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CHAPTER I. 

THE FIRST TREE OF THE WOOD. 

There was many a valiant man reared in Ulster, from 

Cuchulainn to Shane the Proud. Far back in the old times Niall 

of the Nine Hostages was born there, a powerful king in Tara. 

The Romans in Britain often experienced the havoc wrought by 

him. In one of his expeditions he took with him as a prisoner of 

war a young boy whose name afterwards was Patrick. That slave 

was the saintly child whose coming the Druids foretold. His 

fame and his power are fresh and strong still among Gaels. But 

as to Niall of the Nine Hostages his name is almost forgotten. 

But nevertheless that King was very great once, and from his 

loins sprang the most powerful and the most valiant race that 

existed in all Ireland in their own time, or perhaps in the whole 

world. Search the history of other countries, seek among the 

tribes here and elsewhere, and you will not find men of any one 

race who were handsomer in appearance or more valiant in 

battle or more intellectual in counsel than the brave men who, 

during hundred of years, sprang from that noble root of the 

O’Neills. 

As the wind howls round about an oak-tree standing by 

itself in the middle of a plain, without reducing its strength, but 

only snatching leaves from it and breaking an odd one of its 

branches by a great effort, so it was with the English for four 

hundred years, flinging themselves against those champions 

descended from Niall of the Nine Hostages; and it is my opinion 

that the latter would never have been conquered but for the fact 

that they rose up against each other. 

There was no man of the family more renowned than this 

Shane of whom we speak. He was an Irishman all over, as well 

in his faults as in his manly qualities. He was not so clever in 



counsel nor so subtle in disquisition as Hugh O'Neill, who 

learned statecraft in the house of Elizabeth, Queen of England. 

He was not so skilful in the science of warfare as Owen Roe, but 

neither of these surpassed him in valour, in action, nor in love 

for his country. There is just one stain upon his name. The 

English have shown us that stain clearly and gladly, for they 

detested Shane O'Neill. He carried off Calvach O'Donnell's wife, 

sister to the Lord of the Isles on the coast of Scotland; and many 

authors think that she eloped with him of her own will. He was 

very nearly as bad as the English themselves in that way, except 

that he would admit his evil conduct, for he was no hypocrite, 

but a truthful man who would not conceal his fault. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



CHAPTER II. 

IRELAND IN HIS TIME. 

Inisfail never saw a clay's peace after the sails of the 

Normans were lowered in the harbour at Traig-an-Vaniv,1 with 

Foreign Dermot, in the year 1169. The Normans came to England 

from France a hundred years before that time, under the 

command of William the Conqueror, and they routed the Saxons 

in one single battle. The Saxons were overcome at once, and a 

Norman was King and task-master over them thenceforward, It 

was not thus with Ireland. From that King, Henry II, to Henry 

VIII, the Kings of England were "lords'' of Ireland. Not one of 

them had the courage to call himself King of Ireland until Henry 

VIII thought that he ought to be really King over the Irish. 

He therefore issued a proclamation that all the great chiefs 

of Ireland must assemble in one place so that he might present 

them with titles and lands. 

Until then, it was the custom of those chiefs to be heads of 

the clans and to take the family name of their own clan. O'Brien 

was head of the O'Brien family, O'Neill of the O'Neill family, and 

so with all of them. Henry VIII will put an end to this custom for 

the future, and accordingly he sends a notice to the high chiefs 

of Ireland that he wants nothing but to make peace with them, 

and that he will make great lords of them, and that he will 

bestow upon them the lands of their clan, provided they submit 

themselves to him. The chieftains reflected. According to Irish 

customs at that time the land of the clan did not belong to the 

chief, but to themselves and to him jointly. He was their head, 

because they themselves appointed him on condition that he 

 
1 Somewhere on the coast of Wexford. The name is not now 

recognisable. 



would give them their rights. For that reason they were free, and 

the chief would not dare to take their land from them, for they 

had as much right to that land as he had. 

But observe this law that Henry VIII and his cunning 

minister, Wolsey, devised. The chieftain would in future be the 

master of each clan, instead of being, as he had been hitherto, the 

head man of them. The business did not please the clan at all, 

but it suited the chieftains thoroughly well, and each of them 

thought for his own part that he and all who came before him 

were worried and tired with fighting against the English, and 

that it was time to put a stop to the struggle. 

And so it is that we read that the great chiefs of Ireland 

travelled over to Loudon to Henry in the year 1541, and among 

them Conn O'Neill; and that the King was most generous and 

hospitable and respectful towards them, and that he made earls 

and lords of them according to their rank in life. 

It was an unlucky journey, for it parted every clan in 

Ireland from the custom they had had for ages — that is, making 

a prince for themselves from among the clan, independently of 

the King of England. Henceforward they will have to obey this 

new Earl that the King has made for them, and if they will not 

be obedient to him, the soldiers of England will be sent to help 

the new Earl in order to repress the unruly tribe. The new Earl, 

too, must needs mind himself, or England will put up another 

Earl in his place who will be obedient and friendly to the 

Government. 

 

 

 

 



CHAPTER III. 

GLOOM IN TIR-EOGHAIN. 

It was no wonder that there was whispering in Tir-Eoghain 

when the new Earl came back, whispering and shaking of heads 

and a threatening handling of swords on this side and that. "This 

Conn is the first O'Neill who bent his knee to a foreign King,'' 

said they, and they cast their eyes on Shane, Conn's eldest son. 

"There is the making of a King in him," they said to each 

other; "wait till he grows up. See that long, curly fair hair on him, 

and those two fiery grey eyes he has. He is growing fast. He is 

more than six feet in height already. Look at him closely; see how 

broad-shouldered, well-knit, and sinewy he is, as straight as a 

spear, as fleet as a stag, as bold as the bull of a herd. Shane shall 

be prince over us, and Henry the Eighth's new Earl will have to 

take himself off." 

Conn O'Neill heard the whispering and it troubled him. He 

heard men talking together, with daggers (lit. an edge) in their 

looks. "He prefers the bastard son, Matthew, the dark man, to 

Shane, his own lawful son, whom his lady gave him — the 

noblest woman in Ireland, too!" 

Shane's mother was a daughter of the Geraldine, the Earl of 

Kildare, the most powerful man in Ireland. 

Henry VIII asked Conn to name his heir. "Matthew," said 

Conn, and Matthew was made Baron Dungannon forthwith. "I 

must get my right," said Shane. Conn O'Neill saw the flash in his 

son's eyes; he saw the sullenness of the clan. "Shane shall be my 

heir," said he at last, after a great deal of persuasion. 

Matthew asked assistance from England and he got it 

immediately, for the foreigners liked the excuse to put the family 

of O'Neill to worrying each other. Word was sent at once to Conn 

O'Neill in order to get satisfaction out of him for displacing 



Matthew, but he would not go back on his promise to Shane, and 

he was thrown into prison in Dublin. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



CHAPTER IV. 

THE EDGE OF THE SWORD. 

Shane the Proud started up and called to his people to rise 

out and release his father. Nothing pleased the English better. 

An army was sent northward to Ulster to bring this foolish 

young man to discipline, but he came upon them suddenly from 

the West and rushed right through them, and they were 

knocking the heels off each other in flying from him. Another 

army was prepared the next year (1552), but Shane drove it 

before him like a flock of goats. There was a man opposing the 

English this time. They released Conn O'Neill in order to make 

peace, but it was little good. Shane the Proud had tasted blood. 

"Somebody must check this proud, arrogant man," said the 

Lord Lieutenant from England, and he put in order and 

prepared a strong body of men. Their visit to the North was in 

vain, for Shane used to meet them in a place where they did not 

expect him; he used to startle them and inflict damage on them, 

and he would go off bold and domineering. 

Matthew gathered together a body of the elan, for some of 

them continued under his flag, and he started to help the 

foreigners, but Shane stole upon them in the middle of the night, 

and he routed Matthew speedily. "Let us build a stronghold in 

Belfast to keep him in order," said the Knight, Sir William 

Brabazon. Shane broke in upon them in the unfinished fort, and 

destroyed most of them. He broke in, in the same way, upon 

another body of Brabazon's party near Derry, and scattered 

them. It was no wonder that fear fell upon the English, and that 

they fled back to Dublin. 

They let him alone for four years after that (1554-8), but 

Shane the Proud had no desire for peace. He remembered that 

Ulster had belonged to his ancestors. Let the strong hand be 



uppermost, said he to himself. It would be necessary for the 

other chiefs to submit to him. If he had been as clever as Hugh 

O'Neill he would have made bonds and friendship with those 

haughty chiefs instead of forcing them to yield to him. 

O’Reilly, the new Earl of Brefny, said to him that he would 

not submit to him in any case; but the fiery man leaped through 

him (i.e., through his forces), and O’Reilly was obliged to be 

humble towards him for the future. It was not so with O'Donnell 

in Tir-Conaill, nor did the Clan Donal from Scotland yield, who 

inhabited the glens by the sea in Antrim; but Shane turned his 

face against them all, both Gaels and foreigners. He did not 

succeed very well in the attempt he made to bring the sturdy 

children of Tir-Conaill under his rule, for Calvach O'Donnell 

sprang upon him secretly in his tent at night at Balleeghan (on 

Loch Swilly), and he nearly destroyed Shane. A great many of 

his men fell in that sudden rout, and he lost arms and horses, 

and among them his own coal-black steed. That charger was the 

finest horse in Ireland. They called him the Son of the Eagle. 

Shane got him back again. That check did not long hinder so 

powerful and intrepid a man. 

Matthew fell in some brawl with a few of Shane's people in 

the year 1558, and the English tried to attribute the crime to 

Shane himself; but he said he had nothing to do with Matthew's 

death, and that they would have to be satisfied with that answer. 

Conn O'Neill died the following year (1559). 

"The road is clear for Shane now," said the clan; "we will 

have no earl for a head over us any more." 

 

 

 



CHAPTER V. 

O’NEILL OF ULSTER. 

Out with you to the top of Tullahogue, Shane the Proud! 

The royal flagstone is there, waiting for you to plant your right 

foot upon it, as your ancestors the Kings did before you! And 

Shane O'Neill stood on Tullahogue, and a straight, white wand 

was handed to him as a symbol of his true balance of justice to 

his clan; an embroidered cloak was put over his powerful 

shoulders, and a helmet on his head. His shoe was thrown 

behind him over his shoulder. A thousand swords were waved 

overhead, and the echoes of the whole district were awakened 

with the sound of voices from a thousand throats — "O'Neill for 

ever! May our Prince live to enjoy his election!" The sun shone 

on the handsome, bright features of O'Neill, and the great 

hounds in their leashes bayed as if they heard the howl of the 

wolf in the forest and the cry of the fawn on the hill. 

"I would think it a greater honour to be 'O'Neill of Ulster' 

than to be King of Spain," said Hugh of Tir-Eoghain a good while 

after.  

"The name 'O'Neill' is greater in the eyes of Ulstermen than 

'Caesar' was to the Romans," said the exterminator Mountjoy. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



CHAPTER VI. 

“DONAL IS BROTHER TO TADHG.” 

Mary, Queen of England, died about this time, and 

Elizabeth was Queen in her stead This unwomanly woman with 

the heart of stone and the bowels of brass was the cleverest 

woman of her time. She and her Government began at once to 

interfere with Shane. Sydney was the name of her Deputy in 

Ireland. He proceeded northwards to Dundalk, and sent notice 

to Shane to come to him. Shane did not pretend to have heard 

the notice, but he sent an invitation to Sydney to come to his 

house and be godfather to his infant son. The Deputy did not 

refuse him, and he stood for the son.  

"I am O'Neill of Ulster by the will of this clan," said Shane. 

"I do not want any fighting with England if I am let alone, but if 

they provoke me let them take the consequences."  

Sydney was satisfied with that, and there was peace in 

Ulster for a while, until Sussex came as Deputy to Ireland.  

"I shall have no peace," said he, "till O'Neill is overthrown," 

and he prepared and fitted out an army for the purpose.  

This Sussex was a false, cruel, cunning man, but he was not 

so clear-headed as Sydney. Calvach O'Donnell assisted him, and 

also the Scottish O'Donnells in Antrim. Shane the Proud 

complained that they were annoying him without cause. His 

province was prospering in wealth and well-doing. Let a 

messenger come from Elizabeth and he would see. Elizabeth 

took no notice of what he said, but she allowed her Deputy to go 

north to Armagh in the year 1561. 

Shane rushed suddenly into Tir-Conaill before they 

expected him, and he carried off old Calvach O'Donnell and his 

young wife — that woman who left the stain on his name. This 

sudden feat of arms dismayed the Tir-Conaill men, and Sussex 



scratched his head with vexation. Shane turned southward, as if 

he were about to make an attack on Dublin. The "Son of the 

Eagle" was under him, and Shane was not to be trusted on the 

back of that horse at the head of an active body of Ulstermen. 

Sussex did not know how great was the energetic force of Shane. 

At last he thought he had Shane in his grip, and he laid a trap for 

him. He sent a thousand men into Tir-Eoghain to plunder and 

ravage, and he himself remained near Armagh waiting for 

Shane. The thousand men collected hundreds of black cows, of 

white sheep, and horses, and they were returning, much elated. 

"See the 'Son of the Eagle'!" said one of them; "Shane the Proud 

is upon us!" Shane had only a hundred and twenty horsemen 

and two hundred foot in the place, but they were warriors who 

dealt loud-resounding blows. Heads and feet were in heaps 

upon that field at the end of an hour, and the little remnant, 

wounded and torn, were flying to Armagh, the keen-edged axes 

cutting and slaughtering them, and that terrifying war-cry, 

"Lámh Dearg Abú!" in their ears. Sussex himself tells with sorrow 

of heart the utter rout that was inflicted on him2: —  

"No Irishman ever before had the courage to stand against me; but 

see this O'Neill to-day, and he having only half as many men as I, bursting 

in upon my fine army on a smooth, wide plain. I would pray to God to 

get a chance at him in such a place, without a wood within three miles of 

him to give shelter to his men. My shame! He was like not to have left a 

creature of my army alive in one hour, and it wanted little but he would 

have dragged me and the rest out of the fortress of Armagh." 

Sussex would not attempt to plunder Tir-Eoghain again for 

a while. That defeat terrified them in London, and Elizabeth 

 
2 In all cases where quotations from English writers have been 

translated into Irish by Conán Maol, such quotations have been re-
translated into English, and therefore differ slightly in form, though not 
in sense, from the English originals. – ED. 



asked the Earl of Kildare, a relative of Shane the Proud, to make 

peace. She sent a message of pardon to Shane, and an invitation 

to come to London to speak with her.  

"I will not stir a foot," said Shane, "till the English army 

takes the road out of Ulster."  

"Be it so,'' said Elizabeth. 

When Sussex had failed he thought he would put his 

cunning in treachery to account. His own letter to Elizabeth 

exists as a witness to the treachery. In the month of August, 1561, 

he writes to that Queen that he had offered land, to the value of 

a hundred marks a year, to Grey Niall, O’Neill’s house-steward, 

on condition that he should kill that prince. "I shewed him how 

he should escape after the act," said he. We do not know whether 

Grey Niall was in earnest, but in any case we do not hear that he 

made any attempt to murder Shane. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



CHAPTER VII. 

SHANE THE PROUD IN LONDON. 

The Earl of Kildare made peace between O’Neill and 

England, for O’Neill had a great regard for him, and they both 

travelled over to London at the end of the year, taking a guard 

of gallowglasses with them. 

It was said to Shane that he would never come back, 

because Elizabeth had the axe and the block in readiness for him; 

but he had confidence in his own keen and ready tongue, and he 

thought that he had never failed in any difficulty. 

Elizabeth was a vain woman. She was handsome; she had 

red hair and grey eyes, and she wore the most beautiful and the 

most expensive clothes, and she had more than enough of them 

to decorate herself many times in the day. She was like a peacock 

to look at; but she had the heart of a wild beast, without pity or 

compassion, and more intellect and mind than any other woman 

in the world. 

“Will you speak English to her?” said somebody to Shane. 

“Indeed I will not,” said he, “for that rugged, ugly language 

would sprain my jaw.” 

Shane had French and Spanish and Latin as well as his own 

sweet musical tongue. Elizabeth was a linguist too, and it is said 

that Shane outdid her in French, and that she refused to converse 

with him in that language. 

On Little Christmas Day in the year 1562 he walked into the 

royal room of Elizabeth. There were valiant men of six feet and 

more around her, especially young Herbert; but it was seen at 

once that they were but insignificant men beside Shane the 

Proud. English history gives an account of his visit, and of his 

appearance.  



"He had a yellowish-red mantle of fine material flowing down 

behind him to the ground, and light red hair, crisp and curly, falling over 

his shoulders to the middle of his back; he had wild grey eyes that looked 

out at you as bright as sunbeams; a well-knit, active frame, and haughty 

features."  

There were hundreds of people trying to get a sight of 

himself and of his gallowglasses. This account says that these 

latter were bare-headed, with fair heads of hair, wearing shirts 

of mail from the neck to the knee, each man having a wolf-skin 

across his shoulders and a sharp battle-axe in his hand. One 

would not trust the consequences of provoking the like of those 

fellows. It is probable that they were in the fight at Armagh.  

"Make your obeisance!" said Shane in a sonorous voice, and 

the word was not out of his mouth when the gallowglasses were 

on one knee.  

He stood close to the throne where Elizabeth was, dressed 

like a peacock; he bent his head, he bent his knee, and then he 

stood up as straight as a rod. He and Elizabeth looked at each 

other between the eyes. She spoke to him in Latin, and he 

answered her in sweet-sounding words. He praised her 

greatness, and he said that her beauty and her form dazzled him, 

for he had a smooth tongue with women. Elizabeth's eye had 

never rested on a man like him, and she liked to hear him 

flattering her. She showed him, in spite of her advisers, that he 

pleased her, though those same advisers were ready to shed his 

blood. They said to themselves that they had a grip of him now 

or never; and although they had agreed to the condition that no 

one should molest him on his journey, they thought, as was their 

custom, to close the lock upon him.  

"Ye intend to break the conditions," said Shane boldly.  



"You will be allowed to go back some time," said Cecil to 

him; "but there is no particular time decided upon in that 

agreement." 

"They have deceived me," said Shane to himself, and he 

walked in to the presence of Elizabeth and demanded her 

protection.  

"They will not dare to do you any injury," said she to him; 

"but you will have to remain with us for a while."  

There is no knowing how Shane persuaded her. She liked 

him to be about her, and it is supposed that she had a kind of 

animal affection for him, and every reader is surprised that she 

let him go away from her at last on his promising that he would 

obey herself alone, and that her Deputy in Ireland should have 

nothing to do with him. It is said that she was afraid also that if 

he were put in fetters the O'Neills would make Turlough 

Luineach O'Neill prince in his stead, and she preferred Shane to 

him. Sussex was gnawing his tongue with rage because they had 

not taken Shane's head from his body in London, and he sent 

word to Elizabeth that it was spread abroad through Ireland that 

Shane had deceived her, great as was her intelligence, and that 

she had made him King over Ulster. He asked her permission to 

decoy Shane to Dublin in order to get a grip of him; but Shane 

was too suspicious, and he did not go near Dublin, although 

Sussex promised him his sister for a wife if he would only go to 

see her. 

 

 

 

 

 



CHAPTER VIII. 

POISON AND BLOOD. 

In the year after that (1563) Sussex began to interfere with Shane, 

and to make mischief between him and Elizabeth. Shane's old 

enemies, the Tir-Conaill men and the Scots of Antrim, assisted 

Sussex, and the latter went north to Ulster in the April of 1563; 

but if he did go Shane made a football of himself and his army, 

and Sussex was very thankful that he was able to fly with his life. 

Elizabeth wrote to Sussex to make peace with Shane, for it was 

no use for him to be attacking him. 

Sussex did as Elizabeth bade him, and at the same time he 

sent a gift of peace to Shane — a cargo of wine mixed with 

poison. Shane and his household drank some of the wine, and 

he was like to have become a corpse. He was fighting with death 

for two days, and when he recovered it was not surprising that 

he was in a red flame of rage, and that he prepared his troop for 

war. Elizabeth pretended that she was furious about this act of 

treachery, and she promised that she would give him 

satisfaction if he would only keep quiet. She recalled Sussex. She 

pretended it was to satisfy Shane, but the cause of complaint that 

she had against Sussex was that lie had failed. She tied the bonds 

of (pretended) peace and friendship with Shane again, and he 

was really King over Ulster now, and they let him alone. But for 

all that his hatred of the stranger was as keen as ever. As a sign 

of it he built a castle on the shore of Lough Neagh. He was a 

wittily-spoken man, and he thought that the English would not 

enjoy the sight of that castle, and he christened it "The Hate of 

the Strangers." It is said that he thought at that time of taking to 

himself the kingdom of Ireland, and of clearing the English out 

of it. But the Irish did not help him. He wrote to the King of 

France to ask help from him.  



"If you lend me six thousand men," he said, "I will drive the 

English out of this country into the sea."  

He could have got ten times as many as that in Ireland itself 

if they had been willing to rise with him, but they did not stir a 

foot. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



CHAPTER IX. 

Lámh Dearg Abú! 

If Ireland will not help us, still we must go forward. These 

MacDonnells in Antrim were helping the English from time to 

time. These brave men were mercenary soldiers. They came 

from Scotland on the invitation of Conn O’Neill and of his father, 

and they settled in Antrim and in Dalriada (the present counties 

Antrim and Down). Shane was not easy in his mind as long as 

they were in the country. They submitted to him and assisted 

him once, but he had no confidence in them. They told him he 

had no control over them, and that there was no necessity for 

them to help him except by their own free will. Queen Elizabeth 

used covertly to encourage them. 

“Very well so,” said Shane to them. “Get ye away home. I 

have not further business of ye.” 

But the Scotsmen assumed a threatening attitude, and they 

said to him that they would stay where they were without 

dependence on him.  

“We got the better of your father before, and of Sussex 

besides,” said the bold Scots. 

Shane the Proud threw his leg over his horse Mac-an-

Fhiolar, gathered his hosts around him, and broke in upon 

Antrim like a wave of the sea. The Scots met him in Glenshesk, 

in fierce hands, and a bloody battle was waged between them. 

There is an old road behind the village of Cushendun, in county 

Antrim, and Shane the Proud galloped his coal-black horse Mac-

an-Fhiolar over the bodies of Scotsmen in it, and by the middle 

of the day the MacDonnells were stretched in rows around him. 

Angus MacDonnell and seven hundred of his men were killed, 

James MacDonnell was wounded and taken prisoner, and Shane 

also took Somerled the Sallow (or Sorley Boy), the other chief 



over them. It would have been better for them if they had taken 

his advice and gone off out of his way, and it would have been 

better for himself too, for it was the remnant of that company 

who treacherously killed him two years later. 

At this time he was only thirty-eight years of age, and there 

was no man in Ireland of greater reputation and power than he. 

The English pretended to be great friends with him. They were 

very glad at first that he had routed the Clan Donnell of 

Scotland, and they rejoiced with him. Shane understood them 

right well. Not without reason was that proverb made:  

“An Englishman’s laugh is a dog’s grin.” (i.e., a preparation for 

biting).  

“It is a good thing,” said they, “that the Clan Donnell are 

defeated, for we never knew when they might help the Irish; but, 

for all that, O’Neill will be too strong altogether now.” 

It is a pity he did not make friends with the chieftains of Ireland 

at this time. Instead of that he began to force them to submit to 

him, whether they liked it or not.  

“The princes of Connacht must give me their yearly tribute, 

as they used to give it to the Kings of Ulster,” said he. 

The Connachtmen refused, and he rushed suddenly upon 

the lord of Clan Rickard, the strongest man in Connacht, and 

despoiled him without much trouble. He plundered Tir-Conaill 

in the same year (1566), and fear fell upon England. Elizabeth 

incited Maguire, Earl of Fermanagh, to rise against him; but the 

Maguire was crushed as a millstone would crush a handful of 

oats. 

Sydney was Lord Justice (or Deputy) of Ireland again at this 

time in place of Sussex, and he knew Shane well. He sent a 

Government envoy, named Stukeley, to him to urge upon him 

that he should keep quiet.  



"Do not rise out against the English, and you shall get 

whatever you want," said Stukeley.  "They will make you Earl of 

Tir-Eoghain, if you would like that."  

Shane snorted, and he spoke deíiantly. "That earldom is a 

toy," said he. "Ye made an earl of MacCarthy in Munster, and I 

have serving-boys and stable-men that are as good men as he. 

Ye thought to hang me when ye had a grip of me. I have no trust 

in your promises. I did not ask peace of the Queen, but she asked 

it of me, and it is ye yourselves that have broken it. I drove the 

English out of Newry and out of Dundrum, and I will never let 

them come back. O'Donnell will not dare to be prince again in 

Tir-Conaill, for that place is mine henceforward. Let there be no 

doubt upon you that Ulster is mine. My ancestors before me 

were kings over it. I won it with my sword, and with my sword 

I will keep it." 

Though Sydney was a very brave, courageous man, his 

heart was in his mouth when Stukeley told him this 

conversation.  

"If we do not make a great effort Ireland will be gone out of 

our hand. O'Neill owns the whole of Ulster, and he must be 

checked," said Sydney to Elizabeth.  

"Attack him at once," said she.  

She sent a troop of English over, and Sydney collected men 

from every quarter of Ireland, English and Irish, for there was 

many a chief who assisted him. Some of them were sufficiently 

disinclined for the business; but they had to make themselves 

ready for the assistance of England, as they do at this day. 

They are coming against you, Shane the Proud, horseman 

of the sharp sword! Get ready Mac-an-Fhiolar, and arrange your 

little band of heroes. Ye have nothing but the strength of your 

own arms, for there is no help nor succour for ye from anyone 

outside. 



The English districts about Dublin were called the Pale. 

Into the Pale Shane leaped like a thunderstorm. He ravaged and 

plundered it to the walls of Dublin. He made an attempt upon 

the English in Dundalk, and he had a fight with Sydney near that 

town. They were too much for Shane that time, and with some 

difficulty they repulsed him; but he made havoc among 

Sydney's troops before he moved off. Sydney continued to press 

on. He went through Tir-Eoghain, and from that to Tir-Conaill, 

in spite of Shane; but the latter followed him every inch of the 

way and little rest he gave him during the journey. Never did he 

show better skill in tactics than at that time. Sydney and his 

numerous army were harassed and wearied by Shane's sudden 

attacks. He moved close up to them near Derry and gave them 

battle. A tough fight it was, for many men fell on both sides, and 

Shane thought the victory was with him; but beware! See this 

company coming from the West upon him — the stern Tir-

Conaill men under O'Donnell, who was always against him — 

and Shane was defeated at last. 

He fell back to the passes of Tir-Eoghain, growling at 

Sydney. He was so fearless, and so confident in himself, that the 

foreigners were afraid to come near him, and they betook 

themselves to Dublin again, having got very little by their 

journey.  

"I will put the mark of my hand on them yet," said Shane. 

"Not a creature of them would have gone back if it were not for 

those villains in Tir-Conaill. There is a swarm of bees there that 

are worrying and stinging me this long while; but cut the ear off 

me but I will smoke them out very soon." 

 

 

 



CHAPTER X. 

CLOUDS AND DEATH. 

Shane was preparing himself secretly, and the English were 

not asleep. They were secretly aiding O'Donnell, and spurring 

him on against Shane. Hugh was the name of the O'Donnell who 

was now in Tir-Conaill, for Calvach had lately died. This new 

prince must needs do some act of valour at the beginning of his 

reign, as was the custom with every prince at that time. Hugh 

broke into Tir-Eoghain by order of the English, and plundered 

the north-western part of it. Shane the Proud turned black and 

red with anger. By the champion-sword of Niall of the Nine 

Hostages, O'Donnell shall pay for this raid! 

You would see foot and horsemen travelling from every 

quarter towards the great house of Benburb before sunrise, in 

the beginning of May in the year 1567. The great hounds began 

to bay with excitement at the approach of the troops, and to jump 

about and wag their tails, for they thought they were to have a 

hunt, as usual. The red deer and the wolf ran to hide themselves 

in the woods all around, for they too thought, with the animal's 

instinct, that they were going to be pursued. 

O'Neill had no desire for hunting this time, for he was in a 

hurry to subdue O'Donnell, and he and his host of three 

thousand men struck out to the north-west. Superstitious people 

would say that the jackdaws were screaming over the house of 

Shane the Proud this morning, and that he did not hear the 

music of the cuckoo nor the piping of the blackbird to-day. 

"Are they not bold, these Tir-Conaill fellows, and is it not a 

great pity for them to be putting themselves in the way of their 

death?" said he, when he saw O'Donnell and his little band 



posted upon Ardingary, on the north side of Loch Swilly, in 

Donegal. 

The tide had ebbed out of the estuary, and O'Neill thought 

that the sand in it was always dry. Not so with O'Donnell. He 

knew that place well, and he chose it in order to protect himself 

and his men from O'Neill, for the tide rises strongly and 

suddenly there. 

And see, struggling together, the race that came from the 

two sons of Niall of the Nine Hostages — the Tir-Conaill men 

from Conall Gulban, and the Tir-Eoghain men from Eoghain, the 

man who broke his heart with sorrow after Conall when that 

warrior was killed! 

It is said that O'Neill had no wish to fight when he saw the 

small army that O'Donnell had against him, and that he would 

rather that they would have surrendered; but for all that he 

arranged his men carefully, and he ordered them in companies 

and troops across the inlet of the sea. O'Donnell made a furious 

attack on the first party that got across and broke them up. If he 

had not many men they were all like wild cats. He did the same 

to the second brave file.  

"We must put them out of that," said O'Neill, and he thrust 

himself at the head of a detachment of horse; but O'Donnell's 

horsemen rushed out on him from a hollow like a gale of wind, 

and great as was Shane the Proud it was with difficulty that he 

was able to check him. He looked around him. Some of his 

companies were mixed up together, and some of them were 

separated from each other. Shane did not understand the reason 

of the confusion till he saw the tide rising and terror coming 

upon his men, and O'Donnell with his band of heroes pressing 

upon them severely. Shane's heart did not fail in that moment of 

distress, and he, with his horsemen, began slaughtering 

savagely, and galloping to and fro, calling upon his captains to 



put their men in order. He tried to gather the army together 

himself in proper order, but they had not room to turn, and some 

of them were up to the knees in water and the tide flowing up 

all round them. Most of them were inland men. A fresh panic fell 

on them and they broke away. 

Thirteen hundred of them were drowned or killed. It was 

Shane the Proud's last battle, and the greatest disaster that ever 

happened to him. As many as crossed the terrible estuary of the 

Swilly in safety fled away, and their prince rushed up the side of 

the river to look for a ford, with a few horsemen. A Tir-Conaill 

man of the name of Gallagher showed him a ford in the river two 

miles from the battle-field, and Shane O’Neill turned his back on 

Tir-Conaill, sweating, his tongue and his palate as hot and dry 

as a coal of lire, and a lump in his throat from trouble of mind. 

O’Donnell and his good men were right merry, and they 

had bonfires after the battle; but they did not know that they 

were doing the work of the English — work which it had failed 

those foreigners to do for fifteen years before that, though they 

had lost thousands of meu and two millions of money in the 

attempt. 

What will O’Neill of Ulster do now? The Book of the Four 

Masters says that he was light in his head after the fight at 

Ardingary, but that is only a turn of expression. That hero was 

too high-minded and too strong of heart and of limb to fall to 

blubbering and to groaning over the loss of one battle. He was 

not forty years of age yet, and he always had the courage of a 

lion. Some of his military officers begged him to yield to the 

English, but that was not Shane's intention at all. He released 

Somerled the Sallow (Sorley Boy), whom he had had in captivity 

as a prisoner of war for two years, and sent him as an envoy to 

the Clan Donal in Scotland, to ask aid of them. They promised it 

to him, and he and a guard of horsemen appointed a place of 



meeting with them at Cushendun, in Antrim. They bowed to the 

ground before him, and prepared a feast for him in a large tent. 

Another man came to the place also, whose name was Pierce, a 

spy from Elizabeth, who had heard what Shane was doing. 

There is no written evidence to be found which proves that this 

Captain Pierce gave blood-money to the Scots, but every author 

has a strong suspicion of it. 

Shane the Proud, your business is done. 

Your very enemies say that your strong hand was ever as a 

shield to the weak, and that there was not a robber nor an unruly 

man in your territories during your time. They say, too, that it 

was your custom not to sit down to your food until, as you 

would say, Christ's poor, who gathered on your threshold, had 

had their fill of the best meat. But there is an end to your 

generosity and to your valiant deeds now, for the Scots are 

eagerly whispering with Captain Pierce in the tent. You will 

never again hear the baying of the pack, nor follow the red deer 

through the nut-woods of the cantred for evermore. The hosts of 

Tir-Eoghain will hear your battle-cry no more, for there are 

twenty Scots behind you unknown to you, and Pierce is nagging 

at them that you killed their fathers in the battle of Glenshesk. 

Spring to your feet from that table, Shane the Proud, and look 

behind you, for the spear is within an inch of your broad back. 

And the curlew cries away out on the Moyle Water, and the 

white waves break soundingly on the strand near Cushendun, 

and the people there show a cairn of stones in a hollow, where 

Shane the Proud sleeps those three hundred years and more.   

"Seven years, sixty, five hundred  

(And) a thousand years, it is no lie,  

To the death of Shane the grandson of Conn  

From the coming of Christ in the Body." 



Pierce took away with him the most beautiful head in 

Ireland, and they took the rich clothing from the headless body 

of O'Neill. Pierce received his thousand pounds from the Queen 

in payment for the head, and that beloved and lovely head was 

stuck upon a spike on the highest battlement of Dublin Castle. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



APPENDIX. 

PART OF A PROCLAMATION CONCERING 

SHANE THE PROUD.  

(From the original facsimile, featured in Irish Literature by Justin 

McCarthy, published circa 1904.) 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


