the worst…oppressors that the curse of Cromwell has produced in Ireland.”172 Resentment would especially build towards a system that came to be known as landlordism—landlords acting, in Parnell’s words, as “colossal bloodsuckers.”173 Not all landlords acted lawlessly and with impunity; nor did they monolithically display a lack of sympathy for the plight of peasantry. But by the time of Parnell’s campaigns, landlordism had become a national issue, and one on which popular campaigns would be built, utilizing raw memories of the Famine and of landlords evicting and clearing cabins during the calamity.174 Isaac Butt made the parallels to the present and the past even clearer when he asked about any difference “between an expulsion of the whole population in Glenveagh by a squadron of Cromwell’s troopers, and an expulsion of its population in 1850 by the man who has inherited or purchased Cromwell’s patent.”175 Writers such as the clergyman James Godkin presented in turn a series of histories in which the Irish past was placed within a prism of property, with Cromwell and his legacy generating special mention.176

These debates, which included renewed questions of legal ownership, reached their fullest expression in the Land Wars from 1879 to 1881, with the “nationalist triumvirate” of Michael Davitt, Charles Stewart Parnell, and John Devoy connecting land to a more emergent and modern form of nationalism. One propaganda poster, which joined others with titles such as “Remember “98” or “Remember Emmett,” announced an upcoming land meeting in 1879 with Cromwell described as the model landlord, and one who would cause “the most degraded black slaves of the East [to] rebel.”177 “Cromwell” was simply one component in a larger arsenal of cultural symbols that was deployed by these and other land reform writers. But his recurrence in the rhetoric nevertheless attested to the power inherent in his name, and its adaptability in speaking to the different contexts of the present age.

Activists in the Land League movement would capitalize and expand on these property grievances, with Isaac Butt noting that “Every Irish father knows that the great bulk of the Irish proprietors…were held under patents conferred by Oliver Cromwell. The latter is the title of by far the greatest portion of them.” Butt continued that “probably no man at the Irish bar ever saw a devolution of title that did not commence with a patent granting a forfeited estate”—even if patents were not issued until Charles II.178 John Walshe, Michael Davitt’s cousin, asked in turn, “Did [the people] believe that any man who held over a title from Oliver Cromwell, who came to the country and butchered their fathers and mothers because they were Irish—did they believe that any man holding land by that title had a first title to the land?”179 For William O’Brien, the “true” Irish lived with an “alien race” descended “from the throat-cutting and psalm-singing soldiers of Oliver Cromwell.” As a result, Ireland had witnessed three hundred years which brought these men “unbroken power to make history, and the history they made was one of famines and rack-rents and penal laws and misery.”180 Facing another bill later on, O’Brien would exclaim in a speech that the Land Commission authorities behind it “are men of whom history will record that they had the land of Ireland to do what they liked with, with almost as absolute power as Cromwell, and that they made almost as bad and miserable a use of their power as Cromwell.”181

Yet revenge would come, with John Devoy echoing Cromwell’s apocryphal “to hell or Connaught” when he threatened in 1878 that “foreign tyrants had to be driven back to England or to perdition.”182 Davitt himself wrote of “Cromwell’s breed” or the gentry as “that bastard offspring of force and wrong”—a reference in large part to landlords such as William Sydney Clements, the Third Earl of Leitrim, a bullying and meddlesome tyrant who was finally shot and clubbed to death in Donegal. His coffin was then almost dragged away from its hearse by a mob in 1878.183 Other “Cromwellians” were murdered as well, including Viscount Mountmorres, a Galway landowner descended from a Cromwellian captain, killed in 1880. Most notorious was Lord Clanricarde, whose ancestor was the royalist who had fought Cromwell, even though he came to peace with him. The later Clanricarde was nevertheless tagged as a Cromwellian. Constantly at war with his tenants in south-east Galway from 1886 to 1916, the mass-evictor Clanricarde was called a “danger to society” even by the Times; with his 52,000 acres the scene of constant mayhem, the journalist and politician Thomas Power O’Connor exclaimed that

There was no spot in Ireland which had been the scene of as much disturbance as the Clanricarde estate. There was scarcely an acre upon it that was not wet with human blood and whole families were kept from starvation by the help of people as poor as themselves…The Clanricarde estate was the greatest poison spot in the country.184

In his Fall of Feudalism in Ireland, written at the end of the century, Michael Davitt would construct a genealogy of agrarian disturbance against “an oppressive land system from the time of Cromwell to that of M. Gladstone’s Land Act of 1881.” “Proprietors (Noman and Irish) and people were alike involved in the wholesale ruin and confiscation which this incarnation of Anglo-Saxon hatred of everything Celtic and Catholic wrought upon an already dragooned and impoverish country,” he wrote. It was Cromwell especially, “the pious servant of God, who had ruthlessly butchered the women and children of Drogheda and Wexford,” who “planted his officers and soldiers, to create for Ireland the system of landlordism, and to give us the governors, statesmen, law-makers, and land-owners of the past two hundred years we know so well under the name of ‘Irish landlords’ today.”185 On the one hand, “Each county in Ireland did have its ‘tory’ hero, celebrated in song and legend,” Davitt wrote, “thus [keeping] alive the old Celtic traditions that Cromwell’s clan would one day lose again the lordship of the land.”186 But rent gouging and what Davitt elsewhere called the “vulture propensities” of the evicting class continued, with landlords described as “exterminators” and slaughterers by John Mitchel.187

Landlords also provided fertile visual material for cartoonists, who depicted them on one level as stooped, rapacious, and desiccated slitherers, or porcine, bloated and engorged parasites on another. Special favor was given to the aforementioned Clanricarde (or Clanrackrent), who appeared in a cartoon by the great Fergus O’Hea as horned and blackened in the courtroom dock.188 But Cromwell made an appearance as well in O’Hea’s “The ‘Cromwell’ Company Limited,” from the Weekly Freeman of July 1, 1882. Depicting a severe and elaborately whiskered soldier in seventeenth-century costume (which includes the Puritan collar), O’Hea has his menacing figure standing in a cave, legs aggressively apart, brandishing a sword with “Destruction” written on it, while holding in his other hand a flag with the words “Eviction,” “Extermination,” and “new Plantation.” To complete the visual associations, O’Hea also places a sash (“Landlord”) on the Cromwellian, and in his belt, a document with “Crime Bill” written on it. Meanwhile, a bag of £700,000 resides at the “bagman’s” feet, scattered among other treasures and a legal document (the “Alien Act”), while a house can be seen enticingly outside, ready for the grabbing. The money bag, the land outside, the illegitimate legal bills, the weapons: all were visual encapsulations of the Cromwellian idea, which O’Hea conveyed in his depiction of the present day and the history behind it.189 The fact that many such prints were posted on cabin walls by Land Leaguers further testified to the fact that these memories had attained a ready and enthusiastic reception.190

Nineteenth-century land conflicts also involved some strategic forgetting, however. Local agrarian violence that followed evictions, for example, tended to be conveniently erased in many polemical accounts. Historical and recurring regional conflicts were also effaced in Young Irelander poetry which hopefully asked, “And are not all our ties the same—/One sod beneath—one sky o’er us?”191 The Young Ireland leader Thomas Davis even embraced the importance of scientifically precise maps including, one would presume, those of William Petty, in order for the Irish to know how to turn bogs into “turf-factories” and harness the country’s natural resources to a future material prosperity. Conveniently overlooked were the imperialist reasons behind these map-making and surveying enterprises in the first place, even if the goal of profitability was shared.192 Similarly utopian, if more nationalist, was the later Land League rhetoric that, in the words of Joseph Lee, created a picture in which tenants would receive “retrospective shares in a Gaelic Garden of Eden.” Nevertheless, the vision was a “powerful incentive for agitation,” and it served the purposes of mass mobilization for a cause whose basis was justifiable.193

In this context, genealogical records once again entered into the contestation over land and its true ownership. Jeremiah O’Donovan Rossa remembered hungrily consulting the genealogy pieces in the Dublin Penny Journal as a youth, for evidence of his own family’s lineage and property holdings.194 Working from previous genealogical records, John O’Hart in his 1876 Irish Pedigrees, or The Origin and Stem of the Irish Nation, collected the histories of “ancient” Irish families, while also tracing the descent of the “Irish” in general from the “sons of Milesius of Spain” to Noah and finally to Adam.195 O’Hart’s massive compendium is important not only for the ancestries it gathers but in its centrality as a reference for future family historians who found in it a ready-made memory source as they searched their own origins. Though he wrote of “the facts we record in this work,” O’Hart also maintained strong anti-colonial positions. His mission, on the one hand, was to use the work to “[remove] the causes of discontent which have long distracted our afflicted country.” But it remained unclear as to how these painful genealogical reminders might serve a conciliatory function. One contemporary reviewer, for example, praised the work while mentioning how the author “graphically” depicts the “ruthless” plunders and confiscations “of that incarnate fiend and hypocrite, Cromwell.”196 And Cromwellian land policy remains a theme throughout O’Hart’s work: the Wakely family in Ballyburly suffered “severely” from their estates “being confiscated, or seized on, by Cromwell”; “John O’Mulconry or Conry, having taken an active part in the war against the Roundheads, lost his estates, which were confiscated, and he died abroad”; the Dalton family “acquired great estates and possessions” until they were “dispossessed by the Usurper Cromwell.”197

O’Hart’s inclusion of his own family story is prefaced by his claim that he descended from “one of the ancient Irish families which have drunk to the dregs of the bitter cup of adversity, consequent on the Cromwellian confiscations in Ireland.” The O’Harts, he writes, were “Princes of Tara,” but first dispossessed by the arrival of the Normans and resettled in Sligo. After accumulating more territory in the intervening centuries, they were dispossessed again in 1652, and not restored under Charles. “Driven from their homes and lands,” he wrote, these rootless former owners “wandered, many of them, about their ancient inheritances, living upon the bounty of their former tenants.” Others “joined some band of Tories,” while some were deported as “Slaves to the Sugar Plantations of Barbados.”198 O’Hart was particularly incensed that the Anglican archbishop William King, in his State of the Protestants of Ireland under the late King James’s Government (1691), bemoaned the “pride and idleness” of the evicted, especially when they refused to become laborers to “the new possessors.” For O’Hart, “the ancient Irish Proprietors and their children, who survived the Cromwellian devastation in Ireland were, alas, scattered among all people from one end of the earth to another,” like Israelites as foretold in Leviticus. But quoting Thomas Moore, O’Hart “found that You may break, you may shatter the vase if you will/But the scent of the roses will hang round it still.”199

“It is mine to-day, Cromwell, it is yours tomorrow”

A final form of counter-memory also resided in oral folk traditions or legends that engaged with the vernacular landscape known by people through more unformal, unofficial, or everyday channels.200 As Guy Beiner has pointed out, mnemonic devices pervaded these landscapes in the form of place names, including those which served as “verbal monuments to remembered injustices and grievances.”201 One story in oral tradition, for example, describes a ravine from which Cromwellian soldiers fatally plunged, and which subsequently became known as the Protestant Fall. Ghosts, or trees, or burial sites could also lay claim to such places.202 In this regard, the vernacular landscape, more than the cartographical or political landscapes of a Petty or the administrative landscapes established after Cromwell, was a truly “lived in” world: a landschaft which provoked an intimate dialogue between past and present according to different social orders.203 These memorializations were also “counter” in that territory became imaginatively multilayered and contested,204 with the new physical, cartographic, and economic order juxtaposed with a refusal by many to accept that any of this was valid.205 While the most visible of the recorded lore reflected a largely Catholic population conveying remembrances in a time of land agitations and dispossessions, non-elite Protestants could offer their own narratives of owning, occupying, and losing the land. These tendencies to mentally “possess” old territory also resist any claim that Petty’s maps “rolled out relentlessly in all directions” and “homogenize[ed] everything in [their] path,” imposing “space discipline” on people entering a new, modernizing age.206 What was “forgotten” in the new maps, in other words, did not go away but persisted in other forms.

We will explore how Cromwell was memorialized in folklore and material culture in the next chapters, but it is important to note here that he was also very much present in traditions that centered around estates and ownership. John O’Donovan and Eugene O’Curry encountered these tales frequently in their surveying travels. While they could become exasperated by all the land claims they encountered, the surveyors were themselves inaccurately castigated by the British authorities for allegedly engaging in subversive work. One authority wrote that O’Donovan, O’Curry, and even John Petrie, the head of the Survey’s Topographical Department, were “engaged in taking down the pedigree of some Irish chief, whose ancient estate they most carefully mark by boundaries”; even more, “they have actually in several instances…nominated some desperate characters as the rightful owners of those territories.”207 O’Curry especially was unfairly targeted, with one commentator lamenting that he was “as determined a rebel as ever shot a Protestant in this Kingdom.”208

As we shall see in a later chapter, the great folklore anthologies of the nineteenth century, many of which were compiled by Protestants, tended to neglect, or one could say forget, those stories that centered on land claims and Cromwellian-derived property. Newspapers, however, could carry these accounts or even invent tales that would then transmit into oral traditions. The 1861 edition of Duffy’s Hibernian Magazine described John Ponsonby as a Cromwellian soldier, though he had already acquired land in Kilkenny in 1641. Despite his service with Cromwell, Ponsonby was able to retain his property in the Restoration settlement, including his chief Kilkenny estate in Kildalton, which he named Bessborough after his wife. He allowed the proprietor from whom he had forfeited the property—Edmund Dalton—to remain on the land until the man’s death in 1678. Though his family would become especially powerful in the eighteenth century, by 1896, according to the Kerry Evening Post, the last Ponsonby descendent had sold the estates “in the first half of this century” and “not a single [descendant] of…Ponsonby’s in the male line now remains in Kerry.”209

The story in Duffy’s Hibernian Magazine, entitled “The White Lady of Bessborough,” reveals little of this detail; instead it tells of Ponsonby campaigning for Cromwell and engaging in some trickery in seizing the town of Carrick-on-Suir. Cromwell is impressed by Ponsonby’s antics and grants him some acres, though not before marching to the estate, where Dalton, the then-proprietor, and his daughter Winifred, “of old Norman extraction,” “wait with palpitating hearts the approach of the Parliamentary general and his officers.” Cromwell, seeing Dalton, calls him a traitor and orders him to be hanged, before turning to Winifred and commanding her to “get thee home thou daughter of Moab; were it not for thy sex, you too wouldst dangle on the same tree as they doomed sire.”210 Ponsonby, however, intervenes on behalf of the man, sparing him and his daughter and allowing them to remain on the property.

Winifred, whose “beautiful countenance seemed to borrow new charm from her patiently-borne sorrows,” would sometimes join the “young and handsome cavalry officer” in entertainments in the officer’s “mansion.” This “soon bred an expectation…that a marriage had been contemplated by Sir John Ponsonby.” One day, however, Ponsonby returns with a woman and introduces her as his new wife to Dalton and his daughter, who “with a loud shriek…fell insensible to the ground.” Shortly after, the old man, his dream dashed of securing his property through his daughter’s marriage, eventually “found rest from earthly sorrows beneath the old Gothic church of Kildalton.” As for the daughter, she falls into a catatonic stupor, dressed in a “beautiful white satin dress” which she had expected to wear at her nuptials. Left to wander the “haunts of her happy childhood, a helpless and harmless idiot,” she is later found dead, reclining “in the twilight of an autumn evening” near her father’s grave.211

“The White Lady of Bessborough” was overvarnished with the literary themes that preoccupied the age and which included themes of madness, the tragedy of pale and fainting women, and the unrequited longing for dashing cavalry officers. But it also tells the tale of lost hope in ever regaining estates, as the old guard is left to die or roam as faded presences on former land. The tale would be retold at the end of the century in a Waterford antiquarian journal, and also enter oral tradition, sometimes under the title “The Legend of the Hawthorn Bush,” after the favorite childhood bush where the White Lady returned in her wanderings with a pair of scissors, “clipping its tender buds” (itself a symbolic gesture).212 These themes of dispossession, informed by continued land agitation and legislation such as the Wyndham Land Purchase Act of 1903, would influence the great mass of folklore that would be transcribed in the 1920s and 1930s, attesting not only to the still live issue of land debates but, with elder storytellers, the tensions that they carried with them from their youth.213

These tales are about changing social orders under Cromwell as much as they memorialize property and its loss or transfer. On the other hand, many simply speak of property gained or named in the most arbitrary and illegitimate ways. In a joke tale type, a drummer boy in Cromwell’s army throws down his instrument and declares “I’m done drumming,” which is why the estate (according to the teller) is called “Dundrum.”214 A sailor named Ormsby is described as a Cromwellian who accepts a challenge that the first to come ashore gets the land; having a cork leg, Ormsby throws it ashore, disembarks, grabs the prosthetic leg and hurls it further, and receives the property.215 Another Cromwellian soldier, or rather an officer, receives land in the Burren; having imagined it to be “a land flowing with milk and honey” or the “land of promise,” he eventually succumbs to desolation and “bitterly…curse[es] the folly that had enticed him into the land of bogs and ‘Papistrie.’” Approached by a stranger, the Cromwellian agrees to sell the land for a casket of claret and the “horse on which he rode.”216

Cromwellian soldiers could frequently be depicted as gazing with disappointment at their property and then selling off their titles to the nearest bidder. “A soldier of Cromwell’s got a grant of St Leger’s land in lieu of pay from Cromwell,” according to one storyteller in the earlier twentieth century. “He had nothing to go on with and hungry and footsore he walked towards Kilkenny City.” But on the way “he met a stone-breaker who was about to eat his dinner. The half-starved soldier asked him if he would share his meal with him and in return he would give him the Desart estate [of] 2000 acres.” The bargain thus made, “the soldier sold his ill-gotten lands for a dinner, and the first Earl of Desart was a stone-breaker.”217 The territory of Desart—actually 5000 acres—was in reality claimed not by a stone-breaker, but an Ireland-born Cromwellian soldier, Joseph Cuffe, whose own family history included a line which extended back in Ireland to the Elizabethans.218 But the tale is nevertheless important on a number of levels: for one, it conveys the often contingent aspects of the Cromwellian territorial transfers, and a persistent sense of ownership as having rested on the random fortunes of the low-born. The story also fuses this historical contingency onto the folkloric figure of the tinkerer, universalizing the story while ensuring that it would remain in the repertoire of an insistently local memory. Numerous examples also exist that reveal agency on the part of Irish who obtain property through cleverness or opportunity, as when Cromwell, seeking to expel monks from an abbey, encounters another tinker “breaking stones on the side of the road,” who demands property in return for offering directions to the place.219 The reality, of course, was different, with no rewards for tinkers and stone-breakers. As William Smyth has pointed out, the allocation of land during the Cromwellian settlement was not only relatively systematic but undertaken with military discipline; while exceptions did occur, fierce competition frequently existed between the claims of the army and those of the adventurers back home, who had been promised land in return for their financial support of the campaign.220

As in so many other matters discussed already, local “Cromwellian” tyrants—the Cootes or the Clanricardes—were often presented as more hated figures than Cromwell, and especially so when it came to land. Cromwell himself could even be depicted as a reasoning or moderating force when it came to deciding on property ownership. One story tells of a man named Barronswell about to be evicted by a Cromwellian trooper; after Barronswell informs the trooper that he would have to fight for the estate by either sword or pistol, the soldier returns to Cromwell in a huff, only to be dismissed—by Cromwell—on the grounds that “Barronswell’s a soldier and you’re not” (“And Barronswells,” the tale concludes, “are in that place yet”).221 It was similar, according to the tales, with the Plunketts: in one story from an antiquarian journal in 1920, when Plunkett wounded Cromwell in the nose and was slated to die, he was asked how he would like to die. Plunkett replied, “With my sword in my hand, and two of your best soldiers in front of me, ready to carry out the commands of your Highness.” Cromwell “liked the answer, and he told Plunkett that he’d forgive him on one condition, and that was that there would always be an Oliver in the Plunkett family and to this day you’ll find an Oliver Plunkett especially in the district around Mountnugent.”222 Cromwell in this way rewards honor with property, though submission and a guarantee of his name’s immortality help as well.223

Landlords and landlordism also appear in land-related folktales, and while not all of them attributed the present injustices solely to Cromwell, he could appear nonetheless. Many landlords assume the popular shorthand name of “Cromwell’s pets,” or his “bloodthirsty ruffians.” One early story described a Cromwellian landlord who had a tail, requiring him to cut a hole in his riding saddle to let it through; nor did the landlord go away either, since he appeared after death as a ghost, “riding around in certain times of the night around his familiar haunts,” still claiming ownership by his spectral presence.224 The landlord who lives on as a ghost, forever loitering on property that was never “his” to begin with, also appears in the story of a proprietor in Shipton named Sammy Lane (or Samuel Lane of Cork, according to the landed estates records). “He was one of the bad landlords and very cruel to his tenants, and very much against the Catholic church,” according to the story; but when Lane died, “he came back to do penance and used to be seen outside his own gate.” One night, a man half drunk “was coming along the road and met Lane’s ghost. The two had a boxing match but when the man realized that it was Lane’s ghost he got frightened and went away.”225

While folktales may diverge radically from the factual details of what occurred, they are no less informative in revealing the perceptions that infuse often subversive social memories. The case of Nicholas Sweetman, the bishop of Ferns, is informative in this regard. Putting aside his own eventful if somewhat combative life and bishopric, the death notice in 1786 simply listed that Sweetman had a grandfather who lost a large estate “by Cromwell’s sanguinary proscriptions.”226 But the Sweetman grandfather also turns up in a 1930s schools manuscript in the National Folklore Collection, as having witnessed his castle and surrounding lands being seized by the Cromwellians. Cromwell himself, according to the story, promises Sweetman the return of his lands, only if he—Sweetman—meets him across a river at an appointed hour. Cromwell, however, bribes the ferryman who is to transport Sweetman across the water, asking him to delay; and the land is lost as a result of this trickery. Yet Sweetman, while never restored to his property, “returns and kills the ferryman with a strike each,” according to the story, which ends with that. Most likely this never happened, or at least it cannot be verified. But other valuable aspects are revealed in the process, apart from the tale’s use of the universal motif of the ferryman. Cromwell here is associated with deception, the land is ill-gotten, his promises broken—all that is obvious enough, and consistent with the repertoires upon which storytellers or polemicists would draw. But Sweetman exacts his revenge on the ferryman, Cromwell’s bribed agent and collaborator; and while his act of violence reflects ultimate impotence in the face of this loss, it also reinforces in social memory the notion that any property gained through dishonor is not property legitimately gained at all.227

As a social group, Irish Protestants had their folkloric tales which attributed property origins to Cromwell, though once again, the discomfort of the memory tended to result in a useful forgetting. Not all former Cromwellian families were necessarily reticent of their inheritance, however. Writing in 1942, well after her family’s holdings had faded, Elizabeth Bowen famously recounted the story of her own aforementioned forefather in the earlier years of the Cromwellian period. Henry Bowen, an “unruly and desperate spirit,” had come over from Wales to fight in the campaigns, taking with him a pair of hawks; pausing before the lands he was to inherit as compensation for his service, Henry, according to Elizabeth’s imaginings, gazed “from the top of Kildorrery Hill,” watching the “light-shifted colours and contours of Garrett Cushin the papist’s Farahy lands.” “Did [Henry] stop to desire this tract of country in pauses of the now not too arduous campaign?” she wonders. At one moment during the campaign and before those lands became his, Henry allegedly devoted more attention to his hawks than he did to orders from Cromwell, leading Cromwell himself, “in a rush of blood to the head,” to fall on one of Bowen’s birds and wring its neck. The episode either compelled Bowen to fight more fiercely than ever for his commander; or it led Cromwell to admit, sheepishly or indifferently, “You know how these things happen.” As “compensation” for his rashness, Cromwell granted Bowen as much land “as the second hawk could fly over it,” thus setting the aerial perimeters of Bowen’s newfound holdings, on territory that the family would retain for centuries to come.228

Conclusion

Recollections of property—its origins, legitimacy, and stories—remind us that acts of remembering and forgetting are not only socially based but also deeply material. As such these memorializations were multifarious, dynamic, communal, and individual as they shaped perceptions of the past’s landed order.229 Memories, counter-memories, and purposeful forgettings reflected a live and ongoing engagement between different social orders who laid claim to the land. All this was very fluid as well: while there could be a continuity of social memory through the generations and a legal or genealogical storehouse on which to draw, developments such as land nationalism would reinvent past property claims for new purposes. And while others such as Elizabeth I, Charles II, or William III were certainly connected to the transformation of past land regimes, it was Cromwell who most powerfully assumed his position as the source of upheaval.

William Petty’s maps might have respected existing county, barony, and parish names and boundaries, and drawn upon the memories of local inhabitants. But in transferring his work onto the page, Petty—like others before him in Ireland—was also presenting a frozen world, and one to be used for a new kind of national and imperial formation. In this regard, his maps were designed to create a fresh memory template for the profitable and utilitarian age to come. And so they would, even though counter-memories in the form of family recollections or oral traditions would continue to churn underneath, with great implications for the future. To remember lost property in this respect was neither an act of passivity nor a continuation of old resentments; rather, territorial memory served as an active claim to family and community cohesion, deepened by an expectation of the land’s restoration in better times to come. Property recollections also retained all that the Petty maps forgot—that is, the deeper swathes of Ireland’s social, economic, and political realities, not to mention boundaries that were actually quite contested. In folk traditions especially, many of these legends intersected with yet also diverted from the national stories as they were later shaped by orators, newspaper writers, and cartoonists; even if they originated as stories in the press, as in the White Lady of Bessborough, they returned to the local milieu through new reinventions.

Returning to Kilkenny and the beginning of this chapter, the Shortall who lived near his own derelict castle also belonged to these chains of remembrance, physically claiming ownership, however partially, over a land that had once been his. The Shortalls nevertheless built their farmhouse out of the debris in the 1800s and raised themselves in altered form from their own disinherited past. Eventually, however, the last Shortall left, though the farm remains a working one today. As for the castle of Clomantagh, it is now open to visitors who seek, according to the brochure, “a very special place to stay,” where “the past echoes in every footstep” for “anyone wishing to be ‘King’ and ‘Queen’ of the castle.” Restored by the Irish Landmark Trust, which “sought to maintain, intact and unaltered, its most important and unique medieval elements,” it is certainly attractive. But as with all restorations, a great deal of the social memory has been effaced in the process. And in this forgetting, one can be assured that in this “fine medieval castle,” the name Shortall, much less Cromwell, is rarely heard anymore.230
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Ruinous Cromwell

Introduction

According to legend, the western island of Inishbofin was once part of the invisible island of Uí Breasail, “floating to and fro, hidden in the mist.” Yet “as soon as the island became touched by fire”—by technology, or “perhaps…the ash of a fisherman’s pipe”—it was fixed in place, its coastline “armed with shoals and reefs,” its shoreline “gashed with deep, cliff-side chasms.”1 According to Tim Robinson, ships were victims of this “open-jawed island,” with wrecks and drownings “haunt[ing] the coasts.”2 Since the place was strategic, garrisons or forts were built over the centuries to secure local power bases, exchange often-smuggled goods, and engage with foreign allies or enemies. In the case of one fort known as “Cromwell’s Barracks,” these bases could also be prisons. Access to the ruinous site today requires the scaling of barbed wire, under the ominous watch of rams standing sentry on the rocks above; once there, and as with many ruins, Cromwell’s Barracks are cold inside, as nettles commingle with stone and sheep seek shelter from the wind. From the outermost walls is a precipitous drop into a maelstrom of seaweed, casting itself repeatedly against the rocks and churning, futilely. This was the last place in Ireland where priests under the Cromwellian regime would be incarcerated before their final deportation to Barbados: the final stop before their setting sail into the “dreaded outer sea.”3

Cromwell never ventured so far west, and after the war ended in 1653, his government ordered that the harbor be blocked and “the works at Buffin…abandoned and the garrison drawn thence to some other place.” In 1656, however, it was commanded that “a fort be erected and built on the island…and that the other structures there be repaired, for the defence of the said island.”4 Given the problem at the time of overcrowded prisons, the barracks became a kind of temporary penal colony for “Popish priests” declared guilty of high treason and ordered for deportation. The number of those imprisoned on the island is unclear, though early reports estimate that they were 50 at any one time, and continued at that number in various degrees in the years ahead.5 Given that there was nowhere to escape, most of the prisoners dwelled in cabins, caves and blowholes, with reports that they subsisted to near starvation levels “on herbs and water.”6 John Lynch, the contemporary historian, wrote that Inishbofin priests were “tortured…with great cruelty,” which might have been an exaggeration except that the island’s reputation was enough to elicit a petition from priests incarcerated in Wexford, requesting that they not be sent to the island, given their “age and infirmities.”7 After the Cromwellian years had passed, the remaining prisoners were eventually released, however; even so, Brian Conny, a self-scourging Franciscan and scholar, was reported as perishing there in 1663, dying with a leather cincture around his waist, “studded with sharp and piercing nails.”8

Though it fell to ruin in the next century, Cromwell’s Barracks would endure as a foreboding structure even without the name attached to it. But “Cromwell” also lends the ruin a sinister kinetic charge, even for those without knowledge of the history behind it. This chapter will explore the animating nature of these connections, specifically between things and the associations they inspire; in this case, Cromwell was deployed as a referent that cast a glow (or pall) over a place or thing, but he was also used to make sense of the past and present. While Cromwell’s Barracks may have appeared mute in its deserted state, no ruin ever truly is, particularly if one digs into the real and legendary narratives that surround it. Tim Robinson knew this when he passed through Ireland’s western landscape with his note cards,9 as did Seamus Heaney more generally, when he wrote that one must keep “striking inwards and downwards” into the land and its objects, however unfathomable those depths can be.10 In the case of Cromwell, this means exploring those things which contained, or claimed, his name: not simply ruins, but objects such as bells, books, hoofprints, or damaged statues that marked his presence as well.11 Whether the actual “Cromwell” ever passed through a place or touched an object is irrelevant when it came to the memorialization of him. In the tales that emerged around material culture, he served as a kind of explanatory principle for all-purpose ruination, just as the social memory of Cromwell could persist among Protestants, in portraits or objects which memorialized him and were often kept out of sight.

Antiquarians knew that landscapes were not cultural texts to be “read” but animating material forces that had to be experienced in situ to appreciate their full power. Tales of those landscapes were also created by locals with intimate and lived-in knowledge of their environment, just as those tales were interpreted through a prism of social, political, economic, and cultural interests.12 For example, ruins could tempt outside commentators to place them in a realm of enchantment, through a nostalgia severed from history; at the same time, others viewed them more prosaically, or angrily, as “imperial debris.”13 Ruins in early modern England and Scotland had their own stories, of course, that accumulated around “Cromwelllian” objects.14 But ruins, in containing what Ann Laura Stoler has called “multiple historical tenses,” did not, of course, mean the same thing across different cultures.15 Protestant England, for example, did not have a massive body of popular and overwhelmingly Catholic lore that endured through centuries and recounted monks being thrown into rivers, priests being hanged from trees, holy water fonts miraculously surviving destruction, chalices and the gold of monasteries and churches being preserved as relics, and appearances of the Blessed Virgin in rocks.16 If a few such stories were evoked in England by a Catholic minority, they reflected nostalgia for a faith that was lost, at least officially and among the majority of English people. In Ireland, on the other hand, Catholicism remained actively, persistently alive, despite the religious, political, and economic restrictions placed against it. Outside observers may have referred to Ireland’s churches as lifeless when they viewed walls half sunk in the ground, or scattered rubble which spoke of calamity and nothing more. But ruins and obsolete objects can be deceptive, as they carry many messages underneath their ostensible silence. And it was through them where memorializations of Cromwell and his men persisted the most.

The Cromwellian Sublime

The growth of travel and antiquarian writing in the late seventeenth and eighteenth centuries would merge with a post-Cromwellian landscape to produce much commentary on crumbling edifices in Ireland.17 Despite great antiquarians such as Charles O’Conor in the eighteenth century, many observers were foreign, mocked by Dublin University Magazine as “Herr Hoppandgoön von Baugtrater, a celebrated traveler.”18 Not all were taken in by the country’s ruined landscapes, with some describing Ireland’s ecclesiastical sites as “inferior” to those in England.19 It was also evident, particularly when the name Cromwell was cited as the cause of a given ruination, that these structures were hardly nostalgic and sentimental remnants of a bygone era. For Thomas Sheridan, the writer, schoolmaster, Anglican divine, and friend of Swift, “Great numbers of Castles…still [stand] in ruins, habitations for Bats, Daws, and Owls,” all as a result of the destruction of “that Usurper Cromwell.”20 As Kevin Whelan has put it, in Ireland’s ruins generally, “the past leaked uncontrollably into the present from the original and unstaunched wound,” and in this case it was Cromwell who inflicted that wound, or who best embodied the source of infliction. Ruins, in other words, became the scene of a crime rather than an opportunity for serene reflection.21

At least a site such as Cromwell’s Barracks went to ruin gradually and over the course of time. Elsewhere, buildings in Ireland were rendered ruinous more quickly, which distinguished them from the imperial centers of ancient Rome or England, where decrepitude underwent “long dyings.”22 Michael Banim, writing in 1828, acknowledged as much when he described the monastery at New Ross as “destroyed by puritanical hatred more than by the gradual touch of time.” In this, “Cromwell anticipated time in destroying the pile,” accelerating the process of social upheaval, and of time itself, by accomplishing in a few years what it normally took decades if not centuries to achieve.23 Similarly, for Thomas Moore, writing in the ironic voice of the Catholic resister Captain Rock, “If a nation is to be ruined, [Cromwell’s] method is, perhaps, as good as any,” since the “slow lingering process of exclusion, disappointment, and degradation” causes people to be “worn out under more specious forms of tyranny.”24 On another level, however, time and a considerable expenditure of resources were also required for the business of ruination, involving a forced and systematic removal of a population, a re-zoning of space, and a severing of ties between people and their things. For those who suffered dislocations under Cromwell, ruins in this way represented the sudden obliteration of an entire social, political, and economic world and brought attention to the “sheer military and economic effort required to subdue” the population and “reconstruct its landscape on more acceptable lines.”25

Cromwell and his men were not the first plunderers of objects and buildings in Ireland, of course. Vikings and Normans, for example, were remembered for their ransacking, while more recently, the implementation of plantations in the sixteenth and seventeenth century and a new ownership regime effected social divisions and hostilities.26 Natural features such as woods were felled, or used for the building of ships. Monasteries, churches, and holy wells had also been subject to dismantlement or attack, even if many of them were subsequently restored.27 Meanwhile, other objects, such as the Bachall losa, or St. Patrick’s wooden staff, were ritualistically burned, in this case during a ceremony at Christ Church in 1537.28 Iconoclasm and the wars of the sixteenth century rendered buildings ruinous, with the doomed cartographer Richard Bartlett—beheaded in Ulster—recording a landscape of devastated churches across the Elizabethan and early Jacobean period.29 And despite periods of restoration, considerable destruction from the more recent battles of the 1640s was chronicled in the Civil Survey of 1654, just as a treatise of 1650 commented on the manner in which Protestant churches in Ireland had been “utterly wasted by the horrid rebellion & cruelty of the enemies.”30

But the unprecedented use of cannon as well as sheer military power ensured that Cromwell’s signature, accurately or not, would attach itself to buildings for centuries to come. Attributions were made early on: one 1684 account from Wexford lamented how the “veteran colonels and captains who had officered the iron-sided battalions of the Republic…did not sympathize with the ancient glories of the Gael, nor care for architectural remains, which, for the most part, had been battered into ruins by Cromwellian cannon.”31 Meanwhile, the late seventeenth-century English-born judge Luke Gernon likened ruins to the masticated residuals of a feast, describing a castle in Limerick as resembling “the remainder of a venison pastry,” its fort “like a minced pie half eaten,” its old abbey “like the carcase [sic] of a goose broken up.”32 Even if ruins were clearly damaged in later or earlier times, Cromwell’s perceived function as a primum movens was also apt in that the destruction appeared biblical in scope, and could only have been effected by a figure out of the Book of Revelation.33 For Griffith Williams, “The fanatic Limbs of the Beast”—Cromwell, presumably—“beheaded” most of the churches in the diocese, “the Roofes of them…being quite taken off.”34 On the other hand, ruins could also be made by the people, as was the case in Tuam, where a Dominican monastery was destroyed by the townsmen in 1652 “to prevent Oliver Cromwell from turning it into a fortification against themselves.”35 This kind of self-destruction was rare, however.

The violence of these descriptions contrasted with later commentaries which regarded architectural husks as “beautiful” wrecks.36 For eighteenth-century fetishists of ruins, including the great artist Giovanni Battista Piranesi, continuities extended from the battered buildings of ancient Rome to the forms, spaces, and magnificenza of present-day structures.37 In this sense, ruins were laudable artifacts, with Joseph Michael Gandy writing in 1796 that “we are apt to praise and form [our] greatest ideas of ruins than we should perhaps have had of the buildings when whole.”38 Ruins, for Gandy and modern art historians, were increasingly viewed as aesthetic objects, a “new category of being,” and one requiring that their historicity be eradicated.39 This aesthetic would later be criticized by writers such as Derek Walcott, for whom decadence could only result if “a civilization [fell] in love with its ruins” for their own sake. Walcott, of course, was speaking as a native of a previous colonized country.40 Like his Saint Lucia, ruins in Ireland could perhaps evoke an uncanny “out-of-time” quality, a thing of “strange circumstances”; but ruins—especially ruins—could not be separated from the history that made and unmade them.41

Protestants were not immune from the strong responses that Ireland’s ruins provoked, nor the shadow of Cromwell that hovered behind them. Jonathan Swift, in his travels through the Pale, evoked on the one hand the antiquarian’s poetic sense of loss when gazing upon a world “prostrate and in ruin.” “I cast mine eyes around from the top of a mountain, from whence I had a wide…prospect of several venerable ruins,” he wrote. “It struck me with a melancholy not unlike that expressed by Cicero upon his return from Asia.” In Ireland, however, he could not escape Cromwell, nor the history of a more recent past. “Examine all the eastern towns of Ireland,” he wrote, “and you will trace this horrid instrument of [Cromwell’s] destruction, in [the] defacing of Churches.” “Nine in ten of them,” he added, were “lying among their graves and God only knows when they are to have a resurrection.” Swift in this way rejected sentimentality and pathos, opting for outrage instead. “When I passed from Dundalk…the cursed usurper’s [Cromwell’s] handy work is yet visible,” he continued, incensed at the destruction of property in the Pale. This was particularly unsettling since the Pale represented the more “civilized” or at least established English territory of Ireland.42 Like Swift, Edmund Burke was also provoked to unease by ruins, though in a different sense than the earlier writer. As we saw in chapter three, Burke spent his earlier years near ruins destroyed by the Cromwellians, including the smashed and roofless Monanimy Castle.43 Ruins for Burke provided a truer picture of history, of confiscation and dispossession, than “those miserable performances which go about under the name Histories of Ireland.”44 At the same time, Burke noted with some alarm, ruins could contain potential disaster as well, with the ghosts that haunted them threatening to awaken “from the quiet sleep of death,” to incite violent retribution.45

Burke’s sense of ruins as indivisible from history was absent from some of Ireland’s antiquarian illustrators, though Cromwell could nonetheless intrude even here. Traveling through Connaught in 1779, the great Dutch artist Gabriel Beranger recorded in his diary a visit to Roscommon Castle, where he was refused entry “by the surly owner” until the man saw Beranger being accompanied by a priest, and so “was now become polite.” The castle Beranger proceeded to sketch “had been battered down by cannon by Cromwell,” leaving broken staircases and thick yet damaged walls, signifying the usurper’s role in ushering in the end of castles in Ireland.46 Beranger’s sketches and watercolors, however, present these and other structures as clean and beautifully spare, devoid of all social turbulences. While certainly ruined in parts, his buildings are located in a pleasingly desolate landscape, inhabited by just one lone figure; or they are historically effaced—or “forgotten’”—by being placed in a kind of eternal suspension, next to enormous boulders which “held a fascination for the eighteenth-century dilettanti,” and which evoked a world of giants and druids.47

If the ruins of Ireland were perceived by antiquarians and outsiders as lovely in their blight, the laments of Irish poets conveyed a more direct sense of personal loss. Romanticism or even a sense of the sublime—a “tranquility tinged with terror”48—was not necessarily available to these Irish poets, for in ruins they tended to see their own fallen state, dispossessed of their social status and stripped of their now vanished patrons. “Cromwell,” of course, was not the only source of their anguish, particularly after their hopes and been raised with James II and then dashed with William III. But many of their later laments would contain Cromwellian allusions, which strengthened the association when it came to debris scattered across the land. In the later seventeenth century, Séamas Carthún would describe the state of Athlone, in Westmeath, as a place where churches were used for the stabling of horses or “[had] none of their stones together,”49 while Aodh Buí Mac Cruitín wrote in the next century of “Cromwell [who] sacked fine mansions.”50 Later on, Seán Ó Coileáin, known through the south of Ireland as “The Silver Tongue of Munster” but forced to support his family as a village schoolmaster, more generally wrote of his encounter with “Rain-cracked and wind-straddled” Timoleague Abbey that “I am bent with weeping” as “This blue dream/chucks the salt/from me.” Ó Coileáin’s relationship to the abbey is based not on aesthetic recall but on personal attachment, as “My kin/lie under the ground/of this place.” But faith has vanished from the place, as “The saints are scattered./The high gable/is an ivy tangle.”51

Ruins for these poets unleashed enormous metaphorical potential, not least in the parallel made with the “ruined” state of bardic poetry, or comparisons of the Gael to a fallen ruin (“Heavy is the tidings; nor can the suffering/Of our ruin be described in my time”).52 Whether these poems were autobiographical or simply following literary convention, or whether they related more to William III than to Cromwell, they nevertheless referred to a more recent kind of interloper (“mhadraibh úisc,” or “greasy curs”) that could evoke a Cromwellian as well as Williamite newcomer. It was a distinctly Catholic ruination that these Irish poets were lamenting as well. Aogán Ó Rathaille, who lived from 1670 to 1726, reminisced about a church “which the wicked Cromwell had despoiled,” on which grew a miraculous tree.53 One could contrast this perception with that of the English travel writer Arthur Young, who described one estate in the late 1770s that housed “400 acres” of a deer park filled with “old oak and very fine thorns.” “A ‘fine river’ runs under the house,” he continued, ‘and “no less than three ruins of Franciscan friaries, two of them remarkably beautiful, and one has most of the parts perfect except for the roof.”54 For Young, ruins became a picturesque part of the landscape, juxtaposed with deer parks, subsumed into privately held property, and denuded of their original purpose and meaning. Cromwell’s destructions, of course, were forgotten.

The perceptions of ruins as having a Cromwellian derivation was well entrenched in popular memories as well, with John O’Donovan later commenting on the despondency that could spread even to non-Catholics in Ireland. “Few persons of any taste,” he wrote, would “justify the unnecessary and indiscriminate ravages committed on works of art by the Puritans of the seventeenth century.”55 Encountering a wide variety of people in his own travels for the Ordnance Survey, O’Donovan wrote that “almost every devastation of [any] kind is attributed to [Cromwell].” To be fair, he added, all this was leveled “perhaps with some justice, as [Cromwell] certainly could not be charged with any great love of Popery or its emblems.”56 In 1846, another commentator wrote, probably with some embellishment, “Stop as you pass a labourer on the roadside in Ireland. Ask him to tell you of the ruin before you on the hill, you will hear him describe it…There’s the hill where the wagabone [Cromwell] planted his cannon…there’s the [breach] which he made in the walls.”57 Meanwhile, the folklorist Thomas Crofton Croker recounted a publisher preparing a book of scenic landscape and ruins prints. Asking a local, “To whom shall I dedicate my [book]?” the local man replied, “If your dedication is prompted by gratitude, I know of no one more deserving [of] it than Oliver Cromwell, whose cannon has made so many dilapidated buildings for you.”58

In the 1830s, the widely read Dublin Penny Journal would also contain short pieces on battered church towers or castles reduced to that state by Cromwell, even if it also acknowledged that other structures “certainly must have been unroofed before Cromwell’s time.”59 The famine, of course, would provide another source of explanation for the ruinations in the decades after its unfolding, and especially in the writings of John Mitchel.60 But before or even during the period, causation still rested in great part on Cromwell. Writing for the Cork Examiner in 1847, the Unitarian minister Henry Giles would describe how “Cromwell’s track in Ireland may be followed over ruins which yet seem fresh. We can trace him as we do a ravenous animal by the blotches where he lay to rest or by the bloody fragments where he tore his prey.”61 Giles offered a more vivid articulation of Cromwell’s legacy in ruins, but the image would also attain a heightened nationalist awareness deriving from land and faith in the later century. Not least, Romantic sensibilities played a deep role in keeping both Cromwell and ruins alive and conjoined, even if some poets, such as Samuel Ferguson, chose to cast them into the realm of the mythic and away from history and politics.62 The great poet James Clarence Mangan, a shy and somewhat gloomy man with “corpse-like features,” wearing a dirty cloak and patronizing taverns “with the offal of the human species,” was particularly enamored of ruins.63 In “Lament over the Ruins of the Abbey of Teach Molaga,” he applies Wordsworthian tones to a distinctly Irish and Catholic register, in describing “so many saints erewhile/In loving brotherhood,” a “Bell for Matin” which “swung/Rose balsamy clouds to Heaven,” and “Grey Friars beseeching from their God.” “Oh! woe, that Wrong should triumph thus!” he cries, and asks where justice resides “before the Tyrannous”: “tyrannous” being one of the bywords for the Cromwellians.64

Ruins in the landscape, for Romantics, could therefore represent the fabled glory days of a truer Ireland, as in the country’s round towers or “tables of stone,” or it could signal more recent and criminal history that sought to destroy Irish culture.65 Cromwell’s ruins, of course, fell into the latter category, to be decried as much as the more ancient ruins were to be acclaimed. Churches especially embodied this desecration. Thomas Davis, the Protestant Young Irelander, once lamented of Ireland’s ruins that “pigs are housed in the piled firezes of a broken church, cows stabled in the palaces of the Desmonds, and corn threshed on the floor of abbeys.”66 Much of this, Davis added, was due to present-day neglect or thievery as much as it was attributable to past atrocities. Yet ruins were also a symbol of Ireland’s past, marked by sudden breakages and historical debris that long predated and postdated Cromwell. Davis—for whom, in Séan Ryder’s words, “the Irish landscape [was] inescapably scored with historical signs”—nevertheless sought to redeem and reanimate Ireland’s past through his poems and in Young Ireland organs such as the Nation.67

The influence of the Young Ireland movement and its disseminating newspaper accounts would combine with land agitation to influence the shaping of future oral traditions. Stories of Cromwell and his destruction of objects and buildings were in fact so plentiful in the social memory that they comprised their own category, persisting into the 1930s and beyond. Some of this might have been due to a heightened sensitivity to property, which came out of the Land Wars 50 years previously, when many elderly interviewees for the National Folklore Commission were youths. Yet to attribute these tales to the Land Wars alone is to ignore the question of how and why Cromwell could be so easily inserted into their narratives. “There are traces or breaches in the old walls,” one informant from the 1930s stated, “and when the old people would be pointing…they’d say that these were caused by the cannonballs fired by Cromwell. And they’d tell you that he knocked down part of the building.”68 A popular ballad, first appearing in 1827, described Cork’s Blarney Castle as able to keep “all the Sassenachs down,” until “that robber, old Cromwell…mounted a battering-ram,/And…loaded it up of dumb-powder, which at its mouth he did cram.” The castle “trembled all over, as you see a horse do in July,” as “Black Cromwell…made a dark signal, for in the black art he was deep.”69 Popular tales emphasized and repeated the same phrases or words, of “the time Cromwell blew the roof off the monastery,” of churches that were “blown down,” “torn down,” “tumbled down,” “knocked,” “set fire,” “tossed,” “shot down” by Cromwell—or “battered down by Cromwell with his copper nose.”70 Folkloric accounts across Ireland also include murders, namely of priests and congregants who were set on fire within those churches.71 Debates might have arisen as to whether the damage originated from a west or east hill, or through direct cannon, or an act of betrayal from within. But as O’Donovan put it, “All…agree[d] that it was dismantled by the great and wicked warrior Cromwell.”72

It is important to emphasize that memorializing tales of Cromwellian ruins were reinvented with each generation, and belonged firmly in their own historical context. Tales or accounts of ruins that were reported or collected in the decades after Cromwell, at the height of the eighteenth-century Protestant Ascendancy, during the Romantic movement or the Land Wars and their aftermath would each have provoked narratives that spoke to the particular concerns of the day. No tale was ever ahistorical, static and free-floating. Ruins might have remained a constant on the landscape, but the stories never were. Social remembrance and forgetting in this way were ever subject to the changing economic, political, and cultural mechanisms that shaped and interacted with individual and community memorializations to produce meaningful frameworks that explained physical manifestations of destruction. Even so, Cromwell-as-destroyer was an underlying causal theme which persisted in the many different stories of ruins: a returning point in the complex fugue of social memorializations over time.

Disjecta Membra

Existing alongside ruins were the number of Catholic objects which the Cromwellians also targeted, and which spurred memorializing stories in turn. Many of the objects were destroyed completely, but more intriguing were the fragments frequently and pointedly left behind. Galway’s St. Nicholas Collegiate Church was “considerably injured by the soldiery” and most of the monuments destroyed;73 but surviving the dilapidation, and remaining in a dark niche off to the side, stood (and still stand) two angel statues whose faces were disfigured and erased away.74 Even after the Cromwellian period passed, the angels were left partially standing in a state of unrestored fragmentation: a memorial, on the one hand, to the statues’ wounding by Cromwellian agents, but also a testament to a faith that continued to survive. The bludgeoned angels in this sense represented the preservation of shattered objects which were in turn transformed into something else. Instead of iconoclasm, they marked an instance of what art historians have called “iconoclash,” or a “mix of having [an] image and having done with an image, leaving a damaged thing which ‘cancels its appearance’ but ‘also stubbornly stands ‘there.’”75 In this sense, fractured materiality contained both a forgetting and a memory, commingling; even more, the statues, like ruins, did not necessarily stand as dead and indeterminate forms onto which uniform meanings were imposed, but objects which assumed greater force and meaning-making through their very partiality. Defaced angels or broken crosses “found in bits along the roads” might have been reduced to remind the inhabitants of their conquered condition, attesting to a religious as well as political defeat that had to be materially manifested.76 At the same time, those objects could be re-enchanted on other terms: punished but not executed, and bearing wounds as Christ did in heaven.77

None of this fractured impairment was new, of course. Catholics in the Middle Ages, as Joseph Koerner has written, were “broken, burned, toppled, beheaded, and hanged”; all of this, of course, attested to those objects’ devotional power in the first place, since objects without meaning would not inspire such purposeful mutilation.78 In England during the civil wars of the 1640s, injunctions had been given by the parliamentarians to “utterly extinct and destroy” the idols of Canterbury Cathedral, even if the result was not always complete obliteration.79 Cromwell, it should be pointed out, harbored ambivalent attitudes towards this destruction, but Papist objects could be a different matter. And while his soldiers were certainly not the first English Protestants in Ireland to carry out acts of iconoclasm, most recollections of the destruction, again, fell on the later marauders.80

Kilkenny was one of the more prominent and concentrated centers that preserved a social memory of Cromwell, his soldiers, and the destruction of its objects. A strong recollection of Cromwell would have clustered there in any case. Kilkenny had been the capital of confederate Ireland in the 1640s, and the seat of the great Butler family. As evidence of this civic pride, locals recounted stories of special resistance to the Cromwellians, of snipers harassing the soldiers, or Cromwell praising the defenders, saying that “he had lost more men in Kilkenny than in the taking of Drogheda.”81 One tale from the 1930s attributed the origins of “the curse of Cromwell” to Kilkenny, though in this case the malediction was a curse on Cromwell, made by a local woman whose food was stolen and family personally killed by him.82 Many of these tales neglected previous instances of destruction in Kilkenny, with Cromwellians not being the first to subject the town’s objects and structures to a targeted demolition. In the sixteenth century, the Protestant churchman and controversialist John Bale, described by later partisans as an “image-breaking debauchee,” a “shameless miscreant,” and an “unclean drunkard,” ordered that altars be dismantled and gold and silver chalices sold.83 His efforts were later reversed, especially by the reforming Catholic bishop David Rothe in the next century, and the church was rebuilt, only to be wrecked again by the Cromwellians.84 By the early 1660s, Griffith Williams, who had been a fervent supporter of Charles I and enemy of the “poysoned dish” of sectaries,85 looked back in horror at Kilkenny’s devastation, noting that the violence was not simply inflicted on religious objects. After the town’s surrender to Cromwell in the spring of 1650, Williams wrote that the “stately and costly monument of the most honourable and noble family of the house of Ormonde” was thrown down; this was deliberate, since the cathedral, as one scholar has more recently put it, served as “a major public stage on which Butler [Ormonde] power was displayed.”86 As we saw in chapter two, Bishop Rothe was himself driven out of town by the Cromwellians and his monument’s inscription later scratched out.87 While many of the medieval monuments had remained largely unscathed, most would be reduced to slabs with simple inscriptions, never to be restored to their former state.88 Coats of arms and other noble monuments that attested to families in service to royal power had also been given the same treatment in England and Scotland during the civil wars, and the targeting of eminent tombs was not new to the 1650s either.89 In all cases, the aim was to inflict permanent harm on an individual or family’s memory, though in the case of Ormonde, who reassumed control and dominance over Kilkenny after the Cromwellian interlude, his own monuments would be restored in the end.90

The Cromwellians, however, paid special attention to St. Canice’s Cathedral, named after the great sixth-century saint and left “utterly defaced, and ruined” during the campaign. In Bishop Williams’ words, the soldiers “carried away five great and goodly Bells”; doors were broken so “that Hogs might come and root,” and “Dogs [could] gnaw the Bones of the dead.”91 Some of those dogs were alleged to have been driven underground to the chambers below, where they continued to howl through the ages. More significantly, Williams mentions that the Cromwellians tore down “all the windows” “carried away every bit of the Glass,” and—not least—sought out lead which could be melted for bullets. In the 1640s the papal nuncio, Giovanni Battista Rinuccini, had offered to purchase and transport the windows to Rome, perhaps for safekeeping against the violence that might occur now or in the future. Instead, his offer was declined, leaving 850 faded shards behind after the damage was later done.92

Restoration of the windows, like much else in Kilkenny, was eventually undertaken with new glass, and the entire project completed in the nineteenth century. The church itself underwent later repairs in the 1650s, and by 1672, the date of its earliest extant chapter book, no reports were given of any substantial restoration being necessary: a circumstance that might have had something to do with the efforts of Ormonde. As Peter Galloway has pointed out, entries indicate that in 1673 the “cathedral was whitewashed and new flagstones were laid,” which could not “have been carried out in a derelict building.”93 Meanwhile, bells were recast in the mid-1670s,94 and accounts show the cathedral to have been kept in fairly constant repair by a permanent body of workmen employed by the chapter throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.95

Elsewhere in Ireland, churches and castles were also gashed, in an architectural damnatio memoriae that would preserve the presence or name of Cromwell. The west door of St. Mary’s Cathedral in Limerick, for example, was said to bear violent evidence of Cromwellians sharpening their swords, leaving permanent scars. The tale is probably apocryphal, but it served as good an explanation as any.96 Guns too allegedly left their traces: the vertiginous yellow steeple in Trim, the last remainder of the Abbey founded in the sixth century and “the guardian genius” of the surrounding area, was allegedly used for target practice by the Cromwellians (and particularly Charles Coote).97 Holes do appear in the façade, even though the eighteenth-century sketch by Charles Vallencey shows the steeple’s surface to be relatively untouched.98 Whatever the case, the “injured” doorway or facade of a building constituted a motif, sometimes represented as a bodily wounding. In the Restoration, for example, Margaret Cavendish channeled the “voice” of Bolsover Castle in England during the civil wars, lamenting how the Cromwellian “bullets at me flung,” which “made and destroyed the walls that circled me.”99 Yet once again, defacements assumed different proportions in Ireland, representing the symbolic fracture of an entire world, on the one hand, and the encroachment of the new regime to come.

More than sword or gun markings, the alleged hoofprints of Cromwellian horses in churches were one of the most common devices by which his impiety was remembered. Cromwellian hoofprints were (and are) claimed in the local lore to be embedded in the floors of Galway’s St. Nicholas’ Collegiate Church,100 as well as in the original floors of Canice’s Cathedral.101 Cromwell and his generals did in fact order the stabling of horses in English, Scottish, and Irish churches; but horses’ hooves, like sword slashes or bullet holes, also testify to a more common and universal pattern. Various leaders were said to have left the impress of their horse’s hooves in buildings or structures across the world, as did King Arthur with his dog or horse in Britain.102 Hands and other imprints were common as well, with locals pointing to the traces of saints in the form of feet, hands, or prayerful knees embedded in hollows or stones. On the other hand, the devil could leave his prints as well.103 The ubiquity of these images, however, also reveal them to be intensely local and historical. The imprint in Cromwell’s case represented a sign that the horses and invaders once despoiled the sanctuary of holy ground; it reflected violent intrusion onto sacred space, its own kind of iconoclastic destruction. Yet the horses’ prints also pointed to another kind of memory—a signatory “Cromwell was here,” which was claimed as a point of inverse civic and religious pride. In this sense, the impressions of Cromwell’s horse, and Cromwell himself, belonged to the place as much as the place belonged, in conquest, to him.

For many Catholics, Cromwell’s impact also affected Ireland’s soundscape, not least through his troops’ seizure of bells.104 On the one hand, this theft was practical, since bells could be sent home, repurposed, and melted down into cannon. As Cromwell was indirectly quoted as saying (probably apocryphally), “as gunpowder was invented by a priest…it [was] not amiss to turn the bells into cannons.”105 Bells were also the primary symbol of a particular locale and above all a ritualized conduit and symbol of Catholic aural identity.106 In medieval Ireland and elsewhere, they had been rung by monks as a call to prayer or to mark the canonical hours; bells were of the community and a protection of it, yet they could also be buried as relics, joining the physical bodies of the saints with whom they were associated. Hand bells, altar bells, the bells which announced the real presence, or which Patrick would ring on judgment day: all served as a kind of aural protection, sacralizing a soundscape that remained distinct to early medieval Ireland.107 Not least, they were used to ward off rampaging monsters or demons of the air, with St. Mac Creiche utilizing his own “sweet-tongued,” heaven-sent bell, called the Finnfaidech, to repel dragons and summon a terrifying flash of lightening against encroaching pestilence.108

To target bells, as Cromwell and his men did, was to therefore threaten the identity of a space such as a monastery, and the auditory environment that defined it. The silence ruptured sacred time and impaired the divine and territorial integrity of a given monastery or church; it shut down the ritual of the mass, which had been understood and punctuated in great part through the ringing of bells. Not least, it represented the loss of a church or monastery’s physical center, as was the case with the disappearance during Cromwell’s time of the famous bell of Kilkenny’s Black Abbey—an absence still recalled through the twentieth century.109 Poets lamented a lost kinesthetic soundscape where bells joined with other sounds—harps, gulls, noisy feasts, all now plunged into silence.110 To cite the early eighteenth-century poem “Caoine Cill Cais” (“Lament for Kilkash”), a great house rather than a church was eulogized, but the sentiment remained the same: “There’s no talk of Kilcash or its household/and its bell will be struck no more.”111

Bells would be rebuilt in Ireland after the Cromwellian interlude, fashioned by renowned manufacturers such as William and Roger Purdue and William and Tobias Covey, who would arrive in the 1660s to restore many of them, at least in Church of Ireland structures.112 Bells also reappeared in the monumental Catholic churches constructed in Ireland over the course of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Yet earlier assaults on them would not be entirely forgotten, even if Vikings, Normans, or Tudors were also blamed for the violence.113 Cromwell, however, was the pestilence against which bells had been most powerless. At Jerpoint Abbey near Kilkenny, bells were described in a few local stories as having been rung in celebration after the “psalm-singing and yelling” Cromwellians cluelessly passed them by.114 Soldiers returned when they heard the ringing, and proceeded to burn the abbey and leave “not a single [monk] alive.”115 A similar story concerns a locally renowned monastery in the Westmeath village of Fore, where bells were chimed to call people to prayer in thanksgiving. The structure was initially spared by Cromwell’s pardon, but when “the soldiers heard the bells,” and thought “they had been rung to vex them,” they “returned and burnt the monastery” and silenced its sound.116

A late nineteenth-century legend about Ballybrennon church in Wexford described a bell characterized by “an unusually sweet tone” which was rung by the monks after Vespers every evening. Cromwell “scattered the monks and wrecked the Church,” and while the soldiers seized the bell and hauled it away, “its dulcet tones still continued mysteriously to steal out on the hill and dale round Kilcuanmore.” Its chiming ended when a Cromwellian landlord, “a bad man,” died and was buried in the walls of a ruined Church near St. Cuan’s grave. “From that day the bell was heard no more,” as “[t]he blessed spirits and their bell fled from so foul a desecration.” The “stranger’s grave was closed, and hushed for aye that swelling sound, a sad and solemn stillness fill the ruined walls around.” Instead of the “silver swell” of sound at Vesper time, a “moaning wind swept o’er the ruined pile.”117 The “web of sound” that had dominated Ireland’s religious and social landscape for centuries was in this way muted by the wind’s lonely howl and nothing else: another legacy of the Cromwellians, the buried stranger among them.118

Resistant Things

Social memory and oral tradition, however, had a way of complicating the theme of loss in accounts by Ireland’s poets or Romantic antiquarians. For one, objects and buildings were brought to life in stories of resistance that took up the fight where people could not. To cite one example from a tale about Canice’s Cathedral, Cromwell orders his men to pull down the crucifix in front of the church, but the first soldier falls in his attempt to scale it, and while “many tried” to pull it down, “it was all in vain.”119 Other crosses fight back when more soldiers are ordered by Cromwell to knock them down, but the men drop dead in their attempt and “the blood stains still remain to prove it.”120 The story echoes that of the untouchable and God-protected Ark in the Book of Samuel, when Uzzah is vaporized by the lord when he touches it in an attempt to stabilize it on his cart.

Medieval miracle stories commonly described bells that drive demons away, but the tradition continued in the battle against equally demonic Cromwell and his men. Some bells could act as elusive resistance fighters, escaping the control of the Cromwellians. In one well-known story, a bell located on Inch Island, off the coast of Donegal and in the vicinity of Columcille’s saintly wanderings, is endowed with self-ringing powers. Seized from a small monastery by the Cromwellians, the bell then returns of its own accord, only to be taken twice more, to return again. On its final trip home, the bell “had no tongue in it,” but it still “made a kind of booming sound.” Inscribed on it were the words, “the bell of the traveling teacher,” in a reference to Columcille; in this way, Inch’s bell served as an extension of the saint, evading capture by the intruders.121 The Inch bell story, as with so many other tales, uses Cromwell in this regard to superimpose historical events onto longer legendary or supernatural templates, involving numerous objects that could move of their own accord, whether they were holy wells or graveyards shifting across the landscape, flagstones that moved back and forth from the mainland to the island, or sacred hosts “flying over” the heads of pillaging invaders.122 The value of these objects rested not only in their sanctity but in their resistance to possession of any kind, as they remained at once autonomous yet grounded in particular religious and social milieux.123

Ruins also refused to be ruined: at Muff Castle in a widely told old story, Cromwell fires cannonballs at the walls for three days, only for them to “hop off” the walls “like hailstones.” It finally takes an act of treachery on the part of a native betrayer for the structure to come falling down.124 Yet in assuming a haptic life of their own, walls could also effect a divine or supernatural judgment on those who betrayed their faith or fatherland.125 A woman is accused of divulging information for a parcel of Cromwellian land; “If I did, may the roof of this church fall in,” she exclaims, at which point—unsurprisingly—“the roof fell in, and the chapel is a ruin from that day to this. It is there for anyone to look at.”126 Importantly, the Protestants attempt to rebuild in subsequent years, but the church refuses, preferring to remain in its pure if decrepit state rather than intact and hosting a false faith. Another folk tale, from Wexford, recounts the old chapel at Killann being reconsecrated as a Protestant church in the wake of Cromwell; when a man enters the service professing a questionable conversion to Protestantism, his newly held conviction is questioned on the grounds that he converted for gain. He swears, however, that “If I’m not [Protestant], may the roof and the walls of this church fall in this minute.” Inevitably, the walls “[begin] to heave and sway,” and the “Protestant” flees before its final collapse.127 The ruined chapel at Killann even insists on staying ruined rather than be rebuilt by heretics. “The protestants tried to rebuild [the chapel at Killann], but every time they put up the walls they tumbled down again,” according to the tale. “They never could rebuild it, and in the end they had to give up the attempt. And the ruins of the church are still there.”128 Borrowing from existing motifs, only a supernatural intervention would restore them one day too. At the De Lacy castle in Offaly, “’Twas Cromwell that left the auld castle the way it is now, with his big guns that he fired up in Boat Hollow.” But the castle still stood, “and will fall down altogether when three red-headed girls go into it at the same time.”129

Ruins also came to be associated with special powers, given that many priests, monks, and saints had been buried in them, thereby ensuring their status as sacred autonomous zones. In the 1650s, William Tirry, martyred under Cromwell, was buried in the ruins of an Augustinian friary in Tipperary, though his remains were never found.130 In one tale, three friars who escape from the Cromwellians only to be slain are eventually interred under three stones in Jerpoint Abbey—stones which are later said to have curative powers in healing “a sore leg, arm, hand or head.”131 Ruins, simply by their usefulness as lonely and liminal hideaways, could also function in more secular ways, offering sanctuary to heroic criminals and political subversives on the run. In this regard, ruins became accomplices. Cromwell’s Barracks in Inishbofin, for example, was the alleged hiding place of Michael Hayes, a Tipperary farmer who shot a landlord in 1862, and used different other ruins as hideaways before he escaped to America.132 The Irish-American radical Henry George was himself arrested in a ruined abbey on charges of being a Fenian; when asked to account for his presence there, he answered that “he had visited the ruined abbey for the purpose of inspecting the ruins.”133 Irish secret societies were sometimes associated with ruins,134 while a central scene in Elizabeth Bowen’s Last September describes the character Marda Norton as being shot by a rebel in a ruined mill.135

As with bells, the burial of important or valued objects was another motif that recurred in popular oral and written traditions relating to the Cromwellian campaigns. Buried treasure, of course, was a universal motif, prevalent in England at the time of Cromwell too.136 But it was adapted to the Irish context as well, and particularly so in the specific context of Cromwell’s presence there.137 It has been said, for example, that nearly every district in Ireland contained a legend of hidden wealth, which also lent these locales a unique pride of distinction.138 In Waterford, a securely locked iron chest, probably brought to the town by a Spanish wine merchant, was used to hide fifteenth-century cloth-of-gold vestments after the pillaging of the Cromwellians. Remaining buried for 123 years, the vestments were finally uncovered in the later eighteenth century: a discovery which reinforced Waterford’s identity as maintaining the faith, and also its history as a Cromwellian target.139 Objects that were buried underground could also serve as agents of resistance to the Cromwellians, in tales of bells being buried as the soldiers were approaching. All this was a means by which to protect property, but with the expectation that they would be recovered and “ring at the end of time.”140 Cromwellian “hidden treasure” tales were in this sense the latest incarnations of and variations on other traditions that described valuables being hidden away from Vikings or other marauders. And like those earlier tales, the treasures concealed from the Cromwellians were not to be unburied or even touched: an aspect that invested them with an aura in that they still existed, but could and should never be found until their messianic moment arrived.141 If they were uncovered, grievous punishments or death would ensue.142

The nature of treasure in general was significant: there was gold of course, but also uniquely Catholic riches, from chalices to devotional books, crosses, saints’ relics, and candlesticks. Investing these objects were more prosaic details of where were concealed: gold was allegedly hidden in a horse’s ears during the Cromwellian campaigns,143 while “sacred vessels and all the treasures belonging to the church” were hidden in a barrel of tallow but then unwittingly taken away by a dealer in Cromwell’s army who discovered the treasure and buried it in a tree for future use. Seemingly forgotten, the treasure was “discovered” years later when men cut down the tree “and some lumps of gold or coins fell out of it.” Meanwhile, “some smaller pieces [were] found in jackdaws’ nests round the place.”144 Cromwellians also had buried treasure of their own. One story from Laois recounts the Cromwellians seizing a chest of gold, after which they force a man to mind it in the meantime; the man is then shot—by them—and the treasure apparently forgotten, except by the neighbors who heard the rumor of its existence. Evoking common prophetic stories related to “gold dreaming,” the story then recounts a local woman who proceeds to “[dream] about [the chest for] 3 nights in succession” and tells others where the chest resides. The treasure hunters arrive at the scene, protecting themselves with a bottle of holy water, and proceed to dig; yet when they finally discover the chest, “countless lions and dogs as high as horses” begin to harass them from outside, until “the lions all walked in, took the chest and carried it away to another part of the farm and it is there to the present day.”145

Guardians—dogs, serpents, fairies, eerie light, the weather—in this way prevent the ultimate and illicit theft of treasure.146 Cromwell’s Barracks on Inishbofin was said to have contained hidden gold, though when a priest attempted to dig for it, he was “ordered to desist by a voice which spoke to him in Irish out of the ground.”147 Knowledge of Cromwellian treasures could also reside in a lone individual, often an old woman, who died and took the knowledge with her.148 In a rath in Donoughmore, Co. Kilkenny, “old people” claim that “gold and silver and beautiful ornaments” were buried there, “hidden by monks because they were attacked by Oliver Cromwell’s soldiers.” Yet when two men attempt to dig it up, for “[e]very shovel of clay they took away there were two replaced back,” with the earth itself resisting. Thwarted in their greed, “the men [were] struck with a mortal disease and died in hospital”; not coincidentally, “The night they died, monks were seen kneeling in prayer,” while “Lights were seen the same night in the rath.”149 Divinely sanctioned acts that prevented the pillaging of gold in this way served to establish moral boundaries of the acceptable and unacceptable in particular communities, especially as they illustrated the punishment that could await those who transgressed.

It was not simply gold either. Tales described the vengeance of saints or fairies if monuments or ruins were to be moved or dismantled, or historical stones redeployed in the building of new houses. Families were said to have been afflicted by bad luck when they attempted to move stones, level churches, or inadvertently damage ring-forts. Even entire families could be subject to “total extirpation” if they dared to move some “venerable edifice.”150 Even worse, they were so haunted by the resulting angry apparitions that they were forced to flee Ireland altogether.151 In other words, even in ruin, the rubble was not to be moved.

Cromwellian ghosts could also prevent disruption of even of ruined places, just as they embodied historical and psychological irresolution.152 Irrevocably attached to place and to things, ghosts often had valid or at least explainable reasons for being where they were.153 The restored Malahide Castle housed a number of ghosts, one of whom was regicide Miles Corbett, mentioned in chapter one, who had been given the property in the 1650s and in the end was hanged, drawn, and quartered in London. Eventually his ghost made its way back to Malahide, appearing in armor before he repeatedly broke up into four pieces.154 In the Burren, Leamaneh Castle was notoriously haunted by the ghost of its proprietor Máire Rua, who was very much entangled with a Cromwellian association. Máire Rua (or Mary MacMahon, of Thomond) would assume epic proportions in the folklore over the centuries, as the uncrowned “Queen of the Burren.” On the other hand, later local historians such as Patrick White would either forget or glide over her story, uncomfortable perhaps by its legendary aspects.155 Born in 1615 or 1616, she and her first husband, Conor O’Brien, built one of the finest houses in seventeenth-century Ireland; O’Brien’s death at the hands of the Cromwellians, however, legally rendered the property forfeit.156 According to legend, Máire dressed in her finest clothes and traveled to Limerick with the express purpose of marrying a Cromwellian in order to retain her property; John Cooper, a low-ranked Cromwellian soldier, was the candidate, with children to be raised Protestant as part of the deal. But it was said that she kicked Cooper in the stomach while he was shaving, when he insulted O’Brien, her previous husband. He died as a result, and was followed by her third husband, whom she threw out the window. She allegedly married 22 more men, one of whom she killed by ordering him to ride a horse off the Cliffs of Moher. She also hanged her maids by the hair from the tower. To end the cycle of violence, or perhaps because she insulted a local old hag, she suffered a witch’s curse and was fastened in the hollow of a tree, her red hair entangled with the roots.157

The hollowed tree trunk containing Máire Rua was not enough, however, to prevent her ghost from slipping out and extending its tenacious grip on Leamaneh Castle. In this way, her shade reminds us of themes which deeply imbricated her in the Cromwellian interlude, the primary one being her claim to the land. Máire Rua provokes ambiguity, however, and in a different way than ghosts usually do.158 She treacherously married a Cromwellian yet kept her land in a world of dispossession; she defenestrated a husband and allegedly killed many more, yet she is not necessarily hated for these deeds. She is presented as a witchy and even a fairy tale out-of-time creature, yet with her land, she belongs to history, and to the Cromwellians—though not to Cromwell, who never came close to the area. And she is neither fully innocent nor guilty, which places her ghost in the category of what has been called “the dead without status.”159 In reality, Máire Rua O’Brien died, probably of ill health, in the Restoration, while her son, Donough O’Brien, was the last occupant of her family line to dwell there; the five-story Leamaneh Castle then fell into spooky ruin in the eighteenth century, the surrounding area used from then on for farming.160

Gender plays an interesting role in these traditions, and frequently reveals sexual marital betrayal of some kind. Sheela-na-gigs, or figurative carvings of brazenly naked females located on religious buildings across Britain and Western Europe, were also prevalent in Ireland; their origins are mysterious, as is the meaning of their frequent placement on the south walls of churches. But in Ireland, according to one account from Fethard in Tipperary, the Sheela was a “loose woman” who “fraternized with Cromwell and his castle garrison.” “As a result of her supposed immorality and treachery,” the tale continues, “she came to a sticky end, murdered horribly. She was rendered as a hag in stone and placed on the ruined church to annoy her ancestors and to warn off all collaborators.”161 Fethard in fact had four Sheela-na-gigs until one was stolen in 1990; but in any case, Cromwell did march on the town and secured its surrender in 1650, allowing its walls and structures to be preserved. No similar stories appear to gather around Sheela-na-gigs elsewhere.

Failing the resisting capabilities of objects, ruins, and ghosts, nature could be called on for divine protection as well. The terrain and weather of Ireland, and the guiding providential force that directed them, could win victories over Cromwell and his men, with weather-lore tales describing a raging storm and wind that sink six of Cromwell’s ships off the west coast. Meanwhile, the Burren’s rocks provide a fortress against the encroachment of his men.162 Commenting on the number of deaths by plague during the Cromwellian campaign, Lady Wilde described how “the climate, in its effect upon English constitutions, seems to [have been] the great Nemesis of Ireland’s wrongs.”163 The “simple folk” were also depicted as harnessing alliances from the animal kingdom: a tradition around Killorglin’s Puck Fair described Cromwell’s troopers as marching over the Kerry mountains when they startled a flock of goats; headed by a leading “puck,” the animals stampeded into town, warned the locals of the danger ahead, and in return for the warning, were honored thereafter with their leader-goat being granted king for a day.164

Another story of animals and humans working in tandem recounts an old woman and her grandchild who lived in Barntown Castle in Wexford. Cromwell is described as confident in the ability of his men to capture the structure, but as the soldiers begin to storm its ramparts, the woman releases a hive of bees onto the soldiers and their horses. Thinking that the first hive would be the last, the men regroup and attack once more, only to be met with “four of five more swarms.” The bees then chase the soldiers and their horses in fast pursuit; a few days later, one soldier returns and enters through the door, only to find that the woman has raised yet more bees in her back kitchen, and proceeds to unleash them onto the men once more. “It was a strange thing or it looked as if the hand of God was in the matter,” the storyteller added; “The castle never was taken after that.”165 This was not exactly true, since Barntown Castle was a ruin by the time the Cromwellians came around, while the surrounding property appears to have been granted by Cromwell to Colonel Le Hunte, “a most influential person,” in the words of J.P. Prendergast.166

Protestant Objects

The large country homes of the Protestant elite appeared to be the very opposite of ruins: closed to the world in their Georgian styles, in contrast to the crumbling piles exposed to the world. Situated on sometimes enormous territorial holdings inherited from the Cromwellian or Williamite settlements, even the most modest homes could embody an economic, political, and social power regime.167 The landscaping of the demesne was itself the product of a new age and the end and forgetting of the old; while the arrival of the Normans certainly brought in an assertive architectural and landscaping presence, the Cromwellian and Restoration settlement ushered in the emergence of the grand siècle display, even if some families, like the Luttrells of Luttrellstown or the O’Briens of Dromoland, were returned to their properties after having lost them to Cromwell.168

While many Anglo-Irish elites in the years after the interregnum were hesitant to openly advertise their Cromwellian origins, others possessed objects that reminded them of their indebtedness to the lord protector. But not always: the Shirley family, for example, owned an oak cabinet said to have belonged to Cromwell, even though one of the ancestors, Robert Shirley, died in the Tower of London for his support of the royalist cause. Visiting the estate in 1856, a traveler described the 365-drawer cabinet as being “of exquisite workmanship.” But “Why is it here?,” the traveler asked. “How does it come to pass that this curious piece of mechanism, which once belonged to the regicide, is in the very library of an ancient English family, all of whose leanings are now towards royalty, and of course opposed to the line of policy which the man, Oliver, felt compelled to adopt in the hour of England’s danger?” Turning to “my Lord Plunket’s old almanac,” the visitor concluded that the cabinet was retained in honor of the Commonwealth forces which ultimately crushed the confederate rebels, whose “treacherous designs” would have led to the Shirleys being dispossessed of their estate. Retaining the cabinet as a “memento” was therefore a tribute to Cromwell, who acted in revenge for the “outrages and murders” of 1641. And anyway, the writer added, Cromwell’s “illustrious name and merits” are “now beginning to shine out from under the heaps of odium that have been piled over him by blinded royalists…and selfish fawning bishops.”169

Portraits were a particularly notable characteristic of Big Houses;170 while the preference was for depictions of the Protestant savior William III, prints and paintings of Cromwell were not unusual.171 In the early eighteenth century, John Loveday, visiting the home of Colonel William Flower in Durrow, Co. Laois, described a stately home furnished somewhat incongruously with portraits of Oliver Cromwell and the Duke of Ormonde, as well as a virgin “kneeling with inexpressible grief.”172 Flower’s ancestors arrived in Ireland during Elizabeth’s reign, with William Flower serving under the Duke of Ormonde and imprisoned for this allegiance after 1648. An English-born Henry Flower, however, became lieutenant colonel under Cromwell, though the connection is unclear.173 Meanwhile, the eighteenth-century politician Blayney Townley, whose ancestors had obtained their property in the 1650s, placed a similar portrait in his house, while the Anglo-Irish peer, the Earl Grandison, owned his own portrait of Cromwell, though like Colonel Flower’s collection, it sat somewhat uncomfortably alongside pictures of Charles I, Henrietta Maria, and Mary Queen of Scots.174 Lord Aldborough also decorated his Dublin house with statues and paintings of Cromwell alongside Achilles, Alexander, and Caesar, while Elizabeth Bowen described Bowen’s Court as having a portrait of Cromwell “hang[ing] at the top of our front stairs.”175

These portraits of Cromwell were not exactly hidden from view, though they were not quite public either. They were reminders of a family’s debt to or admiration for Cromwell; but even in an ascendancy world, and for reasons delineated in the last chapter, proud acclamations of a Cromwellian origin in Ireland were not exactly encouraged. John Trotter, in his walks through Ireland, might have gazed upon the portrait of Cromwell shown to him by his host, a Mr. Vincent, and then written about it in his popular book.176 For the most part, however, Cromwell would have been relegated to a “below-the-radar” recollection of family memory, his portrait serving to remind subsequent generations of their origins even as it was weakened in its power alongside the surrounding portraits of Ormonde or Julius Caesar. In this way, a portrait of Cromwell could be neutered through its juxtaposition with other historical figures on the wall, but it could also be called upon for a more intimate social remembering if the occasion called.177 In this way, the Big House Cromwell hid in plain sight, his social memory adulterated even more when he was placed among so much other conspicuous material on display.178 Remembering and forgetting in this way were not opposite to each other, especially when one could easily slide into the other.179

In the twentieth century, Big Houses themselves became ruins, especially during the troubles of the 1920s. With the sale and demolitions in the wake of the Wyndham and other land acts early in the century, the destruction represented its own kind of sudden rupture as much as the wreckage of castles and abbeys under the Cromwellians. As archetypal symbols of social class values and what Terence Brown has called “isolated vulnerability,” the fate of Big Houses contrasted with the continuity and social stability celebrated elsewhere, for example in country houses directed by the English National Trust.180 Destruction for its own sake was never really the issue when it came to Big Houses in Ireland, however; rather, their annihilation came to represent an attempt to extinguish territorial and familial memories, or express “an ideal means through which the Free State could symbolically be seen to break with” the past.181 Nor, of course, was all the damage done to Big Houses overtly motivated by “revenge” against the “Cromwellians,” especially when most of those houses came to dominance long after the Cromwellian and Williamite periods had passed. But as we saw in the last chapter, an awareness of many homes as belonging to owners installed in the 1650s, or at least sitting on Cromwellian-confiscated land, made the leveling all the more trenchant. The estate known as Woodroofe, owned by the horsey and fox-hunting Perry family of Tipperary, was in this way destroyed by arson in 1923 and now lays in ruins; but the fact that the family was of Cromwellian origin was not exactly forgotten either.182

Many Big Houses would be restored in the years to come, just as buildings and Catholic churches in the previous century also underwent a rehabilitation. The act of preservation was a political one: in the mid-nineteenth century, the Kilkenny and South-East Ireland Society (later the Royal Society of Antiquaries of Ireland) urged that any “ruinous disused” ecclesiastical building deemed “worthy of preservation” should be transferred to the Commission of Public Works; the gesture led to the Ancient Monuments Protection (Ireland) Act of 1892, and eventually the National Monuments Act of 1930.183 The focus, however, rested significantly on ancient monuments, even though Thomas Moore wrote in the nineteenth century that “[R]ecent ruins tell the story of Ireland even more than her ancient ones.”184 Restorations of Big Houses or ruined churches also represented a kind of forgetting and a whitewash, however.185 Though the buildings may have been reconstituted, what was lost and what they had been could never really come back. As John Ruskin once wrote of repaired churches after the French revolution, “It is impossible…to raise the dead [as it is] to restore anything that has ever been great or beautiful in architecture.”186 Others agreed that something “authentic” tended to be lost—not least, the ravaged witnesses of history and the social orders embedded in those buildings’ very structures.187

People also did not interact with buildings-turned-museums as they did when those structures were active and in the world.188 Yet buildings and things, whether they were seen or not or even forgotten or not, continued to offer a spatial marker for communities, and accommodated themselves to present times. Galway’s ruined Terryland Castle in this way cohabits the same space as the N6 road, and is rumored to contain the skeletons of Cromwellian soldiers.189 Drogheda’s remaining walls loom next to car dealerships, while Saint Laurence’s Gate oversees busy traffic. Other architectural markers are less visible, as in the case of a ruined chapel hidden near a car park in Wexford. It may resemble a silent and aged relative sitting somewhat forgotten near the fireplace; yet it still remains a member of the family, and it continues to persist in its own unseen way.

“When a remainder is a reminder”: Conclusion

Writing in 1953, the great chronicler of ruins, Rose Macaulay, commented on the distinct melancholy of Ireland’s wreckages. Despite the “brash” new Catholic church buildings that emerged in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the continued presence of “crumbling arches” and “fragments of wall” seemed to bear “reproachful witness to the passing of a murdered culture,” and specifically Ireland’s golden monastic age.190 Elizabeth Bowen expressed a similar sentiment through the voice of Lois in The Last September, when she wrote that “This was her nightmare; brittle, staring ruins” which resembled “corpses at their most horrible.”191 Catholic commentators could agree as well: one writer from Wexford noted the “very many crosses in public roads” which testified instead to “the dolorous passion of our Saviour Jesus Christ” and which “were totally defaced, broken or burned by Cromwellian soldiers.”192 Yet for those who lived among things in their smashed, burned, or perhaps martyred state, these objects were not necessarily dead; instead, and like relics, they functioned animistically in a kind of lived Catholic world, persisting in a multitude of tales in the folklore.193

Running throughout these diverse ruins- and object-tales was the shadow of Cromwell himself. “I may here remark,” recalled one early nineteenth-century observer, “that in almost every religious ruin I have ever visited, the neighbouring people [tell] you of the original destruction by bloody Bess or cursed Cromwell with his copper nose…The children have got these stories at the fingers’ ends.”194 In this way, antiquarian writings, travel accounts, Irish poems, or popular oral narratives reconfigured the life of these ruins by recasting them to a Cromwellian origin, and in doing so employed the material of the past for present and future generations. The broken gables or walls might have reminded spectators of what was gone, leaving a sensation of absence like a body’s amputated phantom limb. But fragments also and paradoxically served to invest those ruins with lasting power, and in this sense, they could “survive their own mutilation,” and keep the name of Cromwell alive.195

Stories in this way provide a key to understanding the varied responses with which ruins and objects were interpreted, particularly as they orbited within the mnemonically thick force field of Cromwell. They also attest to a connected yet very diverse and regional sense of place, and one in which the past was contained for Protestants as well as Catholics.196 On the other hand, not everyone “remembered” these buildings or objects much at all. For one, there were simply too many ruins in Ireland, more than a few of which, as John O’Donovan stated in Limerick, “bespeak neither magnificence nor antiquity.”197 Or perhaps locals simply remembered that a given building “was some popish place and destroyed by Oliver Cromwell,” and left it at that. One Ordnance Surveyor described places where “tradition has almost disappeared,” while another writer commented that people “suffer[ed] from collective amnesia, scratching their heads in wonderment in a mute landscape of ancient derelictions.” It would be an amnesia that only deepened after O’Donovan’s time, and specifically after the historical rupture of the famine.198 On the other hand, to remember everything was not only impossible but pointless. It was not necessary for most people to know that a monastery was actually felled in the 1540s rather than under Cromwell, for Cromwell served as a mnemonic hook that captured the larger picture of what they needed to know. To attribute some of these wrecks to Cromwell, even if they had been destroyed before or since, served instead as a focusing point on which to gather at least some of the material disarray into an organizing principle of memory—or at the very least, to explain the destructions which stood before them.

As Thomas Davis pointed out, ruins could be tenacious and “harvest a new life,” as weeds and vegetation pushed through the cracks, and grazing sheep drifted through. While not exactly providing historical consolation, in this way the ruin was left “free to be creative on its own terms.”199 Such is the case with Cromwell’s Barracks on Inishbofin, still exuding its charisma on the edge of the world. On the one hand it is a material monument to a nightmarish past, yet many on the island call it an “old friend” today; it is a fort watched by the locals as much as it watches over them—or it is so familiar as to not be noticed at all. While beginning in a mythological phantom state, it has endured as a hard material testament to the violence of war and defeat; attesting to the tragedy of those who last stood on Irish ground, it also represents, in its jagged state, a monument to the farthest reach in Ireland where Cromwell’s name would go.
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Folkloric Cromwell

Introduction

Ruins or family memories generated rich folkloric traditions around Cromwell, but he also lived on in a myriad of other forms. No full picture of his mnemonic afterlife in Ireland can therefore be understood without further exploring these other tales and traditions in their own right, and the larger meanings they conveyed. To cite one example: magpies were said to have accompanied Cromwell’s army to Ireland as a kind of avian air force, arriving “with a black easterly wind” and traveling in a small group that eventually grew in size.1 Early Irish mythological literature contains many ravens and crows, of course, but none are distinguished as magpies;2 the first magpie in Ireland, in fact, was not actually recorded until 1676. When they did arrive, they came to be known as “Cromwell’s crows,” and by the reign of Anne, they had spread across the kingdom like a biblical plague. The association with Cromwell was especially fitting: in the early years, the bird seems to have clustered around Wexford, a region of heavily English (and “foreign”) ethnic extraction. It was viewed as a pest, omnipresent and intrusive, and was preceded in English and Scottish folklore with a reputation that earned it the moniker “devil’s bird.” It also had a larcenous mind, attracted as it was to stealing shiny baubles: an apt description for the Cromwellian land-thieves.3 According to Charles Smith, writing in the mid-eighteenth century, it built its nests “with great cunning, fencing them with sharp thorns.”4 Even its black and white coloration gave it the resemblance of a puritan. As one commentator noted of the birds, “The natural Irish much detest them, saying, ‘they shall never be rid of the English while these magpies remain.’”5 He might well have spoken of the Cromwellian themselves.6

If political writers, historians, or poets invoked and reinvented their own Cromwell over the ages, folk traditions created the most wildly kaleidoscopic picture of the man. Illustrative tales that describe the origin or meaning of property disputes and material culture are important, as we have seen; but it is also necessary to dwell on the Cromwell who endured in legend tales, personal experience narratives, curses, jokes, and folk performances. All these genres would circulate in the oral and written popular culture, and further his presence in the country’s social memory. In Ireland’s popular culture, Cromwell was a native king who traveled to England and then returned to conquer his country and reclaim his land; he was an English shoemaker who “came up in the world,” gathered an army, and invaded Ireland. He appeared to be everywhere, even in the sound of his horse’s distant hooves, still galloping through the hills one hundred years on. These tales, however, also revealed a Cromwell who did not fit easily into the perimeters of good or evil in which many attempted to relegate him. He could indeed be portrayed as the devil’s servant, sometimes the devil himself, and the force of evil which ruined lives with “The curse of Cromwell on you.” Yet he was also a figure easily tricked by the peasants, or a man who “wasn’t so bad.” In other words, the memorialization of Cromwell in Ireland was as expansive as folk or vernacular traditions themselves could be, and it is this realm which most vividly captures the memories of him there.7

This is not to say that everyone was at all united about the value of folk traditions with their “legendary and fabulous tales and songs.”8 As we have discussed in the introduction, many historians have been frustrated by the lack of precision with which a legendary folk tale approached the past, its sense of history being more open-ended as it referred not to linear years but to “ages back,” the “summer of drought,” or “in the time of Oliver Cromwell.”9 Neither could tales be pinned down to any kind of original date in which they first appeared. These problems, at least for historians, should not be causes for dismissal, however, since popular tales could illuminate different political and economic circumstances and social orders, existing in a realm that was universal, national, and intensely local, often all at the same time.10 In this regard, and despite its treatment by many as simply comprising illustrative or quaint material, folklore is deadly serious in revealing the thoughts and values of social groups whose voices are otherwise lost to us.11

Properly speaking, Cromwell in folk tradition was not a “myth” but a legend, joining a pantheon of other historical actors who had been transformed and embellished by narratives or proverbs. The legends of the early saints, Hugh O’Neill, Jonathan Swift, Daniel O’Connell: all existed as an alternative to the official record, occasionally resisting elite historical narratives that insisted on a particular constellation of settled meanings.12 This too, in other words, was counter-memory, in that tales about Cromwell were spread across a plurality of often excluded voices.13 While popular oral and written legends could be co-opted by elites who found them useful in presenting their own cultural and political beliefs, those tales still continued to go their own way, as befitted the performative, unstable, creative, and ever-reinvented nature of vernacular culture as a whole.14 By undermining the dominant discourses, many oral traditions also challenged established constructions of the past, and the truth claims made by authorities who came to define the “real” as that embodied by what they said and determined it to be. In this regard, folk tales and traditions opened up rather than closed down approaches to understanding the past.15

Folklore of Cromwell could extend across of all levels of society, however, if one broadens the term to encompass the informal traditions shared by any social group of whatever position which held one or many “linking factors” in common. Anglo-Irish elites, Ulster Scots, Protestants of lower stations, Irish Jacobite poets: each comprised what could be called a folk group in this regard.16 The richest and most compelling collection of tales regarding Cromwell, however, emerged from the Catholic storytellers, tradition-bearers or seanchaíthe, even if they evaded as much as they revealed—or “forgot” as much as they remembered. In the case of Cromwell, his biography could either be subsumed into more surrealistic historical legends, just as it could bypass those events which seem to us the most spectacular aspects of his conquest—namely, the massacres committed under his watch. Narratives that gathered around Cromwell also contained many universal motifs, tale types, and archaic elements in which he appeared grafted onto a world out of time, even if history could insert itself as well. In this sense, he belonged to what folklorists call a mutation or, relatedly, a variant: that is, a new historical figure which absorbed earlier tale types and motifs, transforming the story into something new in the process.17 Of all other historical figures in Ireland, his only competition in this regard was Daniel O’Connell, whose own legend reveals the many ways in which “The Liberator” coursed through the memorializing landscape of Ireland. The historical Cromwell might have been “forgotten” under the folkloric Cromwell in all his archaic, fantastical, ridiculous, and sinister glory. But to overlook the ways in which individuals and social groups made meaning of their pasts, in whatever ways, is to overlook how they also made Cromwell a figure distinctly their own.

Here Comes I, Oliver Cromwell

As we noted in the introduction, Cromwell’s place in popular culture was aided by his visual appearance and primarily his prominent nose, which served as a kind of visual mnemonic device across the British Isles. In Scotland, Sir Walter Scott’s mother, who died in 1820, perpetuated the image when she stated “that she had met a person who had seen Cromwell make his entry into Edinburgh in 1650 after the victory of Dunbar.” “All I remarked about him,” this witness had said, “was the extraordinary size of the nose.”18 The defining nose, as mentioned, was first developed by royalist propagandists in England during the political unrest and wars of the 1640s, with the satirical poet John Cleveland and others describing Cromwell’s “copper nose.”19 It was also a “bloody beake,” “ruby nose,” generally “nosy,” or “nose almighty.”20 Another writer referred to “King Noll” with his “bacon-flicht face.”21 Cromwell’s “intolerable” nose was also described as looking like “the devils breeches turn’d wrong side upwards & clapd by a mischance to the Generals face.”22 Above all, the brownish nasal markings contributed to Cromwell’s other general nickname, Copper Nose: copper bringing in associations with copper pots, and his family’s origins in the brewing industry. It was written descriptions such as these, of “that great nos’d champion,” which predated the first visual depictions of Cromwell’s snout-dominated face.23 In this, writers were perhaps drawing upon long popular traditions that utilized the exaggerated nose to illustrate the grotesque and render the mighty low, just as the size of Napoleon’s nose would be emphasized later on.24 As a grotesque appendage, the nose, as in other cultures, was also insistently phallic, even if the comic Cromwell is nearly always reduced in his potency.25

In the engravings and paintings that followed, Cromwell did not exactly disabuse a public which associated him with a prominent nose or, almost as famous, a wart that was immortalized in the 1657 miniature by Samuel Cooper. “I desire you would use all your skill to paint my picture truly like me, and not flatter me at all,” he is famously alleged to have instructed the Dutch portraitist Peter Lely. This included “all these roughnesses, pimples, warts and everything as you see me.”26 Though Cromwell would also be given the regal visual treatment, there could not have been a greater difference between these images of a man with a “scorbutic tendency” and representations of Charles I’s pristine royal body.27 Emphasis on the more homely presentations of the “refulgent” nose’s red vascularity was also useful in conveying puritan values of sobriety and honesty, which intersected with a plain style portraiture so fashionable at the time.28 Not least, the portraits also unwittingly offered images of charismatic and iconic ugliness that ensured their place in the visual imagination, much as portraits of Abraham Lincoln’s furrowed and pocked face would do for a later time and different place.29 That such faces lent themselves to caricature—in Cromwell’s case and Lincoln’s—only further ensured their remembrance across time.

After his death, Cromwell’s nose, perhaps like Collegiate Assessor Kovalyov’s in Gogol’s famous short story, was depicted as generating its own life force. The nose could also act as a kind of synecdoche for his larger memory. One English poem from 1660 described Cromwell’s body as being lost, but “his Nose is newly found,” having appeared as “a Blazing-Star” emerging from the sulphurous depths of “Plutoes Hall.” “Thy Name shall be NOSE-GENERAL,” the versifier continued, “And after ages shall thee call,/The Devils great NOSE-GENERAL,” reigning as it did over this “land of Darkness” when “the Devils Nose did govern all.”30 Copper once again returned here, for it allowed Cromwell to keep the nose “ever burnished, that so he might not be constrained to trouble the devil to light him, or grope out his way to hell.”31

Cromwell’s nose would reappear a few decades after his death in an account, allegedly from 1685, that described a group of maskers as they passed through Cork, performing what the eyewitness called “the drollest piece of mummery I ever saw in or out of Ireland.”32 “There was,” the report continued,


St George and St Denis and St Patrick in their buffe coats, and the Turke was there likewise and Oliver Cromwell and a Doctor, and an old woman who made rare sport, till Beelzebub came in with a frying pan upon his shoulder, and a great flail in his hand thrashing about him on friends and foes, and at last running away with the bold usurper, Cromwell, whom he tweaked by his gilded nose.

At the end of the performance, “there came in a little Devil with a broom to gather up the money that was thrown to the Mummers for their sport. It is an ancient pastime, they tell me, of the Citizens.”33

As with much folklore, mumming plays are often unsatisfactory to read in textual form, with one critic describing the performances as possessing “hardly any of the qualities that we look for in a drama,” with “no hint of a continuous chain of events leading up to and down from a crisis” and “no suggestion of the interplay of character and circumstance.”34 Apart from their boasts and combats, none of the characters are given any subjectivity, and certainly not the copper-nosed Cromwell, who quickly enters and exits the action and is hauled away like a bad vaudevillian performer receiving the hook. Perhaps for these reasons, many have claimed that the mummers’ play, with its themes of death and revival, is not a drama at all but a ritual performance. The fact that many mummers took place at the proscribed seasonal period of Christmas time—and at night—seems to reinforce that claim.35 Unlike traditional dramas or comedies, the power of mummers therefore “resides in the action,” with the text “superfluous and irrelevant,” its power based on verbal and gestural arts, and requiring actual witnessing in order for the audience to truly grasp its moments of insinuation, sarcasm, or humor.36

Mumming originated in England, with Ulster mummers sharing linkages to northern England and Scotland, and northern Dublin mummers to the performances coming out of southern England.37 Mummers, however, also incorporated more indigenous Irish traditions of mime, wake performances, and wren boy celebrations in their incorporation of riddles, repetitive speech, dance steps, and tunes; eventually these elements fused with the imported performances and circulated in other places such as Wexford, Kilkenny, north Louth, Antrim, and as far west as Creeslough and Gweedore.38 Another precedent was the medieval tradition of roving performers, or in Ireland clíar, a word which could refer to clergy and military bands but also itinerant parties that often demanded payment in the form of food.39 The dressing in straw was also distinct to Ireland and relatively rare in England, just as the figure of the satiric trickster fool has been traced to earlier Irish poetry and prose.40 These migrations and subsequent mutations in this way set the performances apart from being purely English theater, especially as they were adapted to suit the particular socioeconomic and cultural conditions of Ireland and farther-flung regions such as Finland or Newfoundland.41

Mumming characters, including St. Patrick, were also bred from a largely Anglo-Saxon tradition, though Beelzebub—alternately known as “Bellesy Bob,” “Belzy Bob,” “Bells Abub,” “Hub-bub-bub-bub,” or “Humping Jack”—was common in both England and then Ireland.42 Only Cromwell, however, was distinct to Ireland, appearing by some estimates in three-quarters of printed Irish mummers. In England, by contrast, he appeared hardly at all. The association with Beelzebub, which we also saw with the satire Pairlement Chloinne Tomaís, perhaps resonated more with audiences in Ireland; or maybe Beelzebub simply generated pleasure in the ways he ritually humiliated Cromwell. In any case, Cromwell would later be joined by other “Irish” characters, when a “Daniel O’Connell” appeared alongside a more universal cast of characters which included Lord Nelson and the Russian czar.43 All of this attests to the ways in which mummers “manipulate[ed] symbols and traditions so as to make individualized statements,” moving against received traditions and “mark[ing] their particularity and specificity” in a particular time and place.44 While the mummers might have followed a more archaic ritual template, there also remained room, given their performative flexibility, for variations to accommodate historically resonant individuals such as Cromwell.45

One 14-character performance from eighteenth-century Antrim contained the following boast from “Cromwell”:


Here comes I, Oliver Cromwell,

As you all may suppose.

I’ve conquered many a nation,

With my long copper nose.

And my enemies to quake,

And I massacred a gander,

Coming home from Paddy’s wake.46



For both Catholics and Protestants—and the audiences could include both—the gander, or male goose, might obliquely refer, if it does at all, to Cromwell’s actions in Ireland, while also referring, perhaps, to the Jacobite Irish, known as the “wild geese” who fled Ireland in the wake of the Williamite wars.47 Meanwhile, “Paddy’s wake” could be an ironic evocation of the Irish dead.48 The play in its different iterations was also performed alongside other forms of riotous “counter-theater” that prevailed during a time, in the 1780s especially, of social upheaval and agitation.49 In these and previous performances, mumming in its very indirect way reflected not only a form of contemporary popular politics but a throwback to the medieval morality play which presented the devil as a trickster.50 Mumming also offered a kind of “residual culture,” expressing what Raymond Williams once called those “experiences, meanings and values which cannot be verified or cannot be expressed in terms of the dominant culture, [but] are nevertheless lived and practiced on the basis of the [cultural and social] residue…of some previous social formation.”51

The figure of a mumming Cromwell was therefore central to this process of cultural emergence, of “narratives, mythemes, rumours retained and reconstellated.”52 But he was also very much a second fiddle to Beelzebub, a side-show at best in these performances. His own history, and specifically the massacres at Drogheda and Wexford or the land confiscations, were not referenced in the written or transcribed versions at least; in this regard a kind of willful social forgetting was at work too. Even so, by presenting Cromwell as an ineffectual figure, mummers in their mockery were deflating him, exposing him, like the warrior Huanebango in The Old Wives Tale, as an empty blusterer.53 Copper-nosed Cromwell also elicited what Vivian Mercier once called a sadistic, “mirthless” laughter, placing him in the pantheon of what humor historians call the “high burlesque,” in which an exalted figure—Charlie Chaplin’s Great Dictator comes to mind—is brought low to absurd effect.54

In the nineteenth century, chapbooks printed in Belfast and elsewhere widely published Christmas rhymes and traditional play texts, ensuring that Cromwell would live on as a character as well as a cultural and social memory.55 And the nose persisted too: one informant in the twentieth century reported that “Cromwell was said to have a very big nose and that it was of a copper colour,” and based this estimation on “Wren-Boys or Mummers [who] would be going around” long ago.56 Mummers were still roving in the late 1930s, when one storyteller from Donegal reported on a mummers which continued the old “Here comes I, Oliver Cromwell, with the long copper nose/I’ve conquered many nations as you may suppose.”57 Popular ballads would also ensure the partial survival of the mumming Cromwell, with one singer threatening that he would “find Cromwell’s old copper nose/And in order for to keep it warm; I stuck it where you may suppose.”58

James Joyce, who was highly attuned to the verbal play of folklore,59 also picked up on the rhythm of mummers, wren boy plays and ballads in “The Ballad of Persse O’Reilly” from Finnegans Wake:


Have you heard of one Humpty Dumpty

How he fell with a roll and a rumble

And curled up like Lord Olofa Crumple

By the butt of the Magazine Wall’ [and etc]



“Olofa Crumple” could have been a play on Humpty Dumpty’s fall (“Lord! Oof!, crumple”), but it was also, of course, a reference to Cromwell, who was equated with all of Ireland’s conquerors, including the “Danes” and the Black and Tans, or “black and tan man-o’war.”60 The ballad also offers complex references to a long litany of historical heroes and villains who had fallen and irretrievably shattered. Cromwell, however, obliquely returns at the end, with “And not all the king’s men nor his horses/Will resurrect his corpus/For there’s no true spell in Connacht or hell/That’s able to raise a Cain.” The penultimate line, of course, recalls Cromwell’s “To hell or Connacht,” while noting the impossibility of redemption, any more than the biblical Cain could be resurrected after refusing God’s commands.61

Folkloric Cromwell from Oral to Print

As spectacles, mummers only came alive in performance, with their verses and characters becoming taxidermized when laid down in print. And so it was with storytelling traditions, as gestures, tone, and embellishments fell away when captured on the static page. Stories of Cromwell nevertheless began to enter the world of print, beginning in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, reflecting increased interest in what would later become known as folklore.62 Travel writers, antiquarians, and surveyors described the passing tales they heard from the locals, imposing the category of “peasant” onto a people who did not necessarily view themselves in those terms—especially when those people claimed to be from ancient noble stock or crossed different categories throughout their lives.63 Nineteenth-century collectors and anthologists, including William Carleton, John Keegan, and Patrick Kennedy were also from the “peasantry,” in Carleton and Kennedy’s case, the well-off peasantry—even if their status as largely self-educated observers and mediators was enough to create a divide between themselves and their subjects.64 In the earlier nineteenth century, the blind poet Antoine Ó Raifteirí also tended to bridge worlds, and was known for his moody resignation as well as his longer view that “God is stronger than the Cromwellians.”65 Amhlaoibh Ó Súilleabháin, who recounted daily life in Kilkenny from 1827 to 1835, noted cockfighting, fairies, pig market days, body snatching, farm animals, faction fighting, botanical specimens, and caves where rapparees hid “after Cromwell’s and King William’s time.”66 Ó Súilleabháin was more outsider than insider, however, in that he was a highly learned member of the middle class, and a man who tended to condemn the celebrations he witnessed. On the other hand, his diary does attest to a vibrant oral tradition, and the circulation of Cromwell’s name in it.67

Ó Súilleabháin and others transmitted this oral world to print, even though the stories they repeated were heavily mediated, embellished, sanitized, edited, and probably, in some cases, invented.68 This is not to say that these writers or diarists simply decided to create out of whole cloth a tale about Cromwell from the mouth of an imaginary peasant they encountered on the road. On the other hand, print did play a role in shaping social and oral memories of Cromwell, especially as he came to be disseminated among increasingly literate groups across the social spectrum. As we saw in the first chapter, an enormous market had already emerged in the seventeenth century, when the London printer Nathanial Crouch published “twelve-penny” historical works for “those who cannot go to the price of a greater [book].” Among them were bestsellers such as a history of the wars of the three kingdoms in the 1640s or a “History of Oliver Cromwell” which was issued and read in Ireland as well.69An especially popular work, and one which alluded indirectly to Cromwell, was written anonymously and published as a pamphlet in 1681, after which its story was repeated in the very popular Complete History of the Lives and Robberies of the Most Notorious Highwaymen (1713–14) and further developed by John Cosgrave in the 1730s and 40s. Recounting the story of one of the most famous rapparees, Redmond O’Hanlon, it described how he was provoked to a life of outlawry by the Cromwellian land confiscations and their aftermath.70 Whether the specifics of O’Hanlon’s actual life originated in the oral traditions and transferred to print, or began as a piece of heavily garnished “fakelore” is beside the point; what resulted was a tale that belonged to oral and print worlds alike, revealing a great deal about perceptions of the world Cromwell, or at least the Cromwellians, left behind.

An owner of “a considerable estate” in Armagh which was forfeited by the “English forces” of Cromwell, O’Hanlon was everything the Cromwellians were not: he could “speak Latin pretty fluently,” his breeding compelling him to “always [behave] agreeably to his education, more like a gentleman than any of his comrades.” On the other hand, as Cosgrave wrote, O’Hanlon acted “in imitation of Oliver Cromwell as lord protector of the commonwealth,” as he styled himself “protector of the rights and properties of his benefactors and contributors, and chief ranger of the mountain.” Ruling over a parallel world to the Cromwellians, he was also “surveyor-general of all the high-roads of Ireland or lord examiner of all passengers” and received “taxes” from “all such as acknowledged his jurisdiction over all the kingdom.” He even acted as “one of his Majesty’s Justices of the Peace for County Armagh,”71 in this alternative political and social order. The story became so popular, carrying Cromwellian allusions along with it, that by the early 1830s, one reader wrote to the Dublin Penny Journal that his childhood reading of “Irish Rogues and Rapparees,” gave him “a long-matured hatred of tyranny.”72

Illustrated chapbooks and penny histories, published into the nineteenth century, were utilized by hedge schools in turn, alongside learned works such as more formal biographies of Cromwell, William III, and general histories of the English civil wars.73 Antiquarians and travel writers would also capture passing lore, including of Cromwell, while nineteenth-century periodicals such as Dublin University Magazine or the Dublin Penny Journal would further transmit popular tales to a broader public. It was these sources that thrust Cromwell increasingly to center stage, creating popular resonances which movements such as the Young Irelanders would take up and exploit.74 Those who would later become known as folklorists or collectors would also emerge in this time, in Ireland and elsewhere, to reconstitute the oral stories they heard for standalone publications devoted solely to tales. In addition to a genuine fascination with folk customs and traditions, they were influenced by romantic currents which centered on the volk, and stories that they could shape into moral and religious messages. Many of them also, of course, wrote for the market, and therefore commodified their stories for a wider audience. Above all, however, the pioneering folklorists in Ireland, England, Germany, and elsewhere were the product of emergent political forces that redefined the “people” in relation to a nation and a new nationalism, however defined.75 For them, it was a nostalgic romantic nationalism that they tended to follow, and one that sought to resuscitate the purer, “primitive” world for the present utilitarian age.76 And Cromwell, in his way, could intersect with every bit of it.

John O’Donovan, Eugene O’Curry, and their colleagues on the Ordnance Survey probably encountered more passing lore than any of their contemporaries, and while O’Donovan could express skepticism in the face of those stories, he reflected quite frequently and seriously on myths and legends in general. At the same time, he claimed (somewhat in jest) that “I don’t believe in any authority upon Irish antiquity but [Geoffrey] Keating and Moses,” and felt lore and much oral tradition to be a “blundering Booby who has a cloudy memory and muddy brains.”77 For all his positivist tendencies, however, O’Donovan also knew that some of the most strident and learned claims to knowledge could themselves be based on inventions. As he would write to his colleague Thomas Larcom, while tradition “variously mixes up, confounds and fabricates stories, [it] always retains some glimmer of truth.”78

Thomas Crofton Croker, who was descended from Elizabethan and Cromwellian stock, would be the most noteworthy early figure to devote himself solely to popular antiquities, and pick up on the popular memory of Cromwell. Croker’s works were often maligned at the time, with John O’Donovan once referring to Croker as “that little fairy elf,” “king of the fairies,” or a practitioner of “fairyology.”79 Another described him as “little as a dwarf, keen-eyed as a hawk, and easy and prepossessing [of] manners—something like Tom Moore.”80 Douglas Hyde was not far off, however, when he stated that it was Croker who “led the way,” even if he was also “too often his own original” (in other words, prone to inventing folklore).81 While working as a teenager in a counting house, Croker began to undertake what one biographer described as “desultory rambles” by foot or carriage through the south of Ireland, wearing a “battered hat” and “hooded cloak,” and spurred on by an interest in antiquaries. His knowledge of Irish, however, was poor if nonexistent, despite his occasional claims otherwise; meanwhile, his grasp of Irish history largely began with the Norman conquest, while his understanding of Catholicism was equally lacking, as he himself was a Protestant and Unionist. Yet he was also extraordinarily perceptive and sensitive to folk traditions, and his collections remain important still.82

Croker’s mission in collecting, transcribing, and heavily editing tales was not to make an overtly political point. Instead, he sought to capture the “twilight tales of the peasantry,” of those he described as riding “the wild mountain and lonesome glen.”83 His Researches in the South of Ireland (1824) and Fairy Legends and Traditions of the South of Ireland (1825) remained important in shaping perceptions of Irish people of “low station,” particularly as he was writing during a time of agrarian unrest and Catholic agitation. At the same time, his de-historicization and depoliticization of those orders—his presenting a “timeless” Ireland of peasant “ancient charms,” superstitions, fairies, and leprechauns—resulted in a tendency to neutralize any subversion that the original narratives might have contained, and that were playing out on the ground as he wrote. In this regard, while his work sought to remember the traditions of the people, a forgetting was embedded within that remembrance too, as hard social realities were minimized if not effaced.84

Remembrances or tales of Cromwell were also softened, as readers were largely presented with Cromwell-the-magician: in one of Croker’s retellings, Cromwell’s occult abilities allow him to render people “as powerless as statues,” recalling what ancient bards used to do to their victims. Cromwell is also described as using a special powder to “[throw] balls from cannon without making any report.”85 Later, in the song “O! Blarney Castle, My Darling,” Croker repeats its verse about Cromwell that “in the black art he was deep”; “though the eyes in the people stood open, they found themselves all fast asleep.”86 Croker did note the slippages between the worlds of print and orality, however. “[A]ccording to the popular memory of the Irish peasant,” Croker wrote elsewhere, Cromwell was associated with the Freemasons, and dabbled with them “in the black art.” “O! Blarney Castle, My Darling” even contained the lyrics: “…[B]ecause [Cromwell] was a Freemason, he mounted a battering-ram,/And he loaded it up of dumb-powder, which…at its mouth he did cram.”87 But Croker was then stunned by the “remarkable” coincidence that a printed French work from 1745 also claimed that Cromwell had been a Freemason, which was a classic example of migratory folklore, in this case of the printed word infiltrating oral tradition as a whole.88

In focusing on the magical or Freemason Cromwell, Croker’s anthologies tend to paradoxically denude the man of his power, or at least the more complex narrative forms that Cromwell might have assumed in the vernacular culture. The next generation of collectors after Croker continued to maintain a romantic and sentimental perception of the rural peasantry. But one of them, William Wilde, at least displayed a greater sympathy for the material conditions which underpinned the hardship of their post-Famine lives.89 Other outlets, such as the Dublin University Magazine would further preserve, in Patrick Kennedy’s words, “a portion of our light literature which would otherwise probably be lost.”90 It also included a tale involving Croker himself, of his own ancestor who was given title to a castle in Ireland by Cromwell, after which the ancestor married the young woman who had previously owned the property, and the two proceeded to “[live] together happily ever after.”91

One result of these anthologies and tales, which were also quoted in Young Ireland outlets, was the increasing “nationalization” of folklore, as the “folk” were refashioned for purposes of unifying sometimes disparate regions, localities, or social orders.92 Regional antiquarian journals continued to flourish alongside county histories which sometimes contained Cromwellian lore; but they now vied with the presentation and framing of folklore for a more national audience, in this way contributing significantly to a larger process of nation-building.93 There has been considerable debate, however, as to whether Young Irelanders such as Charles Gavan Duffy fomented and perhaps even created popular nationalist sentiment through their ballad anthologies or political speeches and writings, or whether something called the “popular mind,” heterogeneous as it was, already contained those motifs and themes which nationalists would then exploit. Mary Helen Thuente has provided some clues in her discussion of important differences between traditional oral lore and the kind of stories shaped by political actors. Legend tales, for example, tended to be personal if at times allegorical and supernatural, whereas tales shaped by cultural nationalists were often a “call to action” addressed in collective terms. In popular song tradition, a despairing fatalism contrasted with Young Irelanders’ focus on “strains of victory proud,” and while popular lore could be intensely sectarian and local, many cultural nationalists adhered to a liberalism and translocalism that effaced these differences.94

Invoked as he frequently was, Cromwell had to be strategically forgotten as well, if Ireland was to “sweep away the incrustations of English culture…to find her own roots.”95 A new emphasis was placed instead on mythological figures—on Déirdre, Cúchuláin, and other heroes—who represented the country before the “Saxon” came in. This was a picture that later revivalists wished to present at least, in their quest to recover “the old bricks that lasted eighteen hundred years [and were] destroyed,” and to “make new ones if we can on other ground and of other clay.”96 With the formation of the Gaelic League in 1893, Douglas Hyde argued that Irish nationalism was ineluctably bound to cultural identity, based on an “Irishness” that pointedly excluded historically disruptive groups such as the “aliens” of north-east Ulster, for example.97 He was also reacting in part to those “ popular lecturers,” who claimed that “the sooner the Irish recognized that before the arrival of Cromwell they were utter savages, the better it would be for everyone concerned.”98 Hyde’s answer to all this in his own folklore anthologies was to wholly omit Cromwell from the record of the past he wished to convey. His Beside the Fire: A Collection of Irish Gaelic Folk Stories does not mention Cromwell at all, while the Christian-oriented Legends of Saints and Sinners mentions Cromwell once, in the context of a monastery in County Mayo wrecked by “Cromwell and his band of destroyers.”99 Hyde did recount in his writings a poem which had been sent to him and which was estimated to be 150 years old, about a pig who had eaten an Irish manuscript and by doing so gained the powers of human speech for 24 hours. The pig, it turned out, revealed in its speech that it had been the reincarnation of a “right-hand man of Cromwell” as well as a “weaver in France, a subject of the Grand Signor, & co.”100 But that was all. Hyde was of course well aware of the memory and legacy of Cromwell in Ireland, however, when he stated in 1926 that “the best of our people were driven by Cromwell to Hell or Connaught. Many of our race are living on the seaboard where Cromwell drove them.” But “give them but half a chance,” he continued, “and they are the seeds of a great race.”101 Hyde’s aim to expunge all that Cromwell represented in Ireland was at least partially fulfilled when he became president of Ireland in 1938, and was shown a political cartoon in Dublin Opinion, captioned, “History Defeats Itself. Ghost of Cromwell…at Dublin Castle.” In it, Hyde is sworn in to office while Cromwell’s specter lurks at the side, angrily muttering, “And ’e’s from Connaught!”102

Lady Gregory was more interested in including the tales of Cromwell, and acknowledged that “we…have no reason to love Cromwell, as the poems made in Irish tell.” Seeking to understand perceptions of Cromwell in his own time, she picked up Clarendon’s “immense volumes” on the civil war, and noted how the historian blamed Cromwell for the violence he inflicted on England but not on Ireland. Even more, she stated that Clarendon further let Cromwell off the hook by attributing his actions to a larger force (“wickedness as great as his could never have accomplished these designs without the assistance of a great Spirit”).103 Meanwhile, and in her own time, she noted how the Black and Tans would “go from generations down the same as Cromwell;” she also searched for “affinities” between Cromwell and De Valera by noting that Lloyd George had said, “Talking with De Valera is like talking with Oliver Cromwell.” Lady Gregory concluded, however, that like Cromwell, De Valera “live[d] in communion on a Sinai of his own,” as “a creature of invisible influences, a strange mixture of a strong practical nature with a sort of unearthly fatalism.”104

Cromwell appears briefly in Lady Gregory’s Kiltartan History Book, in stories or even phrases that would enter or re-enter the oral tradition in the twentieth century. “Cromwell was very bad, but the drink is worse,” says one of her storytellers, since “those that are drunken never see heaven.”105 “Cromwell was bad but…was worse” is an opening line and narrative frame in many such tales. Another anecdote explained that “Cromwell cleared the road before him. If any great man stood against him he would pull down his castle, the same as he pulled down that castle of your own, Ballinamantane, that is down the road.” “Cromwell cleared the road before him” is also a repeated opening phrase among storytellers.106 A lengthier if startling narrative centers on the origins of “To Hell or Connaught.” According to the same informant, the phrase originated when Cromwell and his men came to Clare, “and they never met with anything that had human breath put in it, by God, until they came to Breffny.” There, the Cromwellians “saw…a skeleton over the fire roasting, and the people of the house picking flesh off it with the bits of a hook. And when they saw that, they left them there.”107 The storyteller seems to be saying that Connaught is hell, rather than the alternative path to it. Cromwell, again, was never in the west, but the story is nevertheless revealing in evoking a distinct landscape of death, with memories of the Famine in the west perhaps slipping in as well. In fact, and in another trope that would reappear in subsequent oral accounts, the informant adds that “It was a Clare man that burned Connacht so bare; he was worse than Cromwell, and he made a great slaughter at the house of God at Clonmel.”108 In actuality, and as Pádraig Lenihan has pointed out, the reference was probably to Murrough O’Brien, 6th Baron Inchiquin, known as “Murrough of the Burnings,” who sacked Cashel rather than Clonmel in the 1640s and was the subject of the later saying “Chonaic sé Múrchú” (“He saw Murrough”), uttered when the person received a fright.109

Lady Gregory therefore included stories, however brief or allusive, that touched on land acquisition or devastation, in contrast to Yeats or Hyde, who omitted these tales from their collections. While Yeats was especially well versed in the existing scholarship around folklore, he also approached it with his own distinctly philosophical and heterodox views, specifically as he sought to shape his material to advance a vision of Ireland’s “true” and “pre-Saxon” past.110 Unlike Croker and others, Yeats took the peasant on altogether more serious terms, but what resulted was a certain mythification of what he called the “folk faith,” and one based on invention and a useful forgetting.111 His anthologies also sought out the spiritual wonderland of fairies and the visionary powers of the peasantry;112 but none contained Cromwell, as Lady Gregory’s story of Howley did. These omissions are noteworthy since Yeats knew full well that Cromwell had by then become ubiquitous across popular, political, and historical discourses. Historical time was what he was working against, however, just as his quest for idealized myths brought his focus to heroes rather than villains, or to Cúchuláin over Cromwell.113 This omission was not only Yeats’s prerogative but the point of his anthologies in the first place.

Yeats was also forgetting Cromwell—for now—because he was reacting to what he perceived to be the soul-crushing weight of nineteenth-century utilitarianism, and in this he was not alone. Decades earlier, William Makepeace Thackeray, in his Irish Sketch-Book of 1843, had also praised the creatively inspired and even spiritual scope of oral and folk culture in Ireland, in contrast to England, where schoolboys who once thrilled to “The Dreadful Adventures of Sawney Bean” were now subject to the “ruthless science” of “Peter Parley’s Tales about the Binomial Theorem.”114 Yeats, however, very much attached the origins of this modern aridity to the final conquest of the Cromwellians and William Petty types, and all they represented in the form of imperialism, vulgarity, dream-barren middle-class consciousness, commerce, empirical science, and history.115 While Cromwell is therefore pointedly absent from such works as Yeats’s Fairy and Folk Tales of the Irish Peasantry (1888), he indirectly haunts it by his absence. As Terry Eagleton once pointed out, Yeats’s presentation of history and folklore involved a kind of time warp, as “anti-historicist consciousness blend[ed] the archaic with the absolutely contemporary, squeezing out the dreary continuum between them,” the dreary continuum in this case including Cromwell and his colonial legacy.116 By presenting a more “authentic” and “imaginative” past and remaining “faithful to the fundamentals of the story,” Yeats was in effect erasing Cromwell from the record in order to usher in the new age as he envisioned it.117

“Cromail” and the National Folklore Commission

Many hundreds of stories about Cromwell were recorded and transcribed in the third decade of the twentieth century, which indicates the extent to which he was purposefully omitted from the anthologies of Yeats or even Lady Gregory. As we have seen in chapter four, a great deal of these tales might have been directly influenced by the land agitations of the previous century, and many do connect Cromwell to the fate of property.118 The long influence of Young Irelanders as well as the emergence of popular new periodicals such as Ireland’s Own also ensured Cromwell’s persistence in popular culture.119 His image was even used for advertisements in newspapers such as the Evening Herald of 1917, including one that contained the doggerel “Stern Cromwell was a Puritan,/A Most forbidding, solemn man./What transformations [would have] been there/If he only had worn a pair—of Wood-Milne Rubber Heels or Tips.”120 In other words, given that Cromwell had benefitted from over a century of being at the forefront of cultural, political, and economic discourses and memorializations, it was not surprising that he would appear so frequently in stories told in the earlier decades of the twentieth century.121

On the other hand, later tales also attest to a rich and localized vernacular world and social memory that captured Cromwell in ways that might have been overlooked, intentionally or not, by previous collectors and anthologists. While they `reflected continuities with past tales or connected to universal motifs or tale types, many of these stories were also created anew, at the moment of their telling. By the nineteenth century, the more elite and poetical of the tradition-bearing seanchaithe had long been gone, with William Carleton mourning the passing of their “high and historical dignity.” For him, the new storyteller—a scéalaí, presenting more “modest” stories—was a “dim and diminished reflection” of the older prototype, usually an elderly figure “gifted with a strong memory for genealogical history, old family anecdotes and legendary lore in general.” “Pass[ing] a happy life in going from family to family, comfortably dressed and much respected,” the new storyteller, for Carleton, “fill[ed] the sedate ears of the old with tales and legends.”122 These latter-day storytellers were not degenerate versions of the older and more socially elevated model, however. Rather, they emerged organically from their own milieu and functioned, in the words of Walter Benjamin, as communicative artisans or craftsmen who borrowed from existing narratives while leaving their own traces on a story, “the way the handprints of the potter cling to the clay vessel.”123 Oral tradition was in this way a process of adding to these traces, of layering the story with new meanings and “tricks,” voices, and gestures, to transform the folkloric tale in each performance across different local or national terrains.124 For the great folklorist Carl Wilhelm von Sydow, these “active bearers” kept the traditions alive, while the far more prevalent audience of “passive bearers” received tales from “some ‘neighbor’ or a father ‘who heard it from his grandfather’”—or in Patrick Kennedy’s case, a godmother who had gotten the story from a “wandering peddler.” Yeats’s mother, for example, got her stories, he wrote, from a fisherwoman,125 while Bram Stoker eagerly sought out storytellers, even on the streets of Dublin.126 While they began as passive bearers, each of them, however, became active in turn.

The oral material contained in what would become the National Folklore Collection only enriched and deepened understandings of the Irish past, including Cromwell’s place in it. First established in 1935 under the directorship of Séamus Ó Duilearga, the Commission already benefitted from an emerging folkloristic infrastructure that included the establishment of a journal and institute, and the rigorous systematic training and influence of Swedish folklorists such as Von Sydow.127 Relying on collectors, many of them full-time employees and adept at the wax cylinder Ediphone recording machines, the commission proceeded to collect material across districts in Ireland.128 Seeking to expand this remit, the Commission, which included such gifted practitioners as Seán Ó Súilleabháin, also deployed schoolchildren across the country to gather local traditions from elders in their communities, resulting in half a million notebook pages from the 26 counties of the south.129

The Irish Folklore Commission was originally driven by the influence of Thomas Davis’s cultural nationalism, Douglas Hyde’s Gaelic League, the political independence of the Irish Free State, and a proclivity (or nostalgia) for Irish-speaking rural Ireland. This could certainly tilt the coverage of the oral accounts that were recorded or transcribed,130 but it also constituted a rebalancing, in terms of Cromwell, of previous and overwhelmingly English-language folkloric accounts.131 It became increasingly evident, for example, that Cromwell, or “Cromail,” appeared nearly as frequently in Irish-language lore as he did in English. While the themes, motifs, and tale types remained consistent across the language divide, Séamus Ó Duilearga was also correct in stating that “tales of this kind do not pass readily over linguistic frontiers,” especially when the story, again, rested in the telling.132 Douglas Hyde recognized this when he presented what he claimed were direct transcriptions of the Irish-speaking peasantry in his groundbreaking Leabhar Sgéulaigheachta, or “Story Book” (1889), which he initially hoped would omit English words altogether. But Cromwell, again, made no appearance in it, which might attest to another willful omission, given the abundance of later oral accounts in Irish.

It is interesting to note that “Cromail” pervades much of the Irish Folklore Commission’s Irish-language material as it was gathered in Galway, Mayo, and other western regions: places, in other words, where he never campaigned at all. Perhaps as a result, most of the Irish-language tales do not lay claim to his direct presence as they do in English accounts from Cavan or Meath. Instead, he is either placed along a more universal folkloric grid, as a shoemaker, for example; or stories are recounted of his doings in other regions such as Wexford or Cork.133 Though one story from the west refers to him as a “quick, victorious soldier without pity or humility,”134 his presence is once again diffused across the Cromwellians generally. Tales, for example, are recounted, similar to the ones in English, that describe property retained from the Cromwellians by acts of intelligence on the part of the proprietors.135 Those properties, however, are unnamed, which further lends an abstraction to the tales even as they capture the essence of what Cromwell or his soldiers did in and to the country.

Ó Súilleabháin noted the hundreds of tales about Cromail in Irish and English, recounting one where “Cromwell died in Ireland and was buried there, but the Irish soil rejected his body and the coffin was found on top of the grave each morning.” In the end, the corpse “was thrown into the sea and sank down between Dublin and Holyhead, thereby causing that part of the Irish sea to be very turbulent ever since.”136 Ó Súilleabháin noted the motifs at work in the tale, including “devil carries off wicked people”; the tale also evoked the motif of the sea monster and the idea of the submerged tyrant causing tempests.137 More importantly, Irish traditions could convey tales that described graveyards which rejected corpses—often Protestant corpses—that did not belong in the ground.138 What all this indicates, alongside the massive number of other testimonies to the man, is that Cromwell, by the 1930s, had attained the level of the quasi-mythic. Though his historical deeds were certainly acknowledged, he was also overtaken by more supernatural dimensions. This is not to say that he was not wholly remembered, however. Within these legends and motifs were very astute assessments and remembrances of the man, and it is to them that we turn next.

“A bad light he was to him”

As in Ireland, England had a very rich tradition of devil tales, and also shared stories of Cromwell as a demon or ogre who lay behind warnings to children that “Old Crummell ’ill have ee.”139 In one of the most famous folkloric tales from England and Scotland, Cromwell conjures the devil on the eve of the battle of Worcester and declares that if he were given a victory, he would turn over his soul in death.140 Stories of the devil’s association with Cromwell’s demise were also adapted to the distinctly regional and Catholic nature of Ireland. In one tale from Galway, recounted by Ó Súilleabháin, a girl proceeds to choke when her mother, with whom she has an argument, exclaims, “May the devil stick in your throat.” A priest is summoned and invokes the devil himself. When the Prince of Darkness finally arrives after some delay, the priest inquires as to what took him so long. “I was where Cromwell was dying,” the devil replies, after which the priest, displaying his full ecclesiastical powers, “banished him into the air in a shower of fire.”141

In the early nineteenth century, John Bernard Trotter encountered people who remembered Cromwell “as if it were yesterday,” and expressed feelings toward him of “horror and hatred—nothing of fear.”142 G. De Beaumont similarly described how he “passed through the country traversed by Cromwell and found it still full of terror of his name.”143 Yet demonic stories could also blend the comic with the menacing, as with mummers’ plays. In one legend tale with a long pedigree, Cromwell is described as ordering his footman to carry a “Black Bible”—not necessarily a Bible but an enormous book—which is forbidden to others. It is so heavy, according to one account, that “it would take a horse to draw it.”144 Cromwell proceeds to fall asleep and snore, which brings the curious to open the book, only to be confronted with numerous demons which fly out in the form of “small, stout” men. None are larger than “the size of your thumb,” while each yells, “Give me work! Give me work!”145 The tale of the giant tome that contains multitudes of demons if opened was common in other cultures: it appeared in the “black book” tale of Norway, the master’s iron-bound book in English fairy tales, the black book of Pennsylvania Dutch folk tales, the “little black books” of German popular culture, or Mickey Mouse and his putting on the sorcerer’s hat (though not opening a book) in Walt Disney’s Fantasia.146 All centered to some extent around the theme of the infernal book or object being discovered by an inexperienced individual, who then accidentally unleashes its fiends to devastating results. As with mummers’ plays, Cromwell in the Irish version, however, conveys a general ineffectualness as he falls asleep on the job and snores loudly. Once he awakes, he cannot even control his “little men” by ordering them back into the book: a fitting symbol, one could say, of Cromwell’s “small stout men,” and specifically Coote or Axtell, unleashing chaos on the land.147

The most famous expression that came out of these associations was the “curse of Cromwell on you” (“scrios Chromail ort”): a hex that consolidated the wicked power of Cromwell’s name in popular Irish oral traditions. It should be pointed out that not all curses emanated from evil.148 Ireland had a rich tradition of the cúrsachadh, with early bards hurling weaponized words at each other, while saints could annihilate their enemies or make the world shake by their imprecations.149 The priest’s curse, meanwhile was the most feared, given his control of the spiritual and supernatural realms, while cursing stones, heated in a fire, reinforced the magical properties of the malediction.150 To be cursed from atop a hill—to be “Blast[ed]…from a height”—was considered to be especially powerful and symbolic.151 Cromwell easily fitted into this grid, the invocation of his malodorous name bringing doom to the victim. In one tale, a priest roars “The curse of Cromwell on you” to a man who “dropped down on the [road]” and was stricken with pains that eventually led to his death. In an interesting variation, the priest became contrite and “did all in his power [to save the man] but all in vain…the priest answered that the word[s] merely slipped from him that he had no malice in his heart whatsoever.”152

Curses could also simply function as imprecations of the powerless seeking retribution, and particularly so when Cromwell was invoked. As Croker put it in 1824, “At the present day the common malediction in the mouth of every peasant is, ‘the curse of Cromwell,’ [which is] their strongest expression for entire ruin and desolation.”153 By the 1830s, the curse of Cromwell was so widespread that it came to be associated, often stereotypically, with the Irish. Writing in 1834, the novelist W.H. Maxwell described being approached in Europe by a “a strapping Emeralder” who offered to engage with him in a gambling game of rouge et noir by asking, “May the curse of Cromwell attend you, red and black?”154 Cursing in the name of Cromwell was also an expression of frustration and resentment on the part of the powerless, who directed their wrath to those who exerted illegitimate authority over them. William Carleton quoted a man inveighing against the “black thieves” who owned land that had once been his, and who “warm an’ wealthy…sit…in our ould possessions.” “The curse of Cromwell on it!,” he declares.155 Elsewhere, Carleton describes a man who discharges with “Ay; but the curse of Cromwell upon the thief of a gauger,” referring to a British redcoat.156 “If you had ‘the curse of Cromwell’ on you,” one informant told a National Folklore Commission collector in the twentieth century, “you had the curse of the country, because everyone was cursing Cromwell.”157 The results could lead to loss of property, or even death by rheumatism.158

As with all vernacular traditions, the origins of the curse are unknown, though the malediction was already being used in English by the late eighteenth century.159 A number of National Folklore Commission stories offer origin stories, however: one story from Kilkenny, mentioned in chapter five, claims that the curse derived from a woman who came home to find her family murdered and food stolen by Cromwell. “That man,” Cromwell—“will die from eating one of these days,” she exclaimed; and her prophecy came true that week, when Cromwell ate one a meal and proceeded to “[roar] with agony when he died,” cursing the Irish as he perished.160 The imprecation, according to the storyteller, became known as the curse of Cromwell, transmitting the spirit of vengeance with it.161 The fact that many curses of Cromwell were cast by women, and old women or widows especially, is significant, given their outcast status across many cultures.162 “Curse of Cromwell upon ye said [stout] dowager,” was one description from an early Dublin University Magazine,163 while another tale from the mid-nineteenth-century, told to Patrick Kennedy, even uses Cromwell twice, as an insult and a curse: “[You] have thrated [sic] me like a Hussian or a Cromwellian, and not like an honest neighbor,” a woman cries, “and so I have my curse, and the curse of Cromwell on yez all!”164

By the turn of the twentieth century, some proposed that the name be changed in the malediction, with Arthur Griffith suggesting that the curse of Cromwell be replaced by “the curse of Russell,” as in Lord John Russell, the prime minister during the Famine. In the 1930s, Patrick Belton, the opponent of the Fianna Fáil party, suggested that farmers instead use “the curse of de Valera.”165 Joyce continued the theme by lampooning it in Ulysses, when he created the character of the pathologically nationalist Citizen, who exclaims, “We know those canters [puritans]…preaching and picking your pocket. What about sanctimonious Cromwell and his ironsides that put the women and children of Drogheda to the sword with the bible text God is love pasted round the mouth of his cannon? The Bible!” He then continues by “puffing and blowing with the dropsy, and…cursing the curse of Cromwell on [Bloom], bell, book and candle in Irish.”166 The most fertile reference to the curse, however, appears in Finnegans Wake, when the Prankquean “punched the curses of cromcruwell with the nail of a top into jiminy.” As Richard Wall has pointed out, “cromcruwell” contains within its “sound sense” not only “Cromwell” but “Cromwell’s crew” as well as “cruel Cromwell” and “Crom Chonaill.” The latter was a plague which rendered Ireland unpeopled in 543, much as the country would be desolated in the wake of 1650. Equally resonant is the evocation of Crom Cruach, the Bloody Croucher, an evil pre-Christian deity said to be vanquished by St. Patrick. “Cromcruwell” is in this regard not simply a pun but a term so capacious as to encompass history and myth at the same time—all under the guise of a curse.167

Many dozens of supernatural stories from the twentieth century recorded how Cromwell’s presence in Ireland had also been foretold by prophets. The subject of divination belonged to a storied tradition both in the Irish epic cycles and in the popular lore of priests with special abilities of foresight.168 In one extremely long Irish-language tale told by a farmer in twentieth-century Galway, a friar informs a farmer that a shoemaker in England named Cromwell will one day rise up and seize his lands; if the farmer travels over to the shoemaker and presents him with a signed paper, then he will retain his property. The farmer maintains his lands by this machination, but then an angry Cromwell confronts the friar, the source of the man’s foresight. The friar proceeds to offer Cromwell his own forecast, telling him that in a forthcoming battle against the king of Spain, he—Cromwell—would preempt the fight by agreeing to marry his eldest daughter to king. Cromwell eventually backs down from this agreement, and after more complicated exchanges with the Spanish king, ends up cutting his own throat while shaving. The last sentence adds that the story came true.169

Dáithí Ó hÓgáin once pointed out that folk traditions tended to focus more on prophecies rather than prophets: a point which becomes evident in a variation of the same story, centered this time not on a clairvoyant priest but on Malachy MacAuliffe, the seventeenth-century Munster prophet.170 In a number of tales, MacAuliffe’s prognostications include a condemnation of the state of the world even as he foresees its tragic unfolding. Forecasting the civil wars in England, he states that “The English will have Ireland, false and treacherous will be their rule,” as they render the country “red with blood.”171 He also predicts the emergence of Cromwell directing all of this. On the other hand, MacAuliffe—in an echo of a tale we have just seen—elsewhere approaches Cromwell when he is still unknown and a “humble cobbler,” and Cromwell agrees to sign a contract ensuring that MacAuliffe will retain his land. As in the other story, Cromwell asks how his future campaign in Ireland will proceed, after which MacAuliffe assures him that it will be fine as long as he avoids a mishap at “Limerick Bridge.” Later, after Cromwell has returned to England as a conqueror, he calls once again for MacAuliffe, demanding to know the basis of the oracle’s powers; MacAuliffe replies by throwing the skulls and swords of his father and grandfathers before him: a gesture that is highly significant as it presents his legitimacy and elevated lineage in tangible form. After being satisfied with this gesture, Cromwell awards him lands “far and wide” in Ireland. The meaning of these stories is complex, however, since the exchanges between the two men reveal an ambiguous relationship that is not exactly adversarial. MacAuliffe, for that matter, could even be viewed as collaborationist, having received land from Cromwell in return for his predictions and advice.172

Priests with special powers, prophetic and otherwise, would pervade twentieth-century accounts that were highly influenced by nineteenth-century Catholic nationalism. Many tales, for example, emphasize the dominance of priests over Cromwell, as in one tale from the 1930s that describes him as being told by a clairvoyant holy friar to look behind him to a man sitting on a horse. Cromwell “turned to look and there was the devil sitting behind him,” which made Cromwell “[dig] his spurs into his horse immediately and face for Dublin,” and then “[cross] to England and never [return] to Ireland.”173 This is not to say that all stories featured priests who carried the authority to override the Cromwellians. One tale (among many) tells of a priest from Kilmore who is betrayed by a coreligionist and hangs from an elm tree that comes to be known as “Gallows Green.”174 Priestly power could nevertheless be evident even in death, and touch the landscape as well. One tale in this way describes monks being drowned by Cromwellian soldiers in the Blackwater River in Fermoy. As a result, the river remains cursed thereafter, claiming three victims a year.175

Low-Born and Resisting

In England, Cromwell’s inferiority was conveyed whenever he was called a brewer, due to his great-grandfather’s profession. The brewer image quickly entered into English popular culture, with songs that decried how “A brewer will become your Master,” or “the Brewer had the world in a sling,/Which no body can deny.”176 Cromwell was not simply a brewer, however, but a drunk: “A Brewer may be as bold as Hector,/When as he has drunk off his cup of Nectar,/And a Brewer may be a Lord Protector.”177 In Ireland, on the other hand, the aforementioned Cromwell-as-shoemaker was an overwhelming presence in twentieth-century accounts, with a number of them recording how Cromwell was a “shoemaker in his early days.” This was fitting, since shoemaking was considered in the lore to be a lowly or even cursed profession.178 In one story from East Cavan, recorded in the 1930s, Cromwell is born in England but then happily gains a living in Ireland by repairing boots at ghost-haunted, liminal crossroads located at different points across the country.179 Singing and whistling, Cromwell-the-shoemaker even joins people in saying the rosary, until one day he gets “a lump of money on the road,” and “the singing and whistling quit after that.” “He wasn’t a bad man at first, but he changed,” the storyteller continues; “He ‘got up in the world’ and he went back to England.”180 In a variant tale, Cromwell is a shoemaker’s son from Ireland who would “one day be in command of the whole of England”; and “sure enough, the shoemaker’s son…was put at the head of soldiers, and got the command of England, and came with his soldiers to put down Ireland.”181

Another tale that persisted into the twentieth century describes Cromwell as undertaking a kind of reconnaissance mission to Ireland by assuming the disguise not of a shoemaker but of a tramp: roaming the countryside, talking with the locals, and passing himself off as Catholic. “And when he got all the information he wanted,” according to the storyteller, “he went back to England. And when he came back with his troopers and generals he hung and jibbeted the people til he got all he wanted.”182 A similar story has him wearing “an old swallow tail coat,” as he “went round through the country to find out what kind the Irish people were.”183 The stories fit into the traditional legendary and mythological motif of an enemy—or hero—assuming a disguise or undertaking a kind of shapeshifting to gain access to or understanding of another world or a hostile camp. Early Irish literature is full of this manner of deception, whether in the form of gods or fairies assuming disguises but even more pertinently, heroes or villains taking on humble or “menial” camouflage by dressing as paupers, wanderers—or shoemakers.184

Cromwell, however, could also be perceived as a larger-than-life figure, with William Makepeace Thackeray commenting in the nineteenth century that “I have heard the name many times from the Irish peasant, who still has an awe of the grim resolute Protector.”185 The description of “grim” and “resolute” might have been an intervention on the part of Thackeray, whose perspective was colored by contemporary reassessments of Cromwell in England. But it might have reflected the awe that Cromwell elicited as well, and particularly so when it was accompanied by a quality of inexorability or destiny that would also greet other such figures as Napoleon, for example. In some cases, Cromwell was described as coming to Ireland as a meteorological phenomenon, much as he had been described in Marvell’s “Horatian Ode upon Cromwell’s Return from Ireland.” He was a “wild tornado’s blast,” one twentieth-century tale recounted, as he would “sweep the land” while “prince and prelate [felt] the touch of his destroying hand.”186

If Cromwell was a supernatural force, his underlings—the “Oliverians’” were more evil in their lasting presence. It is also in the descriptions of these underlings that such accounts attain their most concrete or historical form. “I always heard that Cromwell had some consideration but that his followers had none—it was they that did the most mischief in this country,” according to one commentator.187 On the one hand, Cromwell’s name did vacuum up many other henchmen in the increasingly nationalized folklore collections. In “The Groves of Blarney,” Cork-born barrister and light versifier Richard (“Honest Dick”) Milliken described the taking of Blarney Castle in 1646, and how “her he did pommel,/And made a breach in her battlement.”188 It was Broghill, however, and not Cromwell who took the castle three years before, as many well knew.189 To be fair, the poem was a send-up of the Irish bards and their imperfect knowledge. But Milliken’s verses endured in song and through many imitations, and came to associate Barney Castle with Cromwell alone. On the other hand, Broghill was remembered in a song that warned how one should “beware of Broghill, the day he smiles/His mercy is murder, his word never holds.”190 Broghill was remembered even in the twentieth century, in a story from Kilcrea that described him as hanging two monks from a tree, after which the leaves never bloomed again.191

Coote also appears frequently in the folklore collections, with one tale admitting that he obtained his estates after exhibiting “bravery in Cromwells war.”192 As a military figure who had been appointed president of Connaught in 1645 and later threw his full support to Cromwell, he was also “a bloodthirsty ruffian, and…just as bad if not worse than Cromwell ever was.”193 In the 1930s, a 90-year-old recounted Coote as being annoyed by the chimney smoke that blew over from a neighbor’s house, so he ordered the man’s “ancestral” house to be “tossed” down. Locals still remembered in the 1930s how he shot dead one hundred people in Trim, and tour guides at Trim Castle today continue to recount how he or his men left bullet holes in its walls.194 Coote was not exactly ignored by historians, and especially those who focused on local histories. In the 1820s, James Hardiman, for example, presented a detailed account of the general’s ruthless siege and capture of Galway during the Cromwellian campaign.195 More colorful tales of him, however, could be found in popular literature, including historical novels such as Thomas Fitzpatrick’s King of Claddagh (1899), a romance that centered on Galway during the time of the Cromwellian siege and occupation. Referring to Coote and perhaps conveying a widespread popular sentiment, Fitzpatrick has a character exclaim, “the curse of Cromwell is benediction itself compared with the curse of Coote…so far as the country west of the Shannon is concerned; Coote’s one object in life is the extermination of the Irish race. But the subject is too harrowing.”196

This presentation of Coote as “willing to do the work of Attila” would echo in the oral tradition, with variants added.197 Coote in other stories is said to have tumbled from his horse and broken his neck while in fast pursuit of a priest; a neighbor hears the news and proceeds to pray for the local tyrant’s death, which soon follows.198 It is a better story than Coote’s actual death by smallpox, especially as it conveys perceptions that prevailed around him at the time. Coote also persisted as a ghost, which was fitting enough, given that specters often represent unwelcome nuisances and reminders of a past that many wish to forget and that will not go away.199 “There are many stories current in the locality of the terrible deeds done by Coote in his day,” one man concluded in the twentieth century; “but the river flows peacefully by the old Ghost tower now, and there is not perhaps a quieter country village in Ireland than the one this tower overlooks to-day.”200

Resistance to Coote, Broghill, and Cromwell was nevertheless possible, at least in the folklore. One modern tale described a tailor throwing a basin of water at a Cromwellian soldier, which then provokes the destruction of Aghaboe in County Laois.201 The tailor’s gesture might have been suicidal and ultimately impotent, but it also conveys a relatively rare instance of overt rebellion, generating admiration rather than blame for a man and his protest against the inevitable.202 More covert is the tale of a Kilkenny harper who is told by Cromwellian soldiers that he may play one more song before he is killed; knowing that his companions are nearby and their lives are in danger, he plays “‘Make for Croc or Barra/On through Skippagh Hollow’ From that to Thuka Sthuka/For the rope is tarring for me.” “When the other harpers heard this,” the tale concludes, “they knew their lives were in danger and they fled.”203 Other forms of resistance could be collective as well, with one informant describing a tale recounted to him by his grandfather of a visit by Cromwell’s soldiers to a brewery; after the soldiers left their guns at the door in order to drink, the women of the brewery warned the other arriving patrons of the soldiers’ presence, leading those patrons to grab the enemy guns and shoot six Cromwellians. The result was that “the house was raided and destroyed by more of the invading army”: an unfortunate end, but one that, like the fate of Aghaboe, perpetuated the trope of the doomed refusing to go down without a fight.204

It is not surprising that tales would also continue to amass around rogues and rapparees, ensuring Cromwell’s memorialization through an enormously popular narrative form. As we saw with Redmond O’Hanlon, highwaymen and bandits who took to the field or inhabited ambiguous boundary landscapes in the wake of the confiscations enjoyed widespread appeal from early on. Many of them were obscure, as in the case of John Dunton’s tale in the late seventeenth century about a man named Sadler, “a soldier under Oliver Cromwell in whose troop I forget but a trooper he was.” Surprised by a group of local rapparees, Sadler and his fellow soldiers were captured and watched helplessly as the outlaws constructed ropes out of hazel switches in order to hang them all in the woods. “Trussed upon the trees and left to dye and feed the crows,” the men were eventually discovered by a party of their fellow English, who proceeded to cut them down. But only Sadler showed any signs of life, though he would later describe a near-death experience of “a mighty flash of light before his eyes.” He eventually recovered fully to exact his revenge, even though his neck would remain “awrye over after his head enclining to the opposite side that the knott was placed on.”205

In addition to such tales, other forms of indirect resistance frequently occur in the narratives included in the National Folklore Commission. This was not entirely new; in the early nineteenth century, Amhlaoibh Ó Súilleabháin described a leprechaun—himself a cobbler, of course—as changing Cromwell’s wine into salt water, much to the latter’s chagrin. This was not an act of resistance per se, but it humiliated Cromwell nonetheless.206 Modern accounts, however, proliferate with the theme of cunning or at least quick thinking. A nurse, for example, prevents the child she is minding from being killed by Cromwell by offering him a dozen eggs; Cromwell “thanked her for the eggs and spared the child.”207 Cromwell’s opponents could also turn the tables on him. One of the more elaborate narratives centers on Richard Magner, a “troublesome person” who was actually part of the resistance against Cromwell. As a castle owner and agent to the people of Kilmore, he was hardly a peasant, though his appeal spread widely as he became known as “the only man who tricked Cromwell.” In a tale first recounted by the late seventeenth-century French traveler François de La Boullaye de la Gouz and repeated in 1750 by Charles Smith, Magner is given a letter by Cromwell, to whom he has paid court, and is told to deliver it to another individual; instructed not to open the letter, Magner proceeds to do so, and discovers the letter’s order to “execute the bearer.” Magner, however, hands the letter over to a Cromwellian officer and orders him to deliver the letter instead. Outfoxed, Cromwell is “extremely chagrined to be so served” and orders Magner’s capture. Magner is described as taking flight and remaining “out of [Cromwell’s] reach,” though history records that he would lose his property in 1650.208 The story would reappear in the Dublin Penny Journal of 1834, crop up again in Mary Francis Cusack’s History of the Irish Nation (1875) and Haverty’s Irish-American Illustrated Almanac (1880), and be embellished further in the 1930s in a transcript from the National Folklore Collection.209

Each of these examples, some of which accord with what Homi K. Bhabha called instances of “sly civility,” belonged to their own particular historical contexts, just as they borrowed from other traditions which entailed individuals outmaneuvering the devil himself.210 Few such tales, in other words, tell a lachrymose history, and many could reveal darker complexities. A more noteworthy tale, again recounted in the 1930s, describes Cromwell as testing the “character” of the people by offering a recent widow money to buy the corpse of her dead husband. Outraged, the women declines, until Cromwell raises the price to her satisfaction and she accepts. “Tis all right,” he later tells his men, since “when we can buy the dead, surely we can buy the living.”211 Another woman also sells the corpse of her husband to Cromwell, then in Ireland on a pre-conquest surveillance mission; upon his return he informs his army that “the Irish people could be easily bought when a woman [sells] her man’s corpse for five pounds.”212 In a similar variant of the tale, Cromwell dares four men—for a price—to set a corpse on fire during a funeral procession; after initially refusing, the men step forward, after which Cromwell says, “Go back at once,” and comments to his own men, “We’ll take Ireland with roasted applies, as long as we are able to buy the Irish up for money.”213

And on it goes, as Cromwell says to his men, “You [needn’t] be afeared [sic] of a people that’ll take money.”214 Or he arrives at a hotel (“one like the Glencar Hotel, say,” adds the storyteller) and after buying free drinks for all, dares the one sober man in the crowd to “shoulder” a drunkard into a bonfire. The man does so, for a price; but once the drunkard is in the fire and “half-roasted” already, Cromwell successfully dares another bystander to turn the man around and cook him completely: an action which was echoed in the Irish proverb that “If an Irishman was being roasted on a spit, it is another Irishman [who] would turn him.” The incident provokes Cromwell to later exclaim that “I think we’ll win the game, as [the Irish] are very greedy for money.”215

These tales might contain a moral subtext, a warning against the sin of greed; after Cromwell asks Malachy MacAuliffe why God had chosen him for the conquest of Ireland, MacAuliffe answers, “the Irish people deserved a scourging, and no greater scoundrel than you could God find for that purpose.”216 The self-blame also provided an explanatory framework in evoking the providential workings of an angry God rendering judgment on a people who had morally lost their way, much like the Israelites before the golden calf. Cardinal Moran had alluded to this point when he included in his Historical Sketches Suffered by the Catholics in Ireland a 1651 letter from a Capuchin father, who wrote that the “dire scourge” of war and pestilence was sent as “a chastisement for our sins,” or that the plague which inflicted the country during the Cromwellian campaign was due to the “anger of God being kindled against us on account of our sins.”217 Cromwell served in this way as the agent of God’s wrath, punishing the Irish for their sins; but just as in the story of the chosen people, redemption was also held out as a possibility if the Irish would return to their righteous ways.

Or maybe not. Stories of betrayal, collusion, and collaboration continued to be told, describing treacherous souls leading the Cromwellians to the hideaways of priests or opening the gates to towns. All of this constituted a tale type evident in folk traditions everywhere.218 In Ireland’s case, however, these tales also disrupted the cultural-nationalist narrative of an “authentic people” acting as one for the same lofty purposes. Treachery of any kind complicated this story, and particularly so within the colonial conditions of Ireland. Joyce had himself been obsessed with this idea, of personal and political deceptions from within as “adulterating” Ireland; instead, the multiplicity of voices in Ulysses fragment any monolithic or easy narrative of nationalism. Tales of locals roasting their fellows on the fire therefore reveal, perhaps, an acute perception that collusions with the enemy could exist alongside acts of resistance or collective self-affirmation, with folklore especially amenable to expressing an array of such uncomfortable truths.219

Conclusion

Raphael Samuel once described oral traditions as “history’s nether-world,” the “antithesis” of professional written history defined as knowledge “filtering downwards,” controlled and managed by “experts,” “gatekeepers” and archive-fetishists who deem “who is and is not a historian.”220 Unofficial history, of which oral traditions are a part, is cast aside as often incorrect and fantastical, avoiding cause and effect or analysis; while written records are certainly important, the dismissal of them as “damaging” to our understanding of the past takes too narrow a view of the many ways in which that past has been understood through a multitude of channels. Not least, it overlooks how official history has relied in great part on those oral accounts, including folk traditions.221 If history is to be viewed as a “hybrid form of knowledge,” based not only on governmental records but literary and other sources, then one must therefore turn to those alternative traditions—mummers’ plays, legend tales, or curses—which have been muted or marginalized by the official stories. This also means understanding that many storytellers, at any level of society or social group, had greater access to some types of knowing than those reliant on the printed word alone.222

The legend, in oral or printed form, can also reveal layers of meaning beneath its often deceptively simple or comic narratives. As Walter Benjamin once put it, the story always “contains, openly or covertly, something useful,” even if it can also resist easy explanation.223 To return to Ó Súilleabhán’s tale of Cromwell being buried in Ireland, his corpse rising up every morning from the earth: the tale reveals how Cromwell is so foreign that Ireland’s very soil rejects him by spitting him out of the ground every morning; after his corpse is flung into the sea, the body ignites the Irish and English waters against each other in a literal and ongoing sea battle. The legend is specific to Cromwell and evokes what he came to represent in Ireland; but so does it reverberate with the country’s other traditions, particularly those related to the subterranean world and its enchanted presences.224

It is also important to attend to these tales, for as Niall Ó Ciosáin has written, we may gain greater understanding of subordinate or non-elite groups by studying how they drew on local associations and social memories, and then stylized them into folk narratives. Excavating these more “forgotten” narratives also allows us to witness how those narratives wove in and out of dominant historical discourses in turn, even as they often worked against the grain of those discourses. Equally significant, however, is the manner in which these tales were shaped and transmitted, included or omitted, in anthologies and collections that contributed in no small part to the emergence of a cultural nationalism that united disparate regions and social groups. Cromwell in this way was both remembered and, with Yeats or Douglas Hyde, forgotten; he was magnified as an ogre in those collections, if at all, even as the evidence from twentieth century oral traditions convey him as something more prevalent and ambiguous.

As a result, in all their creative fabulations, these narratives did not recount history so much as open up different explanatory possibilities within it. They also told of past events that could have gone differently, or alternative histories that unfolded beyond the commonly accepted story.225 There were many paths, in other words, to the social memory of Cromwell as he was disseminated orally or through popular literature, and transmitted actively or passively in diverse contexts across a range of social groups.226 This “plurality of lived pasts” reflected different engagements with tradition, in tales that were constantly changing while remaining familiar at their core.227 In these stories, Cromwell was finally readapted and recreated—revivified—with great facility across successive historical moments and through a consistent repertoire of folkloric motifs, all of which ensured that he would speak to concerns of the given moment and be remembered across time.

Cromwell in the end might have been a devil, a usurper, a conqueror, yet his engagements with the land and its people, and on a larger level its myths and folklore, also transformed him into something familiar as well. Perhaps this is one reason for the bizarre tales that speak of Cromwell being born and raised in Ireland, or even ascending to the Irish kingship, before leaving for England and returning as a conqueror to betray his own people. Cromwell in this sense was appropriated and recreated in Irish terms, and was thereby incorporated into the larger local, regional, and national story of the country. The fact that he “lived on” in different guises served to unite the country through a constructed social remembrance which was not always defined by passive victimization. To the contrary, in oral traditions the “Irish Cromwell” was contained and manipulated within the interpretive and controlling parameters of mockery, derision, supernaturalization, and even demonization, and often described as being outwitted in the end by the landscape or the “common folk.” To incorporate Cromwell into a matrix of distinctly Irish motifs was finally, in a sense, to make a claim of ownership on him as well. He is alien because the soil rejects him, or the magpies which symbolize him darken the skies, as strange birds bearing ill-fortune. But the Cromwell of folklore also provided fodder for those individuals and communities otherwise denuded of the power to frame their own past. To tell the tale of a conqueror was to therefore claim him; and in this sense it was not Cromwell who conquered Ireland, but Ireland, at least its memorializing tales and performances, that conquered him in the end.
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7

Migrated Cromwell

Introduction

The nineteenth century was an age when renowned British writers could come to America and quickly prove themselves unpopular, as Charles Dickens discovered after haranguing American audiences on their copyright laws during his lecture tour of 1842.1 But James Anthony Froude, the acclaimed author of the History of England, comes in for special mention. Embarking on his own tour in 1872, he decided to present a justification of Britain’s imperial destiny in Ireland; it was a particularly urgent topic, he believed, since audiences in the United States, Irish-American and otherwise, were being fed historical misinformation that could be used to incite tensions between their country and Britain over the issue of Ireland’s independence.2 Froude therefore felt it his duty to change attitudes by exalting the empire’s beneficent presence in history, and particularly Oliver Cromwell’s role in advancing it. He knew, however, that his mission would not be easy. “I go like an Arab of the desert,” he wrote to a friend before he left. “My hand will be against every man, and therefore every man’s hand will be against me.”3

Froude’s tour was heavily covered in the American press, even if journalists noted how he “read his missionary lectures very rapidly and with no oratorical excellence,” through a “monotonous delivery.” He did not seem to know what to do with his hands, and he also had a distracting tendency to shuffle at the podium, while one reporter claimed that Froude—an Oxford-educated eminence—spoke in a thick and indecipherable cockney accent.4 The content of his speeches was even worse. For one, Froude was commending the British Empire before frequently Anglophobic audiences in Boston, New York, and other pro-Union cities, where anger at Britain had been inflamed by its interventionist role in the recent Civil War.5 Even to many of his coreligionists, Froude’s lectures made him appear an “enthusiastic zealot,” “his special craze [being] hatred of Roman Catholicism.”6 For Irish-American audiences, however, it was Froude’s admiring treatment of Cromwell, embedded in a larger dismissal of Ireland’s very real oppressions, that proved one of the most controversial points of all. “I as an Englishman honour Cromwell and glory in him as the greatest statesman and soldier our race has produced,” Froude announced, typically and portentously. “In the matter we have now in hand I consider him to have been the best friend, in the best sense, to all that was good in Ireland.”7

Audiences at times responded with so much consternation that Froude required police protection. In Boston, an Irish servant was alleged to have refused to stay in the same house where he was lodging, and eventually he was compelled to cancel his tour of the western states.8 Froude, according to one newspaper, believed that he had an arsenal of historical sources on his side, with one commentator writing that “a document in the Record-Office possesses in [Froude’s] eyes the sanctity which a Protestant attributes to the Bible, or a Romanist to a church tradition.”9 Facts for him were neutral and free of ideological bias, divorced from the conditions of their production: a stance that was not without its own mythifications. But there were competing truths as well, as the Ireland-born Protestant and founder of the Nation E. L. Godkin put it when he wrote, “The memory of burned steaks, of hard-boiled potatoes, of smoked milk, would have done for [Froude] what no state papers, or records, or correspondence of the illustrious dead can ever do; it had prepared the [Irish] American mind to believe the worst he could say of Irish turbulence and disorder.”10

Even more problematic for Froude was the presence in America of his bête noire, the great Galway-born Dominican orator Thomas Burke, whose hundreds of speeches and sermons electrified American audiences as he described himself as animated by “the living Celtic blood that flows in my veins.”11 In his own tour, Burke proceeded to obliterate Froude’s assertion that Ireland should have been grateful for its colonization by the English. Equally damaging was Burke’s claim that Froude’s presentation of Cromwell revealed factual inaccuracies and an alarming historical blindness. As for Froude’s statement that Cromwell had “understood” Ireland, Burke asked how it was that a man—“Blood-stained Oliver Cromwell” who had “glutted himself with the blood of the people’” could be described by “the learned and generous historian” as “one of the bravest men that ever lived, and one of the best friends Ireland had.”12 “Does [Froude] imagine that the people of America are so ignorant or so wicked as to accept the monstrous proposition that the man who came into Ireland with such a purpose as this can be declared the friend of the real interests of the Irish people?,” Burke asked. “Does he imagine that there is no intelligence in America, that there is no manhood in America, that there is no love for freedom, for religion and for life in America?”13

We shall return to the blistering dual between Froude and Burke, but one of the most noteworthy aspects of those lectures and counter-lectures was the reception they received among recent Irish immigrants at the evocation of Cromwell’s name, and the galvanizing force that his memory still wielded despite being detached from the time and space in which it had originally taken root. Cromwell was not only reterritorialized in these new diasporic settings, which also included England, the Caribbean, Australia, and beyond;14 he also became something else in the relocation process, assuming different resonances meaningful to emerging political and social identities among emigrant communities around the world.15 Nor were these simply historical hatreds that crossed borders and oceans and greeted men such as Froude. Instead, Cromwell became a kind of highly adaptable floating legend, though one which proceeded to raise a number of questions: what precisely happened to recollections of Cromwell in Ireland when they were no longer attached, as memories are, to their original place? Why did his name continue to evoke such power in these new communities, and how did exiles transmit and repurpose him to make sense of their past and present lives in very different historical and geographical circumstances? In what way does memory in general—and judicious forgetting—shape immigrant identities, at home and abroad, and propel those identities in entirely new directions?16 Or was all this just an attempt to forget actual history and replace it with a collective mythology—or with Cromwell, to look back onto a place and time that no longer existed in the present?17

Cromwell belonged to a larger repertoire of historical events and personages that circulated widely, though it was in the United States where his name assumed its most prominent afterlife.18 He was well known elsewhere too, of course. We have seen how some exiles on the continent, in the seventeenth through eighteenth centuries, retained their own memories of the Cromwellian period by holding on to genealogies, family records, and property deeds that testified to the lands that were lost to them in that time and beyond.19 Martyrologies written on the continent by deported Catholic clerics also ensured that the memory of those who suffered or were killed under Cromwell—and those under English governments before him and after—would be sustained. In the Caribbean, traces of Cromwell could appear in place names, though relatively few first-hand accounts from the period exist in written or oral records. The community of light-skinned “Redlegs” in Barbados does occasionally cite Cromwell in its origin tales,20 while the mythology of “Irish slavery” (inaccurately) attributes Cromwell as its prime mover.21 Later on in England, newspapers such as the Universal News sought to reinforce Irish emigrants’ connection with their home country’s historical past by citing Cromwell as one of the causes of their present condition.22 In Australia, meanwhile, references to Cromwell were relatively sparse, though Ned Kelly, in his Jerilderie letter, did allude more generally to the “Saxon yoke” and the torture, murder, and massacres committed on Ireland’s Catholics.23

It was North America, however, where recollections of Cromwell were most concentrated even as they became transmuted into something else.24 In the United States especially—though Canada was highly important as well—Cromwell became especially interesting in that memories of him were evoked and strengthened in the face of competing and often highly favorable interpretations of the man. Many Cromwells existed, sometimes within the diverse community of Irish emigrants themselves, or between those who arrived in and were variously affected by the colonial, Revolutionary, or industrial era, not to mention the period after the Famine.25 Just as important was the way in which the “Irish” Cromwell, however defined, pushed up against notions of him maintained by colonial Puritans, Revolutionaries, intellectuals, nativist groups, or Protestant Irish immigrants who had already long been settled there. What Oscar Handlin once said of Boston could be applied across the country, as the Irish “discovered [their] coherent identity, tested [their] cohesiveness, and perceived [their] distinguishing characteristics only by pushing against the ineluctable realities of existence in Boston.”26 And the vast historical inheritance they brought with them, of which Cromwell was one component, was part of this engagement as well.

Memories in this way became “multidirectional,” in that they interacted with opposing pictures of Cromwell, each refracting off the other and producing something new in the process.27 Competition between memories, wherever they took place, did not mean that one iteration of Cromwell “won out” against the other; rather, each version of the man worked within an open-ended mnemonic playing field to produce creative narrative reconstructions that varied across generations.28 Again, this was not unique to the United States or even to the Irish around the world.29 Yet in the United States, Cromwell became an especially powerful signifier, and one which was transmitted by emissaries from abroad and by newspapers and books, resonating in peculiarly American national, political, geographical, and historical contexts.30 Not least, the summoning of his name and villainy (or heroism) also preserved a semblance or myth of continuity with a past and a place now physically distant to its exiles. All this demonstrated how memories could not only traverse two hundred years of time, but over three thousand miles of space—and become something else in turn.31

The Early Years

In 1653, two ships, the Goodfellow and the Providence, shipped 400 Irish children to Boston, with more requests made to the Council of State for 250 women and 300 men, between the ages of 12 and 50, to be transported more widely across the North American colonies. Lord Broghill and Sir John Clotworthy, already popular Cromwellian enemies for their land thievery in Ireland, were responsible for searching out and seizing human “cargo” without family or financial means, and shipping them away.32 Offering testimony in 1661, John King remembered how men and women “were stollen [sic] in Ireland, by some of the English soldiers, in the night out of theyr beds & brought to [a] ship, where the boate lay ready to receave them against their Consents”; “weeping and Crying, because they were stollen from theyr friends…there they were kept” until the ship finally sailed.33 These practices, including deportations to Barbados, had long predated Cromwell, with the first record of Irish political prisoners, “factious and nourishers of Rebellion,” being transported around 1620 to Virginia, to tend in this case to the tobacco plantations.34 The Cromwellian period simply added to the phenomenon of prisoners and others being used to feed the desire for cheap labor, even if the region also found it convenient to expel Catholics and other undesirables in the process.35 Even so, the actions taken in Cromwell’s name were enough for Peter Talbot to write that “exiled siblings of seven transplanters, declared that ‘all the world seeth how the whole Irish nation is murthered by the transplantation into Connaught, and by transporting them into the plantations of America.’”36

The voices of these servants are elusive in the records, though Irish Catholics were reported as being ministered by priests in territories such as Virginia: a place described by the Ireland-born James MacSparran as “the last of all the American English Plantations that submitted to Oliver’s yoke in the 1650s.”37 Those who traveled or were shipped to America could be socially diverse, however, with individuals who lost their lands to the Cromwellians offering an enduring written memory, at least through their descendants. After their dispossession by Cromwell, the Blake family of Galway, for example, maintained a family record which followed a few of the descendants through their emigration to America.38 Similarly, William Smith Bryan, a more notable if historically slippery figure who had owned land in County Clare and commanded a troop against Cromwell, was one who found himself transported to Virginia as a “rebellious subject.”39 His wife and 11 children accompanied him, with some tales in the oral culture claiming that he sailed his own ship to the new land and fended for himself and his family in the thick backwoods of Virginia.40 Subsequent family or regional histories, however, proceeded to mangle his past, conflating him with another William Smith Bryan who arrived in 1615 after he “arouse[d] the hostility of the British Government by a too ardent Irish patriotism and was deported as a rebellious subject.” This was written in 1876 by a descendant, also named William Smith Bryan, who further claimed that this earlier Smith was the only living descendent of Brian Boru.41 The work then noted yet another William Smith Bryan, this time from Wales though with an Irish wife, who did arrive in 1650.42 In 1915, two later histories, however, picked up Bryan’s Clare background and expulsion by Cromwell from Ireland to Virginia, and maintained the connection to Boru in the meantime.43

Less confusing were the Carrolls of Maryland, first arriving in the propitious year 1688 with a strong memory of having lost their land under Cromwell despite having been restored to it under Charles. The deeper familial wound would resonate in the family narrative which detailed “Our Sufferings under Elizabeth & Cromwell,” even though “We were in Affluent Circumstances & Respected & we intermarryed [sic] with the best Families in the Kingdom of Ireland.”44 The family’s first representative in America was Charles Carroll, known as The Settler; while Maryland had promised toleration for Catholics, it would evaporate with a disturbance engineered by Protestant militants shortly after his arrival. Subsequent anti-Catholic laws rendered Charles powerless up until his death in 1720, though land ownership was permissible, and Carroll’s descendants proceeded to acquire 47,000 acres (and slaves) in the decades to come. But the anti-Catholic intolerance they continued to experience, in the form of legislative and judicial prejudice by resentful Protestants, reminded them of an earlier age.45

The result was resentment on the part of the Carrolls against the New World “upstarts,” whose presence reminded them of their previous subjection to “[t]ransplantations, sequestrations, acts of settlement, Explanations, Infamous Informations for Loyalty & other Evils forbid”: terms all evocative of the Cromwellian or post-Cromwellian days.46 Some of those upstarts were indeed Cromwellians, and included men such as William Penn—tainted by association because of his father’s service to the Lord Protector—as well as regicides who had escaped to share the new continent with the Carrolls. One of Charles’s descendants, also named Charles, rose to become one of the more noteworthy public figures of Maryland, and the only Catholic to sign the Declaration of Independence. His call for separation from Britain rested on his belief that independence would bring greater toleration and “unity of faith” than had been evident before, at least in Maryland. As a contributor to the Revolution, he would also write several articles as an elected representative for the Maryland Convention, his advocacy of republicanism harkening back to Hampden or Sidney. Carroll was joined in his embrace of the two early republicans by many of his non-Irish contemporaries in Revolutionary America, including Benjamin Rush and Samuel Adams,47 and while Cromwell could elicit a more in ambiguous reception from them, Carroll’s own position was clear. In Dunlap’s Maryland Gazette of 1776, he referenced Cromwell, urging three separate branches of government to prevent the “obnoxious” nature of the Long Parliament under Cromwell, where the Protector “governed as absolutely” as “Caesar in Rome.”48

Another group which suffered to a different extent under Cromwell were those Irish Anglicans who arrived alongside their English and Scottish coreligionists to bring the King’s Church to the colonies with the Society for the Propagation of the Gospel in Foreign Parts (SPG).49 They too would have had no love for the memory of Cromwell, nor anyone with whom they freely tarred with his name. Americans were aware of this dislike for the Protector, as when patriots in 1777 proceeded to capture the Anglican reverend William Clark, and “[carry him] to a publick house and shut [him] up in a separate room for ¾ hour to view the picture of Oliver Cromwell.”50 Anglicans generally did not favor any sect which reminded them of the “levelling” times associated with Cromwell.51 James MacSparran would have been especially aware of this, for he was originally a Presbyterian from Derry, his ancestors having fought on the side of Charles I in the civil wars. Arriving in Boston in 1718, he found the Ulster Presbyterians in that city “profane,” even if he himself was accused of being a sexually immoral drunkard. Disillusioned, he returned to Ireland and then England, where he received ordination into the episcopal church, now suddenly “the most excellent of all churches.”52 After returning to America under the guise of the SPG, he proceeded to expound from the pulpit in silk gloves and black gown to fashionable if otherwise Quaker-leaning Rhode Island crowds.53 But he also became known for America Dissected, Being a Full and True Account of all the American Colonies (1753), a work which has been called the “first Irish emigrant’s guidebook,” except that it was actually intended as a warning to those who “winged their way westward out of the Hibernian hive.” MacSparran in fact enjoined those in Ireland not to travel to a place where the climate was intemperate and souls were endangered by “the multifarious wicked and pestilent heresies that prevail in those parts.”54

MacSparran’s was one of the most notable voices to vent at dissenters even more than Catholics; he also associated the Quakers, Anabaptists, Presbyterians, and others with “levelism,” “confusions,” “anarchy,” and Cromwell. For MacSparran, these hated heretical factions now infesting North America came about “[w]hen Cromwell began the exercise of Sovereign Power, without the Character and Style of King.” “[T]hese Sectarian Settlements soon submitted to his Yoke,” he continued, “and their fulsome and fawning Addresses, stuffed with the odious Cant peculiar to the Age and People, are at this Day offensive to a loyal and pious Ear.”55 Such groups could only have harbored an “Oliverian spirit,” “averse to Kings as they were in the days of Cromwell,” with some “cry[ing] out, No King but King Jesus.”56

MacSparran was referring in part to the religion in which he was born, and in fact the greatest eighteenth-century wave of Irish emigrants consisted of those who derived from an Ulster Protestant background, and came to be problematically known as “Scots-Irish”: a term they would not have used for themselves until later.57 With over 100,000 emigrating over the course of the eighteenth century,58 the Ulster Irish claimed in their narratives to have been compelled to flee from civil and religious persecution, which was true to some extent, even if an equally compelling impulse was economic, driven on by failed harvests and a fall in the linen trade.59 Presbyterianism and hatred of popery largely united them as a group, though many in Pennsylvania and the back country, for example, came to sympathize with the Revolutionary War, becoming known as “the most God-provoking Democrats on this side of Hell,” or republicans who, in America at least, were “as averse to Kings as they were in the days of Cromwell.”60 They came to their own republicanism from a different direction than the one which had been reached by Charles Carroll; instead, they carried with them a memory of their own of escape from Anglo-Irish landlords and persecutions—and they did not care for the Anglican bishops they encountered in the new country either.61 The Dublin-born Presbyterian businessman George Bryan, for example, observed that the Ulster-Scots also carried a particular aversion “to whatever was English,” which was defined by another as “any stern Lord, arrogant squire, proud vicar, or above all, upstart agent.”62

This quest for independence, in addition to the later influence of the United Irishmen, fed into a more direct harkening back to the political currents of the seventeenth century, even if Cromwell was pointedly absent from the roster of 1640s republicans they cited as heroes. Ulster-born William Findley, a captain in the Revolutionary army and Pennsylvanian politician, signed his anti-Federalist essay “Hampden,” in a clear reference to John Hampden, the resister of Charles and Archbishop Laud;63 he was not alone, as another anti-Federalist signed himself Sidney. Findley’s anti-prelacy extended in his other writings when he acknowledged, in a treatise on toleration, Cromwell’s reputation as a usurper—though even he acknowledged that Cromwell “refused to usurp the authority of Christ over his own house.” Charles II, by contrast, persecuted the Presbyterians by his “tyrannizing” bishops and betrayal of the Westminster parliament.64 Much of this echoed the kind of discourse that was unfolding in Ireland, among Presbyterians recounting their own past. For Findley and others, however, what had once been a term of derision—“republican”—now became an assimilating means in which to express resistance to British rule in America, and one which would increasingly bind their identity to the country in the years to come. If this also meant an increasing if queasy acceptance of a Cromwell who came to be lionized by that larger America, a degree of historical forgetting was in order.65

Many Scots-Irish, or Ulster Irish, would establish a number of Orange Order lodges early in the nineteenth century, and while memory of William and his deliverance retained their understandable dominance, the unfolding events of the seventeenth century, including 1641 narratives, also remained a live memory. Some Catholic Irish emigrants, responding to these narratives of 1641 embraced by Orangemen, sought to set the record straight and correct what they perceived to be misinterpretations of Ireland during that fraught time. The most notable contributor was Dublin-born Matthew Carey, who settled in Philadelphia and was mentored by Benjamin Franklin before enjoying an illustrious career as a publisher, writer, and relentless pamphleteer. A combination of Catholic Irish nationalist, dissenter republican, and eager proponent of the principles behind the American Revolutionary War and its Declaration of Independence, Carey produced such writings as the Olive Branch, which sought to reconcile the tensions between Federalists and Jeffersonians. He was also a relentless pamphleteer, often by necessity. The Federalist William Cobbett, described as a man whose “emotions fattened until they became intolerable,” locked horns with Carey, though Carey would not be the only one to clash with the “bare-knuckled” English ex-Tory emigre.66 Cobbett seemed to have been especially offended when Carey addressed him in person as “My lad” (“My lad! God in heaven forgive me!,” Cobbett wrote), and accused him of undertaking “Jesuitical” conspiracies in America and other acts of subversion.67 Cobbett, who was elsewhere described as a man who could not avoid turning a speech for a theater opening into a combative political oration, thereby provoked a counter response by Carey.68 Addressing Cobbett’s pseudonym of Peter Porcupine, Carey responded with savage pamphlets entitled A Plumb Pudding for the […] Peter Porcupine and The Porcupiniad, the latter re-transcribing Cobbett’s words into bad poetry.

While Carey mingled in a middle- to upper-middle-class milieu, he also contributed to Irish emigrant support groups and the plight of the working poor,69 and was devoted to raising the profile and reputation of his countrymen in America. In this capacity he produced his Vindiciae Hibernicae (1819), which came to represent a significant early contribution of Irish-American history writing, and one that would influence some strains of Irish-American nationalism in the decades to come. His own background and ideological inclinations tended towards a 1798 tradition which shaped his essentially irenic temperament and outlook.70 At the same time, Carey also wrote that “I glory, I take pride in the name of an Irishman,” just as he remained concerned about England’s treatment of Ireland and upheld the Catholic Emancipation Act. More importantly, the Vindiciae sought to counter the “sinister views and indolence of historians,” the “unparalleled libels and calumnies” which had pervaded English histories and popular works centered on Ireland. Not least, it was also, as Martin Burke has put it, very much a work “written for trans-Atlantic purposes, with trans-Atlantic audiences in mind.”71

Carey himself loathed Cromwell, but in the context of early nineteenth-century America, his reasons and his voice were distinct as he sought to overturn the mythifications and falsehoods perpetuated by those in America who adhered to the “lying legend” of 1641, created by its propagandist, John Temple.72 Carey was implicitly addressing the Irish emigrant Protestants in his midst who emphasized the martyrdom of those killed in 1641, and implicitly legitimated Cromwell’s vengeance eight years later.73 Carey, however, was adamant that an inaccurate history of 1641—and a false memory—had been implanted;74 for him, no conspiracy lay behind the uprising, and in fact the massacre of 1641 as it was memorialized had not taken place at all. If 1641 had been overstated, then Cromwell’s conquest, in other words, was based on false grounds and therefore entirely unwarranted.75 Carey was not the first to diminish the magnitude of these uprisings;76 the idea that the accounts of the 1641 deaths had been exaggerated, and that Cromwell committed many more atrocities, could be extended back to the popular work of Hugh Reily in the 1690s and John Curry in 1747, which asserted that Catholics had been peaceful and loyal in Ireland until they were provoked into an uprising that was entirely overstated in its violence by biased polemicists.77 But just as those works very much belonged to their own moments, so did Carey produce his own contribution at a time when it was important to convince an American audience of the justifiability of Ireland’s struggles against a deceiving imperial power, and the decency of its Catholics both there and in the new country.78 All this entailed a revision of Ireland’s past, using historical sources in service to the construction of new social memories.

Though the Vindiciae focused on 1641, Cromwell also served a purpose for Carey, who in other works offered up the history of Irish Catholic suffering in the 1650s and beyond: a suffering much greater and more lasting as it involved massacres and wholesale land confiscation. Compared to the numbers of 1641, one could easily question “[to] whom the charge of murder and massacre most appropriately applies.”79 “The history of the Huns, Vandals, Goths, and Ostrogoths…may be searched in vain for anything more shocking,” he continued, with Cromwell described as a “merciless wretch” or a “canting and hypocritical imposter.” “Never was the throne of the Living God more egregiously insulted,” Carey added, as Cromwell in his dispatches and actions “made such a mockery of all the calls and duties of humanity and religion.” It was not simply Cromwell but his other “prime ministers of Satan,” namely Charles Coote and Henry Ireton, whose “names ought to be held in eternal reprobation by Irishmen and descendants of Irishmen.” Cromwell, however, “act[ed] the part of a demon incarnate,” with Carey presenting an apocalyptic portrait of a “whole country in flames,” even as he avoided the kind of overtly Catholic rhetoric that would appear in later works by other authors.80

It is important to dwell on the context around Carey, the polemics and alternate histories and memories he pushed up against, for it sharpened his use of Cromwell and influenced future imaginings of the man. By describing the 1641 rebels as anti-tyrannical, he was also comparing them implicitly to the patriots of the American Revolution, and therefore strengthening historical connections and placing Irish Catholics as allies in the American story.81 His work, however, did not allay the nativist sentiment, nor meetings of Orange groups such as those conducted by the Gideonite Society in 1826. In A Roland for an Oliver: Letters on Religious Persecution, Carey set out to describe the “barbarous ignorance, insatiate rapacity, blind bigotry, infuriated fanaticism, and blood-thirsty cruelty” of the persecutors of Roman Catholicism in Ireland, even as he sought to “inculcate the divine doctrine of mutual forgiveness and forgetfulness of the crimes of the ages.” Henry VIII and Elizabeth were called to account and at length for their “butcheries,” and, bringing in the American dimension, for violating the eighth commandment and enacting persecutory policies that were little different than those which sent English colonial settlers to the New World. Though the work avoided placing Cromwell at the forefront, it did describe the “six thousand men,…who surrendered on promise of their lives being spared, but were for five successive days butchered with the most unrelenting fury.”82

Carey was not alone in his response to a rising Orangeism in America, and in including Cromwell in this response. A treatise “by an unbiassed [sic] Irishman” entitled Orangeism Exposed, with a Refutation of the Charges etc. Brought Against the Irish Nation (1824), speculated as to why David Graham, the Imperial Grand President of the Orange lodge in New York, “pass[ed] over in silence the period from 1641 to the invasion of William III”: “Is it that he felt ashamed of the conduct of his ancestors, the Puritans, their base desertion of their beneficiaries, the Stuarts; the infamy of their union with the puritanical, bloody tyrant, Cromwell[?],” the writer asked. Not at all, the writer answered to himself; instead, “the advocate of Orangeism must exult in the sufferings of the people; besides, they then did what their descendants and successors, the Orangemen, do now,” in “trampling on the rights of the people” and uniting “with the myrmidons of Cromwell in their atrocious massacres and house burnings.”83

American Ironsides

The works of Carey, who died in 1839, not only endured but provided a historical framework for a new wave of Irish immigrants who brought emerging political sympathies and Famine memories to a new and changing continent. In the midst of the Famine, John O’Donovan would himself long for the new country, stating that “I am sick…of Ireland and the Irish” and “I would leave it exultingly, retire among the Backwoods of America,” into “the deserts of the western world there to learn a RUDE but STURDY civilization that knows not slavery or hunger.”84 The reality, of course, was different. For many Irish Catholics who did make the journey in the great waves between 1835 to 1865, and especially those who were scarred by the Famine and influenced by the Young Ireland movement, theirs was a banishment, not an exile, and one based on social memories of a deeply fissured past.85 It is not surprising that Cromwell would haunt this realm of loss too, the Famine being simply the latest catastrophe in a longer trajectory of Albion’s crimes.86 In this way he entered into other narratives which migrated to and were shaped by the new terrain, especially when his deeds were put forward as examples of a longer dislocation. Later on in the century, the issue increasingly turned to landlordism and general British oppression, with England, in Patrick Ford’s words, having “driven millions into exile beyond the Atlantic waves.”87 The specter of Cromwell’s name and its many associations were not irrelevant to these newer memories and in fact they magnified their power, gaining a different kind of traction in a milieu affected by economic struggle, increased urbanization, nativist hostility to Irish newcomers, and the catastrophe of the late 1840s.88

For Irish Catholics, the ruthlessly capitalist and industrial American city was alien even if it reflected in exaggerated form the utilitarian values that they had already come to associate with the legacy of Cromwell. In addition, the renewed evangelicalism that pervaded the nineteenth century, and lingering puritanism in New England, could not help but feed an animus that had been brought over the seas and continued abroad.89 The source of enmity, however, remained for the most part toward the English and Anglo-Irish class across the ocean. T.P. Connor, touring America in the late 1860s, wrote that “To this day the traveler in America will meet Irishmen who were evicted from Ireland in the great clearances of the famine time, and they speak even to this hour with a bitterness as fresh as if the wrong were but of yesterday.”90 W.E.H. Lecky would also write of “the savage hatred of England that animates great bodies of Irishmen on either side of the Atlantic,” while the New York Shamrock described Irish-Americans as “exult[ing] at the possibility of doing England an essential injury.”91 Historical memories were the fuel that powered these present-day sentiments, though they could also encompass a positive history as well. Effigies of Daniel O’Connell, for example, were raised to cheering crowds on the streets of New York City, while the tallest of immigrants dressed as sixteenth-century gallowglasses carrying battleaxes as they paraded in an 1871 St. Patrick’s Day procession.92 This increasingly muscular nationalism, nurtured from carriers abroad, also offered hope to Ireland. As John Boyle O’Reilly would put, “No more can the Cromwellian system be applied to Ireland. Why? Because of the expatriated millions, because of the great moral and political force the Irish and their descendants have in many countries.”93

This nationalism—or nationalisms, for there were many varieties—were therefore seeded in a new soil. Once those older social memories arrived through emissaries and emigrants, they confronted existing American belief systems which reinforced, in turn, the identities of the Catholic Irish and the Scots-Irish alike. Across New England, and Boston most notably, Irish narratives of the past, for example, refracted against the very different perspectives experienced in the “icicles of Yankee land,” even though some Irish Catholics converted to Protestantism, anglicized themselves, or modeled their behavior on qualities associated with the northerners.94 The memory of Cromwell remained deep as well, with one nineteenth-century travel piece on Boston describing how “the Puritan has been crowded into the suburbs by the Celt,” which was “revenge for the doings of Cromwell’s Roundheads in Ireland.” Indeed, “the memory of the Celt is as long as Massachusetts Avenue,” it concluded.95 Irish Catholicism, for those who remained faithful to it, was one way of confronting not only the Puritan legacy but the latitudinarianism, religious liberties, educational programs, and “radical spirit of Protestantism” that prevailed in the new country.96 Northeastern Congregationalists, it should be mentioned, were particularly vocal in citing Cromwell as part of their inheritance.97 If Cromwell lived on in these chilly New England confines, then the Catholic Church was not only a refuge, but an entity through which one could offer more truthful memorializations of the man and his deeds.

The strengthening of Irish-Americanness against other competing identities was reinforced by the enormous popularity in the new country of Thomas Carlyle’s 1846 edited edition of Cromwell’s letters and speeches. Enthusiasm was not unanimous, however.98 The New York Tribune of 1845 contained a lengthy review, describing how the author shaped a dominant and favorable narrative of Cromwell through his own editorial interventions. Many in Britain, the reviewer noted, bought into that positive if not worshipful portrait of Cromwell. “But the ocean separates us,” the writer continued, and with it the perspective of distance. Discussing how “The autocrat is [Carlyle’s] delight,” the reviewer focused on Carlyle’s treatment of Cromwell in Ireland, quoting Cromwell’s words after Drogheda (“I am persuaded that this is a righteous judgment upon these barbarous wretches”) to condemn Carlyle’s assertion that Cromwell brought peace. “Ask the peasantry why they mark that period with the solemn phrase of Cromwell’s Curse,” the reviewer asks in the end, even if he is not completely unsympathetic to the man.99

Ralph Waldo Emerson was initially skeptical of Carlyle’s Cromwell, but he would soon become enthralled with the Lord Protector, much to the chagrin of the very Catholic and Irish Boston Pilot, which noted that the great philosopher “fawns and bows and admires,” and “flops down before his idols,” blinded as he is to “the subterranean sewers which hideously underlie society and keep it superficially pure at the expense of humanity and honor.”100 Henry David Thoreau in turn would declare Cromwell a heroic warrior, placing him in a pantheon that included the 1775 Minutemen.101 Cromwell’s name had appeared in towns or streets as early as the eighteenth century, with Cromwell’s Head, a Boston pub established in the 1750s, carrying a sign so low that pedestrians were forced to bow in order to pass it by.102 By the mid-nineteenth century, towns and counties across New England were increasingly named for Cromwell, including Cromwell, Connecticut, while three thoroughfares in New Haven would bear the moniker of Cromwellian regicides who had fled to New England after the Restoration and hid in a cave in the town.103 A later monument to one of those regicides was allegedly the target of rocks thrown by students from the southern states,104 even if a few individuals in the south seemed to have been named in honor of him, including an African-American agitator in Mississippi known as Oliver Cromwell.105

The abolitionist firebrand John Brown, however, was the most notable figure to be inspired by Cromwell through Carlyle and his other biographer, Joel Tyler Headley. Brown in fact consciously fashioned himself as Cromwell, placing a copy of Headley’s book by his bedside, along with the Bible.106 Others found the connection between the men to work as well, describing Brown with admiration as the “Cromwell of America” or a “regular Cromwellian dug up.”107 Brown embodied “a Puritan soldier, such as were common in Cromwell’s day but have not been seen since.” Brown was also well aware of Cromwell’s actions in Ireland, and eagerly followed Headley’s decree that “swords” were a necessity and expression of “[c]ivil and political liberty” to be embraced: a view which Brown would take up himself in his actions, precipitating in great part the events which would usher in his own martyrdom and the Civil War.108 Not least, religion, namely a severe Calvinism, was to justify Brown’s holy war as it did for Cromwell, as he cited the famous Cromwellian Orange ode to “Trust in God and keep your powder dry.”109

In the south, planters had long referred to a New England suffused with “the Oliverian fire.” Jefferson Davis asserted that “from the time of Cromwell to the present, [our] enemies” have been the disturbers of the peace of the world,”110 while the Southern Literary Messenger commented in 1837 that people “of the south, and especially we of Virginia, are the descendants, for the most part, of the old cavaliers—the enemies and persecutors of those old puritans.”111 Popular ballads perpetuated the affiliation, with “A Ballad for the Young South” describing how “The saints of Cromwell rise again/In Sanctimonious hordes/Hiding behind the garb of peace/A million ruthless hordes.”112 The northern soldiers, or “sons of Puritans,” would answer with their own songs, describing how the “jaws of their Moloch are dripping with gore.”113

What did Irish emigrants think of Cromwell streaming through the discourse of war in such a way? John Mitchel, while not exactly typical, contributed his own noteworthy (and notorious) contributions, having settled in the south after imprisonment in Tasmania and then a sojourn in New York, where he arrived in 1853. Mitchel in fact would embody one of the more significant channels of connection between Ireland and North America, even as he became controversially enmeshed in Civil War politics. His Jail Journal and The Last Conquest of Ireland (Perhaps) enjoyed wild popularity in America, especially after the works were serialized in his own Southern Citizen:114 an organ referred to by one historian as “the voice of Irish southerners.”115 Other southerners may have grumbled that Mitchel was an “impertinent foreign meddler [who] vapours and struts as if the whole South belonged to him.”116 Nevertheless, his newspaper’s ostensible remit was to advance “the southern agenda,” which for him meant “the value and virtue of slavery, both for negroes and white men:” a sentiment which reflected Mitchel’s own views more than any general position among Irish immigrants.117

As a Protestant from Ulster, Mitchel also offered a vision of the south as a place which provided an alternative to the intrusive puritanical values and government represented by the north, and one which faced the same impositions that Cromwell had imposed on Ireland. It should be emphasized that Mitchel was against empire in general rather than the British one alone, though Cromwell, of course, could encompass both. The paternalistic south, for Mitchel, resisted the encroachment of capitalist industrialization, as well as a “ferocious sectarian spirit” (and one might add, Roman Catholicism).118 All of these factors fed into Mitchel’s favor for the place, just as he could express his republican views far from the prying oppositional presence of abolition-minded evangelicals and his nemesis and fellow Ulsterman, the Catholic archbishop “Dagger” John Hughes of New York.119 The south, for Mitchel, simply had to sever its links from the north, just as Ireland had to do so from Britain, since north and south were as separate as Ireland and England. Succession of the south, in fact, could lead to the same for Ireland, or so Mitchel believed.

In many respects, Mitchel was reflecting a pervasive southern view, even if the region for him was filtered through a distinctly Irish perspective. Echoing the discourse of the English civil wars, and inspired in turn by the mythifications of Sir Walter Scott and a neo-chivalric ethos, many other southerners described themselves as fighting the Saxon yoke.120 When war finally erupted, many in the south compared it to Cromwell’s campaign in Ireland. Henry E.R. Jackson described the North’s strategy as similar to “Cromwell’s invasion of Ireland,” which was “conducted on precisely the same plans, and with identically the same purposes which actuate our foes.”121 William Tecumseh Sherman, of course, was a Cromwell too: a descriptor which could be negative or positive, depending on who was making the comparison. For South Carolinian slave dealer Thomas Ryan, an appeal to (or against) the memory of Cromwell served as a good recruiting tool for Irish soldiers in the south, as he could persuade them that “Oliver Cromwell lives again in the person of Abraham Lincoln. Should they succeed in capturing Charleston the butcheries of Drogheda will be repeated in our streets.”122 Lincoln in fact was often compared favorably with Cromwell by northerners; apart from the fact that both shared a homeliness and a distemper, not to mention a proclivity to suspending liberties when necessary, they were perceived as being driven by an overriding morality as well as an ability to recognize, with no formal military training, opportunities when they arose in a time of war.123

Irish-Americans or emigrants in the Union north believed for their part that a strong and united America could come to rival Britain and therefore gain independence for Ireland.124 It is important not to make too much of the historical references they made to an earlier time, however, given that Cromwell could be deployed in different ways across the North–South divide. Irish regiments in the Northern armies were said to petition the medieval saint Lawrence O’Toole (Lorcán Ua Tuathail), evoking a long litany of historical grievances and characters and beseeching the martyr saint that he deliver them from “English civilization, From British law and order/From Anglo-Saxon cant and freedom…From the cloven hoof,” and “from the curse of Cromwell, From all things purely English.”125 A number of southern writers of the time also disavowed any kind of seventeenth-century cavalier or royalist connection, just as they attempted to resist comparisons between seventeenth- and nineteenth-century northern puritanism. For them, American or northern puritanism was a cheap copy of the original faith, which had its virtues.126 On the other hand, the conflict was confusingly seen by many as a Yankee “Norman invasion” that could only be resisted by assuming the mantle of “Cromwell’s iron men.”127 The southern general Stonewall Jackson, with his hard Presbyterianism and inflexible character, was described by his fellow southerners, this time favorably, as a “Cromwell in grey” (which complicated the comparison of Sherman, from the north, as a Cromwell). For the novelist John Esten Cooke, Jackson in his fighting and his death resembled one of Cromwell’s “Iron men” rather than “the fiery dash [of] Rupert, at the head of the Cavaliers.”128 Even so, after the war, the identification of the South with a “purer” Ireland continued, with Democrats in Louisiana comparing governor William Pitt Kellogg to Cromwell with his carpetbagging domination.129 Northerners were not wholly united in their admiration of Cromwell either, with Ulysses S. Grant being likened favorably to Cromwell, even though others noted that the comparison was apt, since “Oliver Cromwell was an usurper, and Gen. Grant had usurped powers and functions not legally his.”130

In addition to the Civil War, the rise of American nativism would reflect a different embrace of Cromwell.131 It is important to touch on this for its implications regarding Irish immigrants and the use of Cromwell as a weapon. Targeting recent arrivals and asserting the primacy of Anglo-Saxonism, the movement manifested itself in groups such as the paranoid American Protective Association, which did not simply express a virulent anti-Catholicism, but worked to eject Irish Catholics from municipal jobs and positions on school boards and the like.132 Described as a kind of “American Orangeism,” the APA included a significant number of Scots-Irish Protestants, who were provided with a sectarian wedge by which they could distinguish themselves from Irish Catholics.133 This was in large part an attempt on their part to assimilate with patriotic and Anglo-Saxon and above all Protestant American culture and to differentiate themselves from Irish Catholics. This could mean that they were called to pledge allegiance to a historical figure who had been no friend to them.134

During the Civil War, Father John Bannon, a St. Louis priest, described the Know-Nothings, a far-right and nativist political party, as descendants of Cromwell.135 By contrast, another Cromwell would enter, however peripherally, into the varieties of transatlantic nationalism that coalesced around related or disparate groups such as the Fenian Brotherhood, the Ancient Order of Hibernians, Irish Emigrant Aid Society, the National Land League of America, or Clan na Gael. The Fenian Brotherhood in America—the counterpart to the Irish Republican Brotherhood (IRB) in Ireland—hosted such founding figures as James Stephens and John O’Mahony, who spoke to a rightfully discontented audience of Irish Catholic emigrants, many of whom had served in the Civil War, and who numbered around 50,000 at the end of the war.136 Stephens elicited in turn a bounty of aid from disaffected Irish-American soldiers in 1866, even though the movement would break down in the early 1870s, with a disillusioned Stephens describing Irish-American nationalism as a “wind-bag or a phantom.”137 Even so, funding from America continued to be dependent on sending messages, including historically resonant ones, through a series of disseminating channels. Newspapers, lectures, and books throughout the century in this way became a means for social memories to be summoned and recreated, and for those memories to be deployed against opposing beliefs in the New World. The result was a further hardening of Cromwell for the age, and one that would endure as a living and lasting memory for generations to come.

Spreading the Legend: Newspapers

Before the civil war, when Boston’s North American Review was describing Cromwell as “unquestionably one of the greatest men that ever lived,” another Cromwell was emerging with equal force, partly to remind an immigrant community of a history that could serve political causes and concerns in the present day.138 Newspapers would be central in evoking this history to create new social solidarities and shape a popular public opinion that connected Catholic Irish America to Ireland.139 They were also at the forefront of a transmission process of vast reach, representing communicative and institutional networks between immigrants and the country they left behind.140 Editors of the Irish-American newspapers, like Matthew Carey earlier on, were themselves emissaries, many having immigrated over from Ireland; while they imported their ideas with them—for example, in the cultural nationalism of the Young Ireland movement or more militant strands of nationalism later in the century—those ideas were fertilized among a readership that continued to spread them across the Old World and New. Not least, newspapers could be collaborative enterprises between Ireland and America, supporting “mutual advantages” between the two countries, and particularly so when it came to disseminating a message separate from “the spectacles of Anglican prejudice.”141

The Boston Pilot, reconfigured in the 1830s to appeal to a more specific Irish Catholic readership, was already changing the narrative around Cromwell in 1846, when it referenced Daniel O’Connell’s response to “the butcher” Cromwell, and the description of him presented by Carlyle.142 Speaking to a growing immigrant community of Boston Irish whose only newspaper up until then had been the imported Freeman’s Journal, the Catholic Pilot offered news from Ireland to a receptive audience, though it also provided a fairly regular stream of Cromwellian information.143 The arrival in America of Thomas D’Arcy McGee, who served for a time as its editor in the 1840s, might have accounted for some of the vituperative portraits that emerged. One account simply described Cromwell’s embalmed head, “carefully preserved” in “a strong, Antique box,” though the head “is almost entire, the flesh black, and the hair remaining, and even a large wart [is] over the eye.” All of this, he added, intermingled with splinters from the pike that had carried the head aloft.144

More specific were articles which described the events that unfolded at Drogheda and Wexford, emphasizing the killing of “soldiers, officers, priests, women and children” in the sacred confines of a church, and the dishonorable treatment of murdered officers. “It is indeed horrible to find the name of the Most High so often employed by legalized destroyers, to give a sanction to their works of carnage,” the author concluded.145 Other historical excerpts offered a religious message in the retelling of episodes such as the death (or “martyrdom”) of the Bishop of Ross at the hands of Broghill, who carried out his deeds at the instructions of Cromwell “with all the furious zeal of an apostate.” The bishop’s name, according to the author, “has been sedulously omitted in all the accounts of the English historians,” even though it

ought to be remembered, and kept alive in our hearts with the view of doing honor to the noble dead, and of stimulating the living to do like them, their duty to their country, to their calling and their creed, even in the face of death, if the calamities of the time required such a demonstration of their constancy and courage.

The article proceeded to list the “hunting and shooting of priests” as being a “favorite amusement of the Cortezes and Pizarros of Ireland, the Cromwells, the Broghills, the Cootes, the Iretons, and the Ludlows” who dominated Ireland in the years that followed.146

McGee chafed against the praiseworthy depictions of Cromwell in Boston, which he described in his History of the Irish Settlers in North America (1850) as a “unitarian city,” with Cromwell “considered as Washington’s counterpart.”147 After serving the Boston Pilot for a time, he decided to establish the more secular New York Nation, which addressed itself to “Ireland and her Emigrants,” fastening the two together even more strongly. Clearly an extension of the Dublin Nation, with McGee maintaining warm relations with its editor Charles Gavan Duffy, the New York version lasted until 1850, when it was closed in no small part due to pressure by powerful bishops over the journal’s often anti-clerical bias.148 McGee’s later American Celt, issued weekly, would reflect a more conservative and religious turn, just as it would uphold increasingly assertive claims of Irish sovereignty. McGee was criticized by Thomas Francis Meagher, the Waterford-born Young Ireland nationalist, who called McGee a political “trickster,” and whose own writings for newspapers would play an enormously important role in disseminating a message of solidarity for the nascent post-Famine Irish-American immigrant community.149 Meagher’s previous experience in editing the Dublin Nation also provided him with extensive networks abroad, just as the cultural capital of his life, which had been disseminated in widely circulated letters from Australia, put him in a position to spread the message of nationalism for a new audience. He was alarmed, however, by what he had to push up against in America, including Irish Catholic America. “I have found infinitely more bigotry and intolerance in this country, amongst our countrymen than ever I was sensible in Ireland,” he wrote. For this he blamed the “holy journals,” including the American Celt, McGee’s new platform.150

Those “holy journals,” and especially the Pilot and the Sacred Heart Review later in the century, enjoyed a more consistent and church-supported popularity, and continued to devote a great deal of attention to Cromwell. The massacres at Drogheda and Wexford received special emphasis, perhaps because those events provided the ripest material for a martyrological treatment conducive to those journals’ religious remit. The Pilot published lengthy historical pieces that embellished Cromwell’s actions against men such as Arthur Aston, the one-legged governor of the Drogheda garrison, and “a gallant and intrepid Catholic officer.”151 Other tales described priests martyred under Cromwell, though the Pilot’s mission was to correct the historical record as well. Some of this came in the form of letters it published. One 1861 epistle to the Boston Post, for example, wrote of Drogheda that while “the world shrieked for two hundred years after it…that sharp blow saved 1,000,000 lives, and Ireland for the British crown.” The Pilot’s writer responded, “How some men have read history, to what purpose and advantage I am at a loss to know,” since “I would like to know how that bloody tragedy, un-soldier like, un-Christian like, unlike anything but that of coward and tyrant, saved a million lives and Ireland for the British crown?”152 In pushing back against such positive interpretations, the discordant historical memory of Cromwell was strengthened among the Pilot’s readership, the debate over his deeds serving to animate him as a figure who represented a past that had to be kept alive and constantly addressed.

One of the more notorious later contributors to the Pilot was the popular lecturer and “Saxonhating” John McElheran, a Belfast surgeon who toured America and wrote prolifically.153 Like other adherents of the Young Ireland movement, McElheran sought to counter the slanders of others by upholding ethnic pride in the “Irish Catholic Celts,” specifically by resorting to the race ideas so prevalent everywhere in the 1850s on. He also appealed, he wrote, to history and the “existing facts,” interspersing his lectures with jokes, entertaining asides, cranial analysis, and discussion of what he called the “baby-selling and baby-butchering Saxons.”154 The Pilot gave him an even more popular forum, however, in publishing these lectures, which contrasted the “Celts” against the “fat, lumpish, gross Anglo-Saxon.”155 As with other competing versions of history or ideology at play, McElheran was pushing in his case against the claims of the popular lecturer and Scottish anatomist Robert Knox, who argued for the racial superiority of Anglo-Saxons. Describing the English as members of the “Gothic Nations,” McElheran described them instead as a people who “used civilization and quoted the Bible itself to degrade and enslave woman, as seen in Puritan witch-burning, nun-hating, Orangism, Free-lovism, Mormonism, &c., all inspired by the Bible” (McElheran appeared to have a special obsession with Mormons). Furthermore, the Saxons “were from their habits necessarily ferocious and cruel,” “still a flesh-eating, cruel, rapacious, wife-enslaving race,” with “the same anatomical peculiarities and instincts as the Tartars and Red Indians.”156

McElheran, however, also deployed ethnological or racial theories in surprising ways, asserting that the best Englishmen and women, including Shakespeare, were actually “Celtic” or of a “Celtic type,” based on a “complexion census” he had made during a long observational walk across England (“pure” Saxons, he wrote, were now limited to the northeast of England, though they lived on in Mormons, those “isolated brutes,” in America).157 He also, interestingly, wrote without comment of Cromwell’s Welsh descent, just as he described Elizabeth I as having Celtic blood in her veins, lending her a force of character despite the fact that she was also a “red-haired hyena”.158 McElheran alluded to the men and women who were deported and placed in servitude under Cromwell as an example of those who suffered by the Saxon propensity to slavery. Because of this heritage, McElheran found commonalities between the Irish Catholics and Americans when he wrote that “We are all equally Refugees; to us all alike the great free Republic of America opens her hospitable door and offers the sanctuary of an inviolable home.”159 McElheran subsequently appealed to and was popularized by the Fenian movement, and pushed against existing nativist sentiments which tied the spirit of America to Anglo-Saxonism. His ideas of racial purity did not go unchallenged, however. In 1886, James J. Delany, writing in the New York Times, advocated for the Irish as a “mixed race,” given its history of ethnic intermingling, and describing the “Celtic race” idea as a “political epithet” useful for ideological purposes.160

The Pilot in many ways reached its apogee under John Boyle O’Reilly, who began to write for the newspaper in 1870 and rose to the editorship in the years after. His life as a leader in the Irish Republican Brotherhood as well as his escape from Tasmania lent him further credibility with the public, as he came to wield enormous influence as the “voice” of the Boston Irish. His biographer, the Mountmellick-born John Jeffrey Roche, later mentioned how O’Reilly was born near Drogheda, referring to it as a town “with a history, and, as it is an Irish town, the history is mainly a tragedy.” It was made so by a man—Cromwell—who offered “the choice of religion or death, but in the name of the one to inflict the other.”161 O’Reilly was also a figure who effectively brought Ireland and the United States closer in order to create a new and enhanced immigrant identity and one bound in equal parts to the idea of freedom and to the condition of exile. Indeed, he embodied that fusion in himself. “I am all the more American because of this old love [of freedom]–all Irishmen are,” O’Reilly wrote. He was hardly unaware, however, of the antagonisms that Irish emigrants had faced in the New World, where “a certain spirit…has Kept men & their minds from mingling in a healthy way.” At the same time, he remained hopeful that “the Irish-American is not shut out quite so much, in the mind of his Anglo-American fellow-citizen, from the ‘American Class.’”162

O’Reilly proceeded to write and publish pieces that condemned Cromwell in no uncertain terms. In the North American Review, he described in this pointedly mainstream publication how Cromwell “ruled [Ireland] for the first time”; starting with “an unexampled atrocity in the name of ‘civilization,’” he seized “four fifths of the entire island, every acre held by the native Irish, who were Catholics, [and] confiscated and handed [it] over to [his] disbanded army.” O’Reilly, however, could also be ecumenical, praising the pilgrims who appeared to many as synonymous with Cromwellians, even if they “feared too much some sins men ought to fear” and displayed “lordly arrogance and avarice.”163 When O’Reilly died in 1891, one eulogizer spoke of the straddling quality of the man’s life, and how he “loved Ireland as the greatest of his countrymen have loved it.” Yet he also “loved America as well, and would have given the last drop of blood of his veins for America as cheerfully as for Ireland, if thereby he could have enhanced its glory.” Speaking particularly of New England, where “the sons of the Pilgrims and the sons of Irishmen” dwelled, the eulogizer interposed his own projections of the day when “emigrants [walk] shoulder to shoulder, [and] shall join hands together to rear a more perfect civilization than the world has yet seen; when the descendants, if you please, of Cromwell’s soldiers, in goodly intercourse with the sons of those who were their victims, shall march together towards the realization of the highest and noblest system of humanity.”164

The Pilot also showcased writers who continued to shape a memory of those Cromwellian days. Louise Imogen Guiney, born in Roxbury, Massachusetts and the daughter of a Tipperary-born general, expressed a more complex nationalism in her contributions to the Boston Pilot.165 Guiney was a Catholic nationalist, though she could also offer a more sympathetic stance toward England, or at least royalist England.166 She was especially enamored of seventeenth-century English poetry, and echoed its view of Cromwell from the perspective of the cavalier cause, as she quoted Henry Vaughan’s description of Cromwell’s time as a “sad age when Warr had open’d Hell.”167 Guiney was also interested in oral tradition, and took special delight in discussing and transmitting the trope of Cromwell as “the brewer,” a term “fixed…in every cell of the public ear for ever.” The Lord Protector’s nose reappeared as well in her essay on Cromwell-as- brewer, and sometimes in combination as when she quoted a piece of invective: “Let Cromwells Nose still reign,/Let Cromwells Nose still reign!/’Tis no Disgrace/To his Copper Face/To brew strong ale againe.”168

Writers such as Guiney represented the second generation of Irish-Americans who continued to disseminate a message of nationalism, and were joined by figures such as Patrick Ford, who left Galway in 1845 as an eight-year-old, and would write that “I brought nothing with me from Ireland—nothing tangible to make me what I am.”169 Like the others, however, he would prove an especially powerful editor in fitting memories of historical wrongs to the resentments and alienations of the present day. The Irish World newspaper, established by him in 1870, would provide him this forum, as it offered articles on how the immigrant was to navigate the conditions of the New World, and presented social and political programs that often ran counter to the interests of the Catholic Church. All this led for a time to bitter differences that were ultimately resolved with Ford’s change of heart in the wake of increasing nativism. With a circulation of 100,000, its own brand of Irish-American nationalism could also be defined and sharpened in the years to come, just as it offered features such as a regular column by Jeremiah O’Donovan Rossa, who called for direct action against Britain under the Clan na Gael movement. The writers also found it important to reimagine a romantic Ireland as a way to alleviate their present urban social conditions while seeking at the same time to assimilate into an American culture that continued to libel them through the pulpit or caricatured cartoons.170

Letters to the editor reflected more popular sentiments, committing to text what were clearly oral memories brought down through generations. One letter-writer to the Irish World described in 1876 how his own family was exiled within Ireland “at the bidding of an agent of one of the descendants of the robbers who came over with Cromwell, supported by British law.” “Pious England,” it continued, “know you not that [amidst] the turmoil of the elements and the thunder of Sinai, God declared, ‘Though shalt not steal’ and yet you legalize the plunder of God’s poor?”171 Another wrote to the Irish World in 1874 that

I was taught to listen, at my father’s knee, with feelings of wonder and awe, to the history of sorrows traced in the blood-stained records of the past; how Erin’s children, butchered, starved, and ground by the iron heel of the robber Saxon, till worn and broken, the decimated remnant fled their homes and country, to find peace and a grave in foreign lands and still the extermination goes on!172

Oral traditions too could be recorded, as when the Sacred Heart Review reminded readers that “One of the bitterest curses in the mouth of an Irish peasant is the ‘curse of Cromwell’; and to call down upon an enemy the ‘curse of Cromwell’ is to wish him everything evil.”173 Another described a confused schoolchild as asserting that “Oliver Cromwell was a man who was put into prison for his interference in Ireland. When he was in prison he wrote ‘The Pilgrim’s Progress’ and married a lady called Mrs. O’Shea.”174 In the meantime, compilations of folklore, such as William Carleton’s, were heavily promoted in the American press, ensuring healthy sales and a further transmission of oral tradition.175

Wicklow-born E.L. Godkin differed from these other immensely influential Irish emigrant editors in that he was the son of a Congregationalist minister and could claim Cromwellian lineage on his mother’s side.176 He was also combative, an elitist, and increasingly conservative over the course of his career, once prophesying that communism would lead to smoking at funerals and cause “men and women…to mate in the streets.”177 But his views, as expressed in the New York-based Nation magazine, were also anti-imperialist with regard to America’s Cuban and Philippine adventures; and while he assailed Irish-Catholic nationalism and Tammany Hall, and did not much acknowledge his Irish identity for that matter, he came to sympathize with the Land League agenda and the program of Parnell. Of Cromwell, he had pointedly little to offer. In one letter he wrote during his travels in England, “To go over the field of Naseby where Cromwell won his latest battle, has been one of the dreams of years.”178 As editor, he oversaw reviews of books that presented Cromwell favorably: “Certainly [Cromwell’s] conquest of Ireland and his Irish settlement were bloody and stern,” according to one review published under his watch, “but if a Catholic country was to be held under Puritan rule, hardly less would have sufficed.”179 On the other hand, Godkin criticized Froude, and could also be skeptical of Carlyle’s presentation of Cromwell. Responding to Carlyle’s claim that Cromwell was an “apostle” of truth, Godkin replied that “the only truth which Cromwell was spreading in Ireland was the simple one that anybody who resisted him in arms would probably be knocked on the head.”180

By the late nineteenth century, Scots-Irish newspapers for their part were increasingly representing themselves as foundational to the United States, which could only mean that Cromwell and his soldiers were now proudly claimed in these remembrances. The Granite State Monthly of 1883, devoted to New Hampshire culture and politics and not strictly Scots-Irish, recounted the history of the community in the state, describing Cromwell in admiring terms as a man whose “avenging sword” was displayed against those who had risen up in 1641 and who “waged relentless war against the Catholic Irish,” allowing the “void” to be “filled by large bodies of Scotch and English immigrants of the Calvinistic faith.” The result was a country “redeemed” by these new settlers, though “a day black with darkness came with unwonted swiftness” at the death of Cromwell and the return of the Stuarts, culminating in the “fires of persecutions rekindled” under James II. Though relief was found with the victory of William at the siege of Derry, many of those who lifted the siege by Jacobite forces would subsequently immigrate to America, seeking religious freedom in “the new life of the wilderness.” Presbyterians, however, found themselves put out by American Anglicans, who had driven them to exile in the first place by the persecutory policies and prejudices that existed under Queen Anne.181 The author of the Granite Monthly piece also proceeded to vehemently disengage these “Scots” heroes from the “Irish,” whose Catholicism they “hated almost to ferocity,” writing that “they were of Scotch blood, pure and simple.” For him, “the blood of Erin did not flow commingled in the veins of the hardy exiles who, one hundred and sixty years ago, struck for a settlement and a home in this wintry land.”182

Beyond Irish publications, the mainstream press could not avoid reporting on the events that stirred the Irish immigrant population, and the historical background that informed those events.183 New York’s Orange and Green riots of 1870 and 1871, which were triggered by an Orange parade that commemorated the Battle of the Boyne, and which represented the greatest outbreak of violence since the Draft Riots of 1863, represented an especially acute instance of older historical hatreds being transmitted into a new setting.184 As the New York Times put it, “To the wearer of the Green, the Orange recalls centuries of wrong, the English invasion, the atrocities of Strongbow and Cromwell, the inhuman ‘Catholic laws’ which oppressed his race for centuries.” Meanwhile, “the Orange,” in a somewhat odd analogy—“sees in the Green the sufferings of every Waldensian and Alligensian [sic] martyr” as well as James II and the Siege of Derry.185 Despite the warnings of some to not remind themselves of old resentments, at the funerals of Irish Catholic victims afterwards, one woman was quoted by a reporter as saying that she wished “the curse of Cromwell [would] rest on the head of the black-harted basthard [sic] that killed poor Johnny Reilly.”186

Home Rule and other movements also received considerable press in mainstream publications, but it was the proposed statue in honor of Cromwell, discussed in chapter three, that received special attention. An article in the Sacred Heart Review described the debate, but added a poem about the massacre of 300 “fair and helpless ones” at Wexford. One individual was quoted as expressing surprise “to learn that the ire that existed 250 years ago still burned with intensity.”187 By this point, Cromwell had become well entrenched and familiar to hundreds of thousands of American readers, Irish-American and otherwise, as a figure of enmity and controversy among the Irish. The North Adams Daily Transcript of Massachusetts emphasized Irish opposition to the statue in the British parliament as “natural and justifiable”; “for the Cromwellian settlement of Ireland was very bloody and cruel, and is still remembered with bitterness there, and wherever the Irish race has spread, so [has] ‘the curse of Cromwell’…their severest malediction.”188 The Chicago Tribune noted the fundraising efforts for the statue, adding that “everything pales in comparison with the fearful cruelties perpetuated by Cromwell in Ireland in the name of the Bible,” which left “the bogs…sodden with Irish blood.” “No son of Erin can ever forget the dreadful scenes at Drogheda,” it added, before describing the deaths and the scene of St. Peter’s Church there.189 In other words, for every lionization of Cromwell elsewhere in America, not all of the mainstream press was in disagreement with its Irish-American counterparts over the stain on Cromwell’s name, and the widely held and understandable memories that his actions continued to carry in Ireland and Irish America alike.

The Lecture Circuit

Another vital mode of transmission came by way of lecturers from back home who drew on existing social and oral memories in speeches that were disseminated into the broader culture through public engagements or newspapers. The goal of the lectures could serve to raise support in America for political causes back home or in Froude’s case, ostensibly set Americans straight on the historical record. As with newspapers, one result was the planting of old social memories onto new terrain so they would grow among emigrants and their descendants in the generations after.190 Newspapers were essential in announcing or reporting on these lectures to a wider audience, with talks on the “glories of Ireland” and “celebrated sons of Irishmen” being especially popular.191 It was also important, however, for these lecturers to cite Ireland’s anti-heroes, in order to create the necessary tension between the good and the bad in Ireland’s past. The greatness of heroes such as St. Patrick or Hugh O’Neill could only glow brightly if they were offset by the opposing shadows of darkness. And so Cromwell entered these lectures as well.

The battle between Froude and Burke, which opened this chapter, elicited special attention in the Irish-American papers and beyond. “Froude is really a man to be congratulated, or almost envied,” John Mitchel wrote, for he “has stirred up hosts of vindictive enemies on both sides of the Atlantic,” who track him “[l]ike bloodhounds…in either hemisphere.”192 The more mainstream Boston Globe stated that “The memory of a great man [Cromwell] is defamed and America is chosen as the arbitrator,” though the newspaper offered its own Carlylean verdict by stating that Cromwell was “no monster of iniquity, but a sturdy, true-hearted statesman, generally silent and melancholy from intense communings with the spirits within him.” “Americans are the last people to believe the falsehoods charged against a patriot,” the article concluded, as it cited Cromwell’s campaign in Ireland if only to dismiss and even defend it.193

Froude’s adversarial irritant was perhaps the most well known and effective of these sermonizers and intermediaries between the old country and the new. In Buffalo, Thomas Burke spoke to an “immense” audience, as the crowd “filled the aisles and overflowed into the orchestra, which had been set apart for the reporters, to the serious inconvenience of the gentlemen of the pencil.”194 Froude, according to the Boston Pilot, initially appeared to have “the whole field to himself” as he embarked upon his lecture tour;195 but Burke, in the words of his later biographer, “penetrated the enemy’s lines with cleaving logic,” while A.M. Sullivan wrote that Burke “knocked his opponent into a cocked hat.”196 The New York Tribune reported that Froude made a “brilliant and forcible defence” against Burke, though “How far he has demolished Father Burke is a question upon which there will be a great diversity of opinion.” So intractable were the historical issues at hand, the newspaper continued, that only the “mercy of Divine Providence” could resolve them in the end.197 It was not simply Cromwell, however, but a number of other historical instances Froude cited—the Duke of Alva in the Netherlands, for example—which made audiences suspect that the historian’s target was much more sectarian as he cited the Catholic Church as the source of all these violent ills.198

Burke, however, also evoked keywords—freedom, religion, manhood, though not republicanism—that would have distinctly resonated in a nineteenth-century American context. In this way, he used his speech to bridge two countries and communities. Burke slyly brought in professed American values by wondering if Froude imagines “that the people of America are either so ignorant or wicked as to accept the monstrous proposition that a man who came into Ireland with such a purpose as this can be declared a friend of the real interests of the Irish people,” when that man is “an enemy of freedom, or religion, and of life itself.”199 Returning to the topic of Ireland, Burke offered a detailed exposition of the years leading up to Cromwell, including the “grievances” which preceded the uprising of 1641. He then proceeded to engage with Froude by reading from Clarendon’s history, describing Cromwell as a man “who came to destroy the Irish race and the Irish Catholic faith of the people, and so put an end at once to all claims of land and to all disturbances arising out of religious persecution.”200

The Standard concluded that “[t]he defeat of Mr. Froude was the greatest victory which Burke won in America,” judging by “the hundreds whom his eloquence converted to the Catholic religion, or of the thousands of his own race whose faith he strengthened.”201 Burke was helpfully joined on stage by other Catholic clergy who provided the spiritual muscle on behalf of the church. In other speeches, he assumed a more forgiving tone, however. Recounting the story of a man in Ireland telling him that he had once seen the ghost of Cromwell who has now “gone to the devil,” Burke urged the man not to say such an “uncharitable” thing (“sure, if he is not gone to the devil, where is the use of having a devil at all?” the man responded).202 On a more secular level, Burke, as a native of Connaught and writing when he did, was sensitive to such matters as the Cromwellian land confiscations; as such, he made sure that his American audiences, and especially those later generations of Irish-Americans for whom land was a distant if still politically passionate matter, would remember it closely too.

Many lecturers were not only celebrities performing a kind of oratorical and political theater, but newspapermen as well. Thomas Meagher was widely popular, and if Burke shared the stage with clerics, Meagher carried his own pantheon on stage with him as well, and specifically the republican heroes of 1798.203 Meagher, a “global statesman” and bearer of considerable cultural capital,204 undertook extensive lecture tours, traveling as far west as San Francisco and Sacramento. Like Burke, he appealed (or pandered) to American sentiments, and his lectures were also well attended. While his words on Cromwell were tangentially lodged within a larger vision of Irish history, and Cromwell often went unmentioned entirely, the Lord Protector could not help but appear in what Meagher described as “the inalienable inheritance of my poor country.”205 One skeptical reporter offered a description of a lecture where

Now, he is the sly, cunning cat, sitting at the mouse hole, now—now to pounce upon his tiny victim…now he is the savage butcher, with sleeves tucked up, ready to strike his victim, the big, burly, English bull…A low, savage growl, and then a wild shout, and a fearful rush, and then the cry is “the English, the English, the hated English; up—up boys, and at ’em!”206

Thomas D’Arcy McGee was equally influential in shaping social memories for American audiences, and included Cromwell in those memories, if also tangentially.207 Cromwell (and Henry VIII, another villain) came in for special opprobrium as “one of the most wicked and detestable of the fallen children of Adam,” Cromwell’s crimes being especially present in land confiscations and persecutory policies. Cromwell, McGee continued, intended “to doom all who opposed his arms or his theology in Ireland to instantaneous death,” though he also belonged to the pantheon of “Sixtus Quintus,” Columbus, and Andrew Jackson as a figure whose intense legacy over time “does not beget the sense of dimness but of substantiality.”208 Other starry newspapermen-lecturers followed, with the New York Herald reporting that John Mitchel consistently “wound up amid frantic enthusiasm with a stirring appeal to the hereditary hatred of England.”209

All this was in line with the old Sassenach-hating tradition, but as with McElheran, it was sometimes accompanied by nineteenth century racial theory. McElhern was an extreme example, though the emigrant journalist, editor, lawyer, and lecturer Martin O’Brennan could state that Gaelic was the language in the Garden of Eden.210 Others disagreed, with John Mitchel offering a lecture in Vermont that denied there was such a thing as an Anglo-Saxon (“a character purely imaginary,” the reporter paraphrased). On the other hand, the “Celt” very much existed, and Mitchel made sure to add in a lecture that “the English in speaking of the Americans, denominate whatever traits in the national character may meet their commendation,” thus creating a further bond of shared opprobrium between the Irish and Americans.211 “The house during that lecture was crowded, and the speaker much applauded,” the reporter concluded.212 Richard O’Gorman, however, appealed to toleration and even asserted that in the case of New York, “We see here men of all races, of all nations under the sun, Celt, Saxon and Teuton, [living] together, [working] together, bound together by ties of friendship and sympathy.”213

By the 1880s, the politician and more conciliatory Parnellite John Redmond also traveled to America to make his case for the cause, as did Parnell himself. Evoking Cromwell would have diluted the political message, and so the name was judiciously forgotten. Sermons and lectures delivered by Catholic clergy other than Burke did continue to memorialize the man, however, as they attributed recent and current injustices in Ireland to his regime and elevated St. Patrick as a contrasting figure whose “purest faith and loftiest patriotism” brought together faith and fatherland that sustained the Irish in America.214 Archbishop John Hughes of New York, speaking on the causes of the Famine in 1847, also presented a litany of ill treatment, mentioning how Ireland under the Commonwealth experienced “new exterminations—new confiscations—new foreign settlers, amidst the wrecks and ruins of native populations,” with the “iniquities” of the confiscations being confirmed in turn under the Restoration.215 Emigrants did not exactly need priests, polemicists, or newspapermen to be reminded of all they had lost, of course. Nevertheless, the church’s role in adding ecclesiastical ballast to an emerging Irish-American identity against the challenges to it by aggressive Anglo-Saxon nativism—not to mention the church’s importance in providing social and spiritual services to new Irish Catholic immigrants—would help to bind Irishness and Catholicism together.216

Transatlantic ambassadors of historical enmities, arriving in America to generate support for causes back home, were not confined to nationalists either. The Home Rule movement, and opposition to it, would bring over William Johnston of Ballykilbeg, who we last saw in chapter three. Johnston, considered “Orange royalty” as well as an Orange martyr after a stint in prison, arrived for his first tour in 1872.217 Speaking in New York, in a venue which was “packed to suffocation,” according to the New York Sun, Johnston was joined onstage by representatives of different Orange Lodges, and proceeded to speak of Aughrim and the Boyne, though not of Cromwell. In such an Irish Catholic city and with a number of police present to control any disturbance—and in the same year of Froude’s lecture—Johnston’s talk “contained nothing in the remotest degree offensive to the Catholic body.” Summoning what to Catholics was the historically painful memory of Aughrim and Boyne would seem to contradict this claim of inoffensiveness, but Johnston’s omission of Cromwell at least avoided a particularly incendiary name in that milieu.218 Johnston, it should be pointed out, was not fully enamored of Cromwell anyway. By the time of his return visit in 1900, when attitudes towards Britain had become warmer and memory of the war against Spain in the Philippines and Cuba was fresh, Johnston could extol the “Anglo-Saxon race” and Protestant imperialism as a beacon against European powers and as a light to the inferior races.219 But Cromwell, even then, was not mentioned in his celebratory words.

Touring first in a friendlier and loyalist Canada, the barrister G.H. Smith entered the United States in 1886, preparing to encounter “some stiff breezes” against his sails.220 Thankfully, Smith had groups such as the American Protestant Association to smooth his journey and provide, by their numbers, a kind of personal security force. Smith traveled with the Grandmaster of the Belfast Lodge, Reverend R.R. Kane, whose trip to Philadelphia witnessed 7000 showing up for the talk; Boston, “the headquarters of Fenianism,” according to Kane, was a bumpier ride, with Kane estimating the presence of 800 “avowed Fenians” in an audience of 3500, accounting, Kane thought, for the hissing “at the name of the Queen and any reference to the British Empire.”221 Meanwhile, the more homegrown Protestants, also of the Orange Order, sought to align their values more closely with America as a whole. The American reverend and imperialist-minded C.C. Phelan, a noteworthy orator and grandmaster of the Orange Lodge of Maine, would give his lectures titles such as “The Portrait of a Great Woman: or Queen Elizabeth and the Triumph of Christianity” or “Modern Civilization and its Perils.” All of this would be followed by Phelan “leading a half hour of ‘patriotic song.’”222

Others in the Scots-Irish community, and perhaps the majority, had fewer qualms when it came to summoning Cromwell’s name in a more secular framework, for it attached them to a legacy of “hardiness,” resoluteness and men of great “fighting stock”: all of which was part of the larger heritage and identity of America.223 Non-Presbyterians could contribute to the debate as well, however, and not always to the advantage of Cromwell. Wexford-born Unitarian Henry Giles in one lecture took into account the successive invasions that shaped the country’s past; Cromwell is mentioned in this litany of campaigns in Ireland, to be followed by “the boors of the third William”; the strife and faction that resulted gave rise to the nation being given over to the “hands of strangers” and a ruling aristocracy.224 Interestingly, Giles mentioned that Cromwell “left the most atrocious memory,” namely because of Drogheda and Wexford. On the other hand, the brutalities that ensued were due, Giles asserted, to “the sins of English fathers…visited on their children.”225

The Book Market

Lectures and newspaper articles were finally repackaged as books and pitched to a huge readership that ensured the persistence of Cromwell’s name among the Irish in America.226 Carlyle’s hagiography, as mentioned, provided one interpretive model, making Cromwell’s name a household word in America. For a Catholic Irish-American readership, on the other hand, Cromwell was countered and in some ways nullified by competing heroes. The Glories of Ireland: Lives, Works, and Achievements of Ireland’s Greatest Priests, Poets, Patriots, Statesmen, Wits, and Soldiers, written by the Antrim-born James McGee, offered its own parade of heroes, including Hugh O’Neill, Patrick Sarsfield, and various Irish priests through the ages. McGee, who had served as a colonel on the northern side in the Civil War and had extensive experience as a newspaperman,227 also edited a book entitled “Thumping English Lies”: Froude’s Slanders on Ireland and Irishmen, which quoted Burke in its title and presented all of Froude’s New York lectures without comment, followed by a series of notes that revealed faulty data and possible forgery on the historian’s part.228 The Glories of Ireland also included Burke in its inner sanctum of greatness, which McGee based in no small part on the Dominican’s setting the record straight about Cromwell. The work, however, could be ecumenical when it included the Scots-Irish president Andrew Jackson. McGee quoted Jackson’s eulogist, who mentioned the president’s sense of providence, and who “in the time of Cromwell…would have been a puritan.” McGee, however, insisted, in a bit of wishful thinking, that in the present century, Jackson “would have been a Catholic…for he had many of the human virtues, the exercise of which frequently precedes conversion.”229

Contemporary Irish heroes also issued memoirs or histories that enjoyed wide popularity in America, with emigrants publishing them to great profit.230 Mitchel’s Jail Journal was one, joined later by Rossa’s Recollections, by Jeremiah O’Donovan Rossa. The latter barely focused on Cromwell, though it did reference the time “when Cromwell ravaged Ireland.” It also referred to “the Cromwellian landlord,” or one “tyrant” “as big as any Cromwellian landlord,” all of which resonated in a time when the Land Wars continued to be a live issue among the Irish emigrant community.231 Other popular books provided a more overt bridge between Ireland and Irish America in their discussion of the immigrant experience generally, even if they gave Cromwell only passing mention. Thomas D’Arcy McGee’s History of Irish Settlers in North America (1852), dedicated to “my emigrant countrymen in the United States and Canada,” was based in part on materials he had collected while riding the lecture circuit and in his capacity as a newspaperman. Beginning with St. Brendan and continuing through the Famine emigrants, McGee also dwelled on the American national character, differentiated regionally and perhaps intended for the education of an Irish readership as well. Cromwell, again, is mentioned only briefly, though McGee does discuss the “Catholic patriots banished by Oliver Cromwell” to Barbados and North America.232 McGee’s diminishment of Cromwell, or even of the Puritan legacy in America for that matter, was important in that his goal was not to focus on the immigrants’ adversaries but on their success in adapting themselves to the new land.233

In addition to printed works that focused on Irish emigration, authors sought to remind the newly settled of Ireland’s history, in works often issued by Ireland-born publishers. The Galway-born publisher Patrick Martin Haverty, who was a close associate of Thomas Burke and published his sermons, printed a number of old and new titles, among them the popular Irish-American Almanac, a detailed historical calendar which listed important dates and events that occurred during Cromwell’s campaign in Ireland, including the massacre at Drogheda. In a longer prose piece from the volume, the author describes how Cromwell was remembered as “a ravenous animal,” his presence marked by “the bloody fragments where he tore his prey.” “The Irish peasantry still speak of this man with those vivid impressions, which, of all passions, terror alone can leave,” the writer added.234

In Patrick Ford’s Criminal History of the British Empire, Cromwell’s life was given one of the more succinct treatments of all time: “Cromwell with his iron heel crushed your Parliament out of existence and proclaimed himself ‘Protector’ of England. He died. When his enemies got reinstated in power, they dug up his body, and put his head on a pike on the Tower of London.”235 Ford thus effaces Cromwell’s actions in Ireland altogether, though he describes the transportations and desolations that occurred under his regime. Religious works were often more forthcoming. Longford-born Reverend Bernard O’Reilly expressed his own brand of Catholic nationalism as he ascended to the bishopric of Hartford and wrote a number of highly charged printed works that utilized Cromwell to powerful effect. In his lengthy and influential Cause of Ireland Pleaded before the Civilized World (1886) O’Reilly targeted other historical figures, including Elizabeth I and her “devastation” of Ireland and James I with his “odious duplicity.”236 Cromwell, however, elicited the most colorful language, and was brought in to a larger narrative that encompassed Ireland and America. “[W]e can now afford to remember, with a regretful shame,” he wrote, those regions of New England and the southern colonies which were the repositories of “thousands of Irish men and women, Irish boys and girls…[who were] sent into temporary, if not perpetual, slavery by the decree of Cromwell.” As in Ireland, “We cannot, should not forget that…these noble sufferers for the cause of their cherished nationality and their baptismal faith, were treated with a rigor, an intolerance, an unchristian cruelty, the very idea of which at present revolts the descendants alike of Cavalier and Puritan.” Referring to Sir Walter Raleigh as well, O’Reilly noted that “The very men whose names are still most popular in connection with our colonial infancy, are, many of them, men who were most active and energetic in promoting, in their day, the extermination of the Irish race.” In this regard, Cromwell’s (and others’) actions in Ireland were injected into the nation’s bloodstream, and any upholding of this nation’s “large-minded and large-hearted liberality” must carry with it a memory of “past prejudice, narrow-mindedness, and bitter intolerance” against “these struggling Irish, whom [Americans] were taught to hate and despise.” Addressing the nativist movement as well, O’Reilly pleaded with this audience to put aside the old prejudices that formed the nation, and understand that “according to some eminent writers,” it was the Irish who were among the first to discover America “long before the age of Columbus.”237

If Ireland was perceived as “unprogressive,” O’Reilly continued, then Cromwell was largely to blame. With others before him, he had reduced the country to a “treeless, wind-swept, poverty-stricken waste”;238 if “Elizabeth’s hordes swept over the land like flame through a forest,” Cromwell and William “perfected” the devastation.239 Cromwell, however, was also the beginning of something new, bringing a “LAW [which] was to [the people] a red-handed tyrant clad in steel.”240 O’Reilly dwells at length on the devastations and massacres, the “exiles and bondage” and “oppressive and pitiless Land System” that issued from Cromwell and his “hungry and wrathful soldiers.” In this way the “heart” of the English and Puritan nation “went with Cromwell to the Irish shore.”241 Much of this diatribe proceeded down well-trodden ground, as it also focused on priests and utilized a language borrowed from martyrologies. O’Reilly, however, created his own variant of this tradition, and transmitted it further afield in turn.

Histories, novels, and theatrical performances only amplified this picture of Cromwell in the popular imagination. The Kenmare-born Sister Mary Francis Cusack, otherwise known as the Nun of Kenmare, was sui generis: born in 1829 and raised in the Church of Ireland, she converted to Catholicism in 1858 and then took vows as a Poor Clare, before returning to Anglicanism and spending her last years as a Methodist. While most of her writings were undertaken while she was in Ireland, Cusack’s years in the United States, beginning in 1886, ensured her place as another emissary whose presentation of Ireland’s past in popular histories, fiction, and guidebooks would further consolidate a vision of the country’s oppressive past. Her History of the Irish Nation and Illustrated History of Ireland (1871) presented the people of Ireland as subject to a series of invaders of whom Cromwell was simply the most spectacular example. Cromwell and his troopers “desolated Celtic homes, and murdered the Celtic dwellers, often in cold blood”; he committed “savage butcheries” and treacheries of different magnitudes, above all in the confiscations.242 In Drogheda, Cusack wrote elsewhere, Cromwell ordered that St. Peter’s Church, where people had taken refuge, be burned with them inside it; in Wexford, the previous massacre “was renewed with all its horrors,” even though “the treacherous general held in his hand all the time the formal offer of surrender.” The story of orders to kill the two hundred women huddling under the market cross is also repeated, as is the rest of the Cromwellian campaign and the subsequent transplantations and deportations.243

Cusack would also write a theatrical work entitled Tim Carty’s Trial, or Whistling at Landlords: A Play for the Times (1886), a “little comedy especially suited to passing events” in the age of the Land League. Cusack was a particularly acerbic critic of landlordism, having had direct experience with the poverty and coercion it engendered back home. In Tim Carty’s Trial, this animus was reflected in characters named “Lord Drive-em-Out,” “Mr. Evictem,” and “Lord Very Very (Lord de Vere),” all centered around the trial of six-year-old Tim Carty, charged for whistling at a landlord. The play also evoked a deeper past, however comically, as when Lord Drive-em-out cries, “Evict them, sir! Evict the whole of them! Clear the country, sir! Do what Cromwell did, sir! He knew how to manage Ireland, sir!” The play in this way succeeded in using the grievances of history to address present concerns taking place in Ireland, ultimately offering a message of hope in the final scene, in which a crowd exclaims that Ireland had passed “Mr Gladstone’s [Home Rule] Bill” and, with a parliament of its own, was now free.244

The popular novels of Mary Anne Sadlier, born in Cavan but an emigrant to Canada and New York, reinforced this message, with The Confederate Chieftains: A Tale of the Irish Rebellion of 1641 (1859), going through five editions in the nineteenth century.245 Recasting the 1641 uprising as a romance, it also centered upon Phelim O’Neill and Owen Roe O’Neill, the latter being particularly important as a point of contrast against Cromwell. “If I live,” Sadlier has Owen saying, “Drogheda and Wexford shall not go unrevenged—Cromwell and myself shall soon come together—the shock of our meeting will make the island quake, and one or the other of us will be dashed to pieces.” “But for God and my right I fear not to face him were he an hundred king-killers!,” she writes. “What was the terror of Cromwell’s army to men who marched under the banner of Owen Roe O’Neill, that glorious banner with the cross and keys interwoven with the Red Hand on its snowy surface?”246

The “Scots-Irish,” meanwhile, increasingly began to claim that name for their identity, even though Irish Catholic nationalists could be dubious of the label in their own books.247 The politician and writer James Francis Maguire, in his Irish in America (1868), described the designation “Scotch-Irish” as “this most ridiculous compound, this mongrel designation”; while they were descendants of those who came to Ireland “in the time of James, or Charles, or Cromwell,” they “cowardly” (and disingenuously) disavowed themselves from any affiliation with a country to which they had nevertheless become attached.248 Even so, Scots-Irish writers offered their own histories of the seventeenth century, unsurprisingly evading Cromwell in favor of William. According to John H. Keatley, the 1689 Siege of Derry “will never be forgotten, as long as a Scotch-Irish heart remains to throb, Scotch-Irish lips to breathe the story, and a Scotch-Irish patriotism to cherish the heroic deeds of their illustrious forefathers.” Cromwell’s appearance, though relatively sparse in these pages, was nevertheless provocative, and fitting for an age in which heroes and villains cohered around a more strident identity politics. Keatley described Cromwell’s army as producing a “sober, resolute, God-fearing class,” a description he liked so much that he repeated it on the next page, though as a “sober, resolute, and God-fearing Spirit,” before returning to the “sober, God-fearing, resolute class” of “lion-hearted soldiers” a few pages later.249 By embedding these descriptions in his larger narrative of the Scots-Irish in America, Keatley was tracing a direct genealogy from Cromwell’s stout men to descendants who proceeded in the same mode to settle the wilderness of the back country, “sever the last ligament that united them to the mother country,” or to fight on either side of the Civil War.250

These assertions came increasingly to blend with a larger American identity, with (Scots-Irish) Woodrow Wilson claiming that “every line of our history is one drawn in Scots-Irish blood.”251 The Scotch-Irish Society of America (SISA), following other organizations devoted to upholding their historical pasts, was formed in 1889, and while it professed a nonsectarian and even nonpolitical identity, the group continued to bind itself to American history, though it could not help but be shaped by an overwhelming Presbyterian membership. Over the course of the late nineteenth century, the SISA would proceed to publish a series of historically minded essays, offering a revisionist history that upheld heroic moments such as the Siege of Derry, while increasingly emphasizing the Cromwellian association. The Scots-Irish were men of action, like Cromwell; in a piece of invented or at the least heavily embellished history, they described themselves as emerging from Ireland to colonize Scotland in the sixth century, to return to Ireland centuries later, now as “Scots-Irish.” This made them an admixture containing the ideals of both peoples. “We have thus the indomitable, prudent, calculating, metaphysical God-fearing, tyrant-hating Scotch, brought by marriage into blood relationship with the brave, reckless, emotional, intuitive, God-loving, liberty-adoring Irish,” wrote D.C. Kelley.252 In 1889, the Kentucky politician Proctor Knott also took up the theme of Scots-Irish representing the best of all ethic “transfusions,” though he also added Anglo-Saxonism (“rugged common sense,” “plainness”) and Normanism to the mix.253 All this meant that the Scots-Irish were distinctly not Irish, either—not that there was anything wrong with that, according to them: “we are not organized in antagonism to any class of the Irish or Scotch races, from whatever source they may derive their origin,” wrote John Hall, a New York Presbyterian minister.254

One history, however, described the Scots-Irish as the offspring of the colonists “planted by Cromwell,” while another described how the Scots-Irish represented a “fresh fusion” of the best of the Scottish mingled with English Puritans who were reinforced “when the magnificent Cromwell took hold of Ireland” and brought with him the “bravest and strongest” of men. “To this very hour I know where to lay my hands on the direct lineal descendants of some of Cromwell’s most trusted officers, who brought to Ireland blood that flowed in the purest English veins,” the author added. Other accounts depicted Cromwell as a “great and sincere man,” and described the Scots-Irish as resembling him in that they “can well afford…to have [their] portrait painted [warts and all], since in comparison with his virtues, all the rest is but as the small dust of the balance.”255

By the end of the century, perceptions of “Scots-Irish” as descendants of Cromwell were further picked up by those belonging to neither group. Theodore Roosevelt, who idolized Cromwell as “an eminently practical man,” described the Scots-Irish as a projection of his own ideal: a “bold and hardy race,” “fitted to be Americans from the very start” as they “[plunged] into the wilderness” and “gloried in the warlike renown of their forefathers, the men who had followed Cromwell, and who had shared in the defense of Derry, and in the victories of the Boyne and Aughrim.”256 Cromwell in this way had by now become entrenched as an honorary American, embodying the perceived best of what the country had to offer. Not uncoincidentally like Roosevelt himself in his 1898 Cuban adventure, Cromwell was a man who charged forward to his imperial destiny. With these contending visions of the man, presented across books, the social memories of Cromwell would be locked in place and referenced for decades to come, even as they continued to vary according to the needs and projections of ever-shifting historical moments.

Conclusion

Historical memories that migrated to America and elsewhere settled in a radically different environment where they were transmuted by local conditions into emerging Irish emigrant identities. If the experience of Irish emigrants, like all emigrants, entailed the casting of a backward look to a past and a country now gone, it would not be surprising that the bitterness of Cromwell’s memory was necessary to offset the idealizations of Ireland’s heroes in the historical imaginations populating a new diasporic space. Social remembering could be heterogeneous, however. If the Catholic Irish-American Cromwell was a reminder of a past that should not be forgotten, the Scots-Irish either “forgot” him or softened their own historical animus towards what he represented. By the same token, upholding his resolute traits later on offered them a positive mode of identification and a way in which to accommodate themselves to the views of many Americans. In all cases, memory and forgetting worked in tension with other beliefs about Cromwell, including those which were deeply shaped in America by the Puritan tradition, by the reception of Carlyle, or by the nativist movement which upheld misty notions of Saxonism.

Cromwell, or the remembrances and manipulations of his name, in this way served to reconstitute a people in a new country. Froude claimed the historical record and facticity in order to ostensibly assert a more objective and therefore truthful sense of the past and of Cromwell.257 But facts, and especially the manner in which they were chosen and interpreted, were no less ideologically driven. Nor did they tell the whole story. Thomas Burke, of course, was highly partisan and selective in the memory he sought to convey, though at least he urged his audiences to remember the military and economic violence done to Ireland through Cromwell and others.258 To not remember Cromwell was to efface that violent and catastrophic past, the legacy of which emigrants continued to experience even in their own exile.259 For these communities, Cromwell, while embedded in larger narratives, thus became a kind of transatlantic and transcultural mnemonic symbol, and one which traveled across space as well as time. In doing so, he and other historical referents might have been detached from their original contexts, but they also allowed communities to make sense of themselves in a new world.260 Like the oicotype as described by the great folklorist Carl von Sydow, tales of Cromwell grew out of the new surroundings in which they were told, satisfying the needs of particular communities in which they were heard. Modifications of Cromwell, however radical, were therefore inevitable, in accordance with the changing environment and context in which he was disseminated.261

Later in the nineteenth century, emigrants—or at least Irish Catholic emigrants—had so embraced the lectures they heard or books and newspapers they read that Parnell could famously state that Irish Americans were “even more Irish than the Irish themselves in the true spirit of patriotism.”262 The Nation, meanwhile, reported on Froude’s debate with Burke that “The Irish in America are more likely to be exasperated by it than the Irish at home.”263 It is not surprising, then, that the Irish-American Cromwell would be equally vehement, or vehemently remembered. Cromwell represented historical rupture, yet he also connected Irish-Americans to that past in its larger unfolding.264 As Astrid Erll has written, the “mnemonic forms and contents” of traveling memories are in this way “filled with new life and new meaning in changing social, temporal and local contexts.”265 Cromwell in other words was de-territorialized and then re-territorialized, claimed not only by Emerson or John Brown, but by Irish Catholics or Scots-Irish who incorporated him into their own competing memories or forgettings of Cromwell.

Cromwell, in other words, traveled well. Not only was he included in historical, memorializing, or political discourses, but so did he re-enter the American field as a figure of folklore. Irish newspapers were in great part responsible for the dissemination of his legend, which they picked up in part from a longer oral culture, only to send it back to America in variant forms. This was somewhat rare in folklore: many folk beliefs held that fairies, for example, could not settle in an America barren of fairy forts, bushes, and other access points to the otherworld. Fairies could, however, occasionally make the trip across the sea, and transport men, women, and children with them to the American otherworld. Seán Palmer, in a famous tale, expressed his desire to visit relatives and an old flame in New York; the fairies assented, Palmer traveled to America in a sailboat, and returned to Ireland the next day, his pockets stuffed with dollars and tobacco.266 If Palmer returned to Ireland, however, the Cromwell of folklore stayed in America, living on in many different and conflicting guises in lecture halls, popular novels, or histories. Only in this way, and by refracting off so many other competing memories of himself, could the reconstructed Cromwell of Irish America shine so brightly, or perhaps dim so darkly, for so long.
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Conclusion

Cromwell persisted into the twentieth century, of course. At the end of the nineteenth century, S.R. Gardiner had called him “the greatest because the most typical Englishman of all time”—a quote which has turned into Cromwell being “the greatest…Englishman of all time.”1 In 1937, Maurice Ashley, however, titled his book Cromwell: The Conservative Dictator, while Churchill described Cromwell as having “a smoky soul,” though his tyranny was “reluctant and apologetic.” Churchill added, somewhat hypocritically given past his relationship with Ireland, that Cromwell had “debased the standards of human conduct” in the country; elsewhere, he recalled a fond memory as a boy of visiting Emo Court in Laois, gazing at a smashed stone tower and being told that “it was blown up by Oliver Cromwell, [who had] blown up all sorts of things and was therefore a very great man.”2 Cromwell was fitted to those dictatorial times, though Ashley would subsequently revise his earlier estimation of the man with his book, The Greatness of Oliver Cromwell. The twinning of Cromwell with past strongmen nevertheless continued, if towards more ambiguous ends. In 2013, Vladimir Putin was asked by a British correspondent about a statue of Stalin being erected in Moscow; Putin answered, “What’s the real difference between Cromwell and Stalin? None whatsoever.” On the other hand, he added that “We must treat all periods of our history with care. It’s better not to stir things up…with premature actions.”3 The comparison brought a strong riposte from the philosopher and ethicist Peter Singer, who argued that the difference between Stalin and Cromwell lay in the larger number of people killed under the former’s totalitarian regime, whose ideology rested upon quasi-scientific principles.4

Singer’s argument is more complex than a simple comparison of Cromwell and Stalin based upon their respective body counts. Yet even in the calculation of body counts—or massacres—Cromwell lives on. His actions and reputation in Ireland also received an upsurge of interest in the later twentieth and early twenty-first century, with Drogheda and Wexford becoming a key focus, over and above the economic violence enacted in his name over the years to come. Tom Reilly, in Cromwell: An Honourable Enemy and Cromwell was Framed, argued in part that Cromwell was not responsible for any deliberate killing of unarmed or innocent civilians in the massacre at Drogheda: a claim he based on “exaggerated” or “distorted” contemporary and later records. John Morrill and others heavily criticized O’Reilly’s assertions, writing that “the Drogheda massacre was a massacre. It was without straightforward parallel in seventeenth-century British and Irish history.” On the other hand, Morrill also stated that “we need to be careful not to exaggerate the blind anger and prejudice of the man responsible for it, Oliver Cromwell. Cromwell had, in my view, been building up to an explosion of anger against anyone who defied God’s judgement in the wars of 1642–47.” Ultimately, Morrill concluded, “we should distance ourselves from too easily making him the scapegoat for the bigotry of others in the English conquest and miscalled Cromwellian Settlement.”5 Micheál Ó Siochrú—author of the definitive account of Cromwell’s campaign in Ireland—offers his own judgment that Cromwell, while working to some extent within accepted military practices of the day, very much treated Catholics in Ireland differently and suspended the laws of war towards them. “Even by the standards of the time, [Cromwell’s actions were] beyond the pale,” he writes.

Newspapers would pick up these debates, with headlines asking, “Was Cromwell a revolutionary hero or a genocidal war criminal?”6 And so Cromwell continued to be debated. But what about Cromwell in the more nebulous realm of social memory and forgetting? As we have seen with folklore, a cultural repertoire had been well developed in the country by 1900, with images, associations, motifs, or codes of expression utilized in new contexts or reinvented entirely. And in some cases, Cromwell was resuscitated from the death of oblivion. After omitting him from his folklore collections, Yeats finally and directly addressed the man in the late 1930s. His poem “The Curse of Cromwell” sought to “speak through the mouth of some wandering peasant poet about Cromwell, the “Lenin of his [day].” The poem, incorporating lines from Aogán Ó Rathaille, is a grim late work, written in ballad form intended for a broad audience. It also reflected Yeats’s concern with the death of his dreams for Ireland, as it lamented a world in the which the Muses were “things of no account.”7 In the new middle-class Cromwellian order, the narrator proclaims, “there’s no good complaining, for money’s rant is on”; while the new men “have schooling of their own…I pass their schooling by.”

Christianity, which Yeats had long portrayed as something like a usurpation, was now dominant with Catholic arrivistes ruling in the Free State. Ó Rathaille’s fathers, however, “served their fathers before Christ was crucified.” Ruins, appropriately enough, also make an appearance here: approaching a “great house in the middle of the night,” the wanderer sees a “lighted doorway and its windows all alight” as “all my friends were there and made me welcome too.” In the daytime, however, the ghosts depart or perhaps go underground, leaving “an old ruin that the winds howled through.” The spirit still survives, though in a lost world “that both can and cannot be.” The philistine Cromwellian planters in this way have supplanted “the [aristocratic] tall men and the swordsmen and the horsemen” as well as “the lovers and the dancers…beaten into the clay.”8 As Seamus Deane famously put it, if Yeats “began his career by inventing an Ireland amenable to his imagination,” he “ended by finding an Ireland recalcitrant to it.”9 Even in an ostensibly free Ireland, Cromwell—or the Cromwellians—remained alive and well.

Joyce disparaged Yeats’s idealized image of a “lost” Gaelic Ireland reanimated by the movement that became known as the Celtic Twilight or Revival. In Ulysses, this was embodied by the character of Haines (based on the young Englishman Richard Samuel Chenevix Trench), despised by Stephen Dedalus for, among other reasons, displaying an interest in the “quaint” folklore, history, and culture of Ireland while remaining blind or apathetic to its people before him. Even worse is Haine’s inability to acknowledge his own country’s complicity in Ireland’s sufferings, as he simply states, “We feel in England that we have treated you rather unfairly. It seems history is to blame”—as if “history” itself is any kind of acting agent.10 In an essay written in the first decade of the twentieth century, Joyce described the “long memory of the Irish citizen” in the face of all this. It is not difficult, he wrote “to understand why the Irish citizen is a reactionary and a Catholic, and why he mingles the names of Cromwell and Satan when he curses. For him, the great Protector of civil rights is a savage beast who came to Ireland to propagate his faith by fire and sword.” Indeed, the citizen “does not forget the sack of Drogheda and Wexford, nor the bands of men and women hunted down in the furthermost islands by the puritan, who said that they would go ‘into the ocean or into hell.’” Nor would he forget, in a reference to the 1691 Treaty of Limerick, “the false oath that the English swore on the broken stone of Limerick.” “How could he forget?” Joyce asked. “Can the back of the slave forget the rod? The truth is that the English government increased the moral value of Catholicism when they banished it.”11

Joyce often treated history, or Irish history, as a nightmare, in a theme that reappeared in Brendan Kennelly’s collection of over 250 poems entitled Cromwell, published in 1983.12 In embarking on the work, Kennelly wrote that “I tried to open my mind, heart and imagination to the full, fascinating complexity of a man [Cromwell] I was from childhood taught, quite simply, to hate.” On the other hand, he added, “A learned hate is hard to unlearn.” The primary character, M.P.G.M. Buffun, describes in the preface how in a nightmarish dream, he confronted Cromwell and his “immeasurable vileness:” “Imagine, I said, to create, deliberately, a name like that for yourself, to toil with such devotion towards your own immortal shame, to elect to be the very source of a tradition of loathing, the butt of jibing, despising millions.”13 The series of poems which follow present Cromwell’s actions in Ireland through a prism of the comic, folkloric, historical, and fantastical. One poem begins: “Oliver Cromwell’s first season as/Manager of Drogheda United was not/Impressive. A bit of a calamity, in fact/ ‘Get rid of Cromwell!’ howled/The Drogheda fans, ‘Send him to Home Farm/Athlone/St Pats, Bohemians, UCD./The Bastard has brought nothing but harm/To Our Side. Fling him into the sea!’” But Buffun also comes to the realization that “I have fed myself on the bread of hate,” dominated by oppressive memory, of past ghosts constantly pushing back into life: “Mum and Oliver, [Edmund] Spenser, the giant, William [of Orange]/And all the others striding through me,/Prisoners on parole from history,/Striving to come alive as I think I am.”14

Kennelly describes Buffun as a stand-in for “history’s echo-chamber,” a “human wound through which history’s blood seeps, congeals and then reworks itself into a new fluency.” Like Joyce, John Banville, and others, Kennelly presents the Irish past as a comic and tragic debris pile to be pillaged;15 Cromwell is a prominent shard in this pile, but he is joined by an assemblage of others, including Spenser and William III, all of whom haunt Buffun’s dreams. Writing during the height of the Troubles, Kennelly in this way describes the legacy being played out in the present day.16 On the other hand, Cromwell is also presented as ambiguously self-aware, stating after Drogheda that “we have a great way of doing justice amongst these poor people.” And Kennelly also offers uncomfortable truths about culpability and the behavior of the colonized. It has been argued that Kennelly in this regard “shatters…an immutable vision of history and colonization” in favor of a pluralist vision of many competing memories, voices and stories.17

Cromwell also continued to provide a useful reference point deployed across the political spectrum, beyond the easy slanders thrown between opponents. In 1921, Sinn Féin leader Éamon de Valera traveled to London for talks with David Lloyd George, for negotiations which would result in the Anglo-Irish Treaty. Lloyd George would later describe how the first meeting threatened to go off the rails when de Valera presented him with “a long lecture on the wrongs done to Ireland starting with Cromwell.” “When I tried to bring him to the present day back,” the prime minister continued. “De Valera went to Cromwell again.”18 On the other hand, Lloyd George’s account of the proceedings is partial at best and his own hero was Cromwell, which raises the question as to whether the meeting was entirely a one-sided “lecture.” De Valera in any case was most likely describing the property legacy of Cromwell, which continued long after independence, including in Dáil debates concerning redistribution. The source of all current trouble was never, as Terence Dooley has written, attributed to “Elizabethan policy” or “Williamite policy”; instead, the objective to reverse “Cromwell’s” policy “gave land acquisition policy a moral force,” and one based on a past that elevated Cromwell’s deeds to mythic proportions.19 William Sears of the Cumann na nGaedheal party even proposed in the 1930s a west-to-east migration in order to “lift the curse of Cromwell” and absorb “the Gael” that had been concentrated in the west thanks to Cromwell.20 In the same mode was the demonstration of 40 bicyclists who had traveled from Connemara to Dublin in order to make visible their needs and urge new migration schemes. Meeting now-president De Valera, one of the contingent, Máirtín Ó Cofaigh, declared, in a reference that all would have apprehended, “Abair leo, gur chuir Cromwell siar muid agus anois go bhfuil muid ag teacht aniar” [Tell them Cromwell sent us there and now we are coming home].21

In the north, Cromwell continued to be carried on Orange banners, even if he would be overwhelmed by the dominance of King Billy. But he also reappeared forcefully and most notoriously with the fundamentalist Presbyterian politician and hellfire preacher Ian Paisley. Claiming to have never sat in a darkened cinema until the age of 44, Paisley was finally drawn out to the den of iniquity by the Ken Hughes film Cromwell (1970), though he had long been enamored of the Protector before then, having had an almost secondary conversion to the man after Christ. As leader of the Democratic Unionist Party and MP for North Antrim, Paisley would look around the House of Commons chamber and think, “Cromwell would have decapitated a few of you boys. He beheaded a king, so MPs would be small fry to him.”22 Cromwell, however, was above all embraced by Paisley as a weapon and a shield for the present-day fight in Northern Ireland, as a Man of God and a “Christian warrior” who could join the battle to further strengthen militant protestantism on the island. “Oliver Cromwell’s mission to Ireland has never been completed,” Paisley wrote. “He hoped and prayed for the conversion of the Irish, and he preached Protestantism wherever he went. Catholicism, as in Cromwell’s day, has no right to exist in Ireland at all, [while] the priests are intruders who have instigated numerous rebellions.” Knowing that all good preachers are able to instill a paranoid fright in their congregants, he added that Catholics “are poisoning their flocks with false, abominable anti-Christian doctrine and practices.” But now “we should complete the task, and strive for the conversion of the Irish.” In this way, he wrote elsewhere, Cromwell could still “swing his sword today.”23

Paisley famously described the 1998 Good Friday Agreement as the “mother of all treacheries,” and so he would make sure that the social memories of Cromwell would not be laid to rest quite yet.24 During one session at Downing Street which involved peace negotiations, Tony Blair later recalled how David Trimble of the Ulster Unionist Party was “leafing through the biography of Cromwell, which he took great delight in flourishing under [Gerry Adams’] nose.” At another meeting, which took place at Chequers—a place Blair described as “stuffed with Cromwell memorabilia”—the prime minister showed Martin McGuinness of Sinn Féin a death mask of Cromwell, telling him, “So you see, he really is dead.” “I wouldn’t bet on it,” McGuinness replied.25 McGuinness was not wrong, because a few years later, a mural appeared of Cromwell in the Protestant Shankill area of Belfast, at the same time that another commemorated the 1641 rebellion. In this way, the two Protestant images signaled to each other—the vengeance of Cromwell as the answer to the bloodshed of 1641—while also providing the backdrop to present-day feuds which erupted between loyalist paramilitary organizations. In the mural, the grave face of Cromwell, identified as “Lieutenant General Lord Protector of the Protestant Faith,” floats above a display of the flag of St. George alongside an Orange flag, binding the two together; a troop of four soldiers and two horses hold a man underfoot, illustrating the words below that “Catholicism is more than a religion. It is a political power[,] therefore I’m led to believe there will be no peace in Ireland until the Catholic Church is Crushed.”26

The mural was whitewashed in 2011, replaced with a stainless steel 15-foot triptych with the words Remember/Respect/Resolution situated vertically on three pillars. Sponsored by the Lower Shankill Community Association, its aims, according to one association member, was to “reflect the community’s feelings regarding the past, [show] respect for others’ views, and ultimately a positive vision for the future.”27 As Naomi McAreavey has written, however, “Remember/Respect/Resolution” “lack[s] a reference point,” since there is “no insight on what or how one is to remember, what is to be respected and how, or what a long-lasting resolution to conflict might look like or how it might be achieved.” Furthermore, “the choice of stainless steel makes the sculpture literally and metaphorically cold, and the overall cut of the metal means that the structure resembles a set of Stanley knives,” all of which expresses the seemingly opposite of its message of openness.28 In this way, not only is the trace of Cromwell “sanitised [and] de-politicized” but so is he forgotten in an enforced amnesia.29 There are many shadings of forgetfulness at work here, however, if one is to use the seven categories offered by Paul Connerton: to those who continued to adhere to the mural’s message, the whitewash could constitute a kind of “repressive erasure” in that the memory of something—Cromwell—was intentionally and officially erased; to those who sponsored the project, there was a kind of “prescriptive forgetting” in that their intentions were conciliatory, effecting erasure in order to “move forward.” Perhaps above all, the organizers sought a kind of forgetting that was “constitutive in the formation of a new identity,” in that the whitewash sought to “discard memories that serve[d] no practical purpose in the management of one’s current identity and ongoing purposes.”30 And so Cromwell was forgotten, except that a photograph of the old mural remains on the commemorative plaque nearby, surrounded by the names of local government supporters: evidence perhaps, that he still lives on through a reproduction of his mural, in a remembrance that is framed within the firm perimeters of sponsored officialdom.31

Cromwell also played a significant role in the changing curriculum of the schools in both the north of Ireland and the republic to the south. Irish history was excluded from the national primary schools before 1900, partly in an effort to “assuage traditional prejudices” or prevent the “foment[ing] of discontent,” of which Cromwell, for one, could play a central role.32 Outlets such as the Catholic Bulletin—Catholics being a major voice of protest here—declared that the result was children being “reared like foundling brats in a workhouse, in absolute ignorance of their kith and kin, the suggestion being that their past is a story of crime and shame that had better not be uncovered.”33 Reforms were introduced in the years ahead “to make the curriculum more responsive to the native Irish culture,” with teachers given latitude over the material they could use, as long as they avoided religious, “seditious” or nationalist topics (an injunction not always practiced on the ground).34 With the establishment of Irish Free State, subjects increasingly came to focus on nationalist heroes, all of whom would foster in children a “love [of] everything connected with Ireland,” including the Irish language.35 Subsequent attempts to downplay the still-prevalent nationalist antipathies were later overtaken, however, by the election of Fianna Fáil in 1932; as Jason McElligott has pointed out, with a new series of textbooks issued in the years to come, a more sectarian and stridently nationalist perspective resulted, and one which emphasized resistances to Cromwell as well as the abuses inflicted by him.36 The new Catholic hegemonic order might have been positive, however, in that early textbooks fostered necessary communal solidarities, even if this meant that some historical moments, such as the 1641 uprising for example, were diminished or fell away. Ireland, of course, was hardly the only country which channeled a nationalist message and myth through its textbooks, presenting a partial history in the process.37 France and the United States were and continue to be two examples of countries where national identity was and is directly shaped by school curricula and textbooks, where social memories have been deployed in the service of an official if incomplete knowledge production.38 Even if attempts were made to “correct the record” and incorporate revised estimations of the past, all of this entailed new omissions and emphases, substituting one “national story” for another.

In Ireland, curricular reforms of the 1960s would lead to a relative “de-politicization” of previous textbooks, while in popular children’s literature such as the Footprints series, Cromwell could be tempered through a more nuanced picture of Drogheda, with descriptions of the massacre presenting the English and Protestant victims as well.39 In more recent years, however, Cromwell has fallen away in great part from the primary school curriculum in favor of greater focus on “the domestic and social history of women, men and children as well as their technological, scientific, cultural, artistic and leisure activities in the past.”40 Meanwhile, the Leaving Certificate Examination includes such topics as “the impact of the Cromwellian experiment in radical political change,” “defective titles and tenure”; problems of landlords and problems of tenants, “the Cromwellian transplantations” and the Acts of Settlement under Cromwell and Charles: all of which add greater complexity to an understanding of those years, even as Cromwell diminishes as a central actor, at least relative to his previous dominance.41

The education system in Northern Ireland would itself remain segregated along religious lines, especially after resistance from Catholic nationalists and Protestant Unionists prevented early reforms that strived for a non-denominational character.42 Even then, in the early period after partition, students were still being presented with English examinations that asked questions which included one that asked, “What claims has Cromwell to be a great general?”43 After 1930, schools were solidly divided along Protestant and Catholic lines, and respective textbooks remained fairly consistent in the decades to come. As a result, a Catholic student would largely be presented with Irish history in contrast to Protestants who were exposed to British history, each contributing to the shaping of perceptions in which historical flashpoints such as Cromwell were represented in entirely different ways.44 As Martin Dillon would recall of his childhood at St. Finian’s primary school in the Falls Road, “the past was a potent recounting of Ireland’s brutal colonization by the British,” with “tales of the slaughter of men, women and children, ordered by English generals like Oliver Cromwell, [which] made Irish rebels of old and IRA gunmen of the twentieth century seem god-like and heroic.”45 Protestant children, as expected, would for their part be given histories of William III or 1641, the latter being presented as an uprising to which Cromwell provided the answer, particularly in his role of protecting the Protestants.46 Efforts since the 1970s to integrate the schools resulted, however, in proposals to offer a more “balanced” presentation of the past through “shared” or “integrated” education. Lagan College is specifically devoted to this mission, which extends to its presentation of Cromwell in its asking students to separate “truth from fiction,” debate the arguments on evidence, and render a judgment on his actions. As one study guide puts it, “Cromwell…did bring peace to Ireland and ended the Rebellion. He also created a huge amount of hatred on the island which would remain for centuries”: a judgment which perhaps raises more questions than answers.47

Much of this past, of course, was also conveyed to the young in private remembrances and stories told by elders, or in public commemorations, cultural activities, popular media, and murals. The last youth generation which overtly and angrily engaged with Cromwell himself came out of the 1970s and 1980s, with children and young adults scarred by Bloody Sunday, the hunger strikes, and the continued conflict in the north. Cromwell references appeared in the songs of Sinéad O’Connor by way of Christy Moore (“Cromwell and his soldiers came, started centuries of shame”), the Wolfe Tones (“Cromwell’s men are here again”), the Pogues (“a curse upon you Oliver Cromwell/you raped our mother land”), Morrissey (“And spit upon the name Oliver Cromwell”), or Elvis Costello (“Oliver’s Army is here to stay”). Interestingly, these musicians were from the Republic of Ireland or England, while the more noteworthy bands of Northern Ireland, including the Undertones and Stiff Little Fingers, chose to reach across the religious and cultural divide and not mention Cromwell at all.48 In a world where messages, codes, and even the inclusion of instruments such as the fife or tin whistle could easily stir sectarian feeling, evocations of Cromwell would not have worked—and so he had to be forgotten.

In the years after the Good Friday Agreement, the Celtic Tiger, and greater integration into the European Union, Cromwell lost much of his political sting among the young. Rod Smith’s children’s novel Oliver Cromwell: The Most Hated Man in Ireland has a boy named Liam O’Malley being time-traveled back to Drogheda in 1649, as Cromwell and his men are storming in. Liam escapes the rampage, meeting a girl named Aoife, and together with a horse named Ferdia they travel through the country, warning the inhabitants of the New Model Army’s pending arrival. Occasionally Cromwell appears, oddly avuncular. “Can they reach the towns in time?,” the book’s blurb asks. “Can Liam get back to the present day?”49 On the other hand, the satirical online Waterford Whispers News, responding perhaps to the name Cromwell being thrown around during Boris Johnson’s proroguing of parliament in 2019, devoted a short Swiftian piece in the same year to Cromwell, one of the most “beloved and adored figures of Irish history.” His greatness, according to Waterford Whispers, rested on the fact that he “set about freeing Irish Catholics from the hassle of land ownership by ushering many into the much more agreeable lifestyle brought about by a more continental-style rental agreement with their new Protestant landlords.” “Appalled by overcrowding in towns such as Drogheda and Wexford,” Cromwell “brought the populations of these towns down to a much more manageable level.” Not least, “long before the Irish tourism board coined the term the ‘Wild Atlantic Way,’” Cromwell had been urging Irish people “to enjoy the bracing windswept majesty of the Connacht region, organizing tours that saw thousands of Irish civilians enjoy…some of the most amazing scenery in the world for the rest of their lives.”50

Memorializations of Cromwell in music, on the internet (including internet folklore) and other platforms were in this way mediated through new technologies.51 As for older storytelling traditions, and in rural Ireland above all, Cromwell tended to fade along with the social, religious, geographical, and political frameworks in which his name had once been embedded. Oral traditions nevertheless continue, if in attenuated form, as cultural products which straddle what has been described as “private memories and public representations, past experiences and present situations.”52 They also display surprising continuities with the past, even as they are creatively readapted for the present-day audiences who wish to hear them. P.J. Curtis in this way described the travelers or “tinkers” from his youth, and his father telling him that “They were driven off their rightful lands by Cromwell and his cursed armies and forced to take to the roads as a way of life.”53 Similar continuities and creative reimaginings appeared in a questionnaire about Cromwell that was issued by the National Folklore Collection in the 2010s. Seán Beattie, from Inishowen peninsula in Donegal, responded that “Cromwell did not come here but he is very well known,” and quoted from a mummers play (“Here comes I, Oliver Cromwell with my long long nose/I have conquered many nations you may suppose”). “This rhyme wasn’t always included in Mummers acts,” he added; “it was an optional extra, said now and again.” According to Beattie, it was Sir Arthur Chichester, granted Inishowen in 1609, who was remembered much more for his “scorched earth policies.” This is not to say that Cromwell was forgotten, however. As Beattie put it, “people refer to Chichester as “worse than Cromwell,” upholding Cromwell as a “standard for pillage and murder.” “Worse than Cromwell” also appears in a note from a correspondent from Kilcummin in County Kerry, which describes how Edmund Ludlow was responsible for the destruction of “Muckross, the Franciscan Abbey, Ross Caste, Kilcummin Parish Church, [and] all these in the Killarney area.”54

Wexford, understandably, produced more direct accounts of Cromwell’s lasting memory. An 83-year-old respondent and local historian from the county answered that “there is no one who does not know about Cromwell’s taking of Wexford by storm and the high casualty figures civilian, military, religious, particularly Franciscans.” In Wexford, he continued, “the actual true owners of land were evicted and replaced by Cromwell’s soldiers despite aristocratic pretentions. [They were] always regarded as thieves in my youth and regarded with real contempt—but tolerated.” After providing much additional local information, the respondent then mentions a hockey club known as Greenhills, “very active in the Barony of Forth” in the 1940s and 1950s, and which “could be described as organized for the old Wexford families dispossessed by Cromwell.” The team’s rival was the Wexford hockey club, viewed with contempt by the Greenhill team for being descended from Cromwellians. “I was pursuing a beautiful girl on the Wexford team,” the author continued, “so I concluded the best team to join to further my courtship was to join not Wexford but Greenhill for camouflage.” Before he could “[pull on his togs] to play Wexford,” however, “we were warned by the Captain…as follows: ‘I don’t have to tell you who the other crowd (unspoken Wexford) are or what they are like’ ‘nudge nudge.’ That was sufficient.”55

Another respondent from Dublin, originally from Mayo, began the questionnaire by stating that he or she did not remember any stories, but “To Hell or Connaught” or “the curse of Cromwell” was repeated, and “Cromwell” was pronounced “Crom-hell.” Stories do proceed, however, when the respondent cites a grandmother whose memories echo those of previous centuries: of Breaffy House being granted to the Browne family “by Cromwell,” after service in his army; of Ballintubber Abbey, “destroyed by Cromwell and a ruin until 1966, though it had been used for mass in penal times.”56 Other channels of transmission, according to the informant from Kilcummin, were primary schools in the 1930s and 1940s, as well as Rambling Houses devoted to music, dancing, or storytelling. “But with the coming of [television] in the 1960s, that all changed,” the respondent added, before making a very important point about the physical setting in which these memorializing tales circulated, and the fate of those tales when the settings were altered. “Rural Ireland has completely changed in the last fifty years,” the respondent writes. “Farming, the main occupation, has changed, the creameries, the meeting places of the neighborhood [have] gone. Rural life has been referred to as a place of malignant isolation.” Traditions of storytelling may have been introduced again in recent years, but without the distinct social orders and material conditions to drive them, the stories in their older form disappeared.

As we noted in chapter six, Cromwell appeared more reticently in the oral traditions of Protestants, and particularly so in the republic. Apart from the discomfort that his name could provoke among the denominations, the nature of these memorializations was also different. Recollections of Cromwell, including ancestral connections to him, tended to be shared privately, within families or small communities. Publicly announcing one’s family debt to Cromwell would not have been appreciated in the south or the north, and especially if it involved property—and so a wall of social forgetting was maintained, behind which private memories could live.57 Social memories in Protestant communities also did not fuse with other narrative or folkloric genres, perhaps because Cromwell had not been developed, except by a few Orangemen perhaps, into an archetypal figure that suited such templates. The changing identity of Protestants, in the south at least, also brought on a social forgetting or at least a shift in remembrance, in the sense that Protestant identity became more of a cultural signifier than a theological or ecclesiastical affinity. Not least, the diminishment in population size as well as a “secularization or dilution of…traditions through a process of cultural absorption” could have affected memorializations as well.58

Yet for all this, Protestant recollections did endure, as the folklorist and historian Deirdre Nuttall discovered, in stories that recalled rural or urban landscapes of the past. As we saw in chapter four, Cromwell continued to be recalled by Protestants when it came to describing their origins or property in the country, but he was summoned in other contexts as well. One of Nuttall’s subjects described Cromwell being discussed “covertly,” stating, “My father was a great champion of Cromwell…But he would not have been broadcasting that.” Others recalled how Cromwell spent the night in a given town, or that ancestors took part in sacking a monastery.59 Cromwell was also cited in threats made against Protestants, though by a minority of citizens. Events such as the church-led Fethard-by-the-Sea controversy of 1957, in which a local priest demanded a boycott of Protestants after a local Church of Ireland woman, Sheila Cloney, refused to raise her children by her Catholic husband in the Roman Church, could incite sectarian grievances. The fact that Fethard-by-the-Sea was located in Wexford, a mnemonic hot spot, probably added to the tension. One local informant recalled that Protestant shopkeepers received “anonymous letters stating that, as Cromwell had made the blood of Catholics flow down the streets of Drogheda, so Protestant blood would run down the streets of the village.” Most of the population, however, was sympathetic to Protestants, but the citing of Cromwell nevertheless attests to the power that the name still held.60 Protestants could generally feel a discomfort, since “we were perceived by others as VERY different to our neighbors and townspeople.” “Drogheda had SO SUFFERED from CROMWELL, who could blame them, even if it was back in 1648 [sic],” Nuttall’s informant continued. “We were paying for the sins of our fathers as the Catholics viewed us—and they had a point. But they didn’t consider us IRISH.” In this sense, “we were ALL victims of HISTORY.”61

As for the more fanciful stories that came out of oral traditions and social memories, historians had a solution for all of it. T.W. Moody once wrote that “history is a matter of facing the facts of the Irish past, however painful some of them may be.” On the other hand, what he called mythology—defined in part as “popular tradition”—“is a way of refusing to face the historical facts.”62 Historians must therefore assume the elevated position of “demythologizing” the past, even if they have to fight a “public mind” that is “disappointingly slow” in seeing the light of an ideologically neutral, objective—and factual—past.63 It was understandable that Moody and the later wave of revisionists would have been concerned about the abuses to which the past could be put, writing as they did in the midst of the Northern Ireland conflict. But the position of neutral objectivity that Moody and others took was itself an ideological stance, one which asserted that a particular kind of historical knowledge held a monopoly over with the real and the true. This belief was itself not true, however. Facts and evidence are certainly “real,” even if they too have a history; but Cromwell in Ireland, as this book has argued, can never be understood by the facts alone.64

There was nothing wholly unique in Ireland’s creation of a legend to suit the project of nationhood or the needs of a particular moment in time. Nor were historians separate from this project, since history writing could be interwoven with “myth” as well as memory, despite professional historians’ upholding of their own presumably separate discipline of methodological principles and rules.65 Especially in the nineteenth century, Cromwell in Ireland fit into the mythmaking templates offered by other countries as well, providing a kind of origin myth, much as modern France and Russia traced their own origins to 1789 or 1917, and the historical rupture that came from revolution. All the foundations were reset in those moments, though the new dispensation with Cromwell—unlike the French and Russian revolutions—ushered in a declension rather than “progress.” In Ireland, this was mythmaking in a tragic mode: one finds it functioning in much the same way, for example, as the 1526 battle of Mohács for the Hungarians, signaling the end of that country’s independence and becoming a “unit of measurement for the great Hungarian national tragedies.”66 Yet embedded within many histories and folkloric tales was an implicit message of redemption: a fall, but with the promise of grace as well.

Great men also were central to modern national mythmaking, but in the chiaroscuro of Irish history, Cromwell provided the dark to offset the light, or resided somewhere between those extreme perimeters. Like Alexander the Great, he was supernaturalized into legend, and said to have resided everywhere.67 More intriguing by way of contrast is the case of Napoleon, first mentioned in the introduction. Like Cromwell, legends gathered around Napoleon during his lifetime and beyond, though one could hardly speak of an equivalent “cult of Cromwell,” unless one counts sympathetic readers of Thomas Carlyle later on. Nor do we know of any anniversary celebrations of Cromwell or Cromwell imposters appearing in madhouses in the decades after his death. Cromwell and Napoleon, however, were both skillful self-propagandists, their images enlarged by actions on the battlefield, or with Cromwell in Ireland, within the slaughterhouse of a garrison town.68 They came to represent larger value systems as well, even if the original promise of those systems—the republic of the Commonwealth, or of France—were later betrayed by their authoritarian tendencies. Not least, the different myths around Cromwell or Napoleon that emerged would reveal more about the conditions of later times than they did about the men themselves.69 In this regard, their names became adaptable to highly charged moments in history—the Land Wars with Cromwell, the Bourbon Restoration with Napoleon—though future leaders also often avoided saying their names at all.

Cromwell, like other legends, was in this way assimilated into transhistorical and even mythic categories at the same time that he was planted firmly in the localities. He was at once archaic and modern, enchanted in religious narratives and disenchanted by those that spoke of the hard realities of property and confiscation. He lived in the ruins that he was said to have destroyed, or in political toasts and polemics, in the poetry of the dispossessed, or the polemics of Anglican divines. By the nineteenth century he was being delivered by nationalists with the force of a fire hose, though this would not have been possible without competing and equally zealous evocations of his name from Thomas Carlyle, J.A. Froude, many Orangemen, or American nativists, among others. As a floating signifier, a migratory memory, a laceration, a curse, and a copper-nosed buffoon, Cromwell—and those who went under the name “Cromwellian”—were in this way contained and manipulated within the interpretive parameters of mockery, derision, supernaturalization, and even demonization. While some of the claims made against him were unfair or simply incorrect on the factual plane, the many different meanings that he came to represent were themselves deeply influential to the course of Irish history, and in America, the worlds beyond.

With all this said, is there a vanishing point for Cromwell’s afterlife in Ireland? Does charisma, however dark, eventually fade? Historians will continue to debate him, but what of social memory and all the stories that once contained him? His name no longer arrives like an electrical shock. The curse of Cromwell is still known, though it no longer holds weight as a genuine malediction. In a largely secular or at least ecumenical age, his religious beliefs are hardly invoked anymore by Protestants, nor most Catholics. Occasionally he is hauled up out of the depths of the past to fit some example of petty tyranny, but then he sinks back into the ooze once again. The haunted Cromwellian phantasmagoria might in fact be a nightmare best left behind, as Joyce or Kennelly believed. Yet the forgetting of Cromwell would mean that Ireland’s past would in great part vanish as well. To send Cromwell off into the fog of oblivion would mean forgetting the hedges which carried his name, the houses he haunted, the land “he stole.” It is not simply that the social memory of his conquest or land policies would wane in power, but with it would go all the oral traditions, belief systems, and powerful understandings about Ireland’s past in which “Cromwell” played an inextricable part. But all of this has happened already, since the river Lethe is ruthless and Ireland itself has changed. While he continues to fascinate, Cromwell is no longer quite as useful in the political and economic order in the way he once was. A live, affective connection to the past has been lost as a result, and while traces of Cromwell’s ghost remain in the land, those traces have become barer, as silent as ruins.
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