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Summary
John fitzThomas, fifth lord of Offaly and first earl of Kildare, 1287-1316

Cormac O Cléirigh

This thesis is a study of the career of John fitzThomas, a member of the
family known as the Geraldines of Offaly, who became lord of Offaly in 1287,
and was created earl of Kildare just before his death in 1316. The study has
two main aims. In the first instance, it will attempt to provide a reasonably
coherent account of the most important events of fitzThomas's life. Thus, it
will describe how he rose from relative obscurity to become lord of Offaly at
a time when his lineage was threatened with extinction. It will then
examine the manner in which fitzThomas entered into a series of serious
conflicts during the 1290s, which led to his disgrace and the loss of a major
proportion of his landed wealth. Thereafter, it will describe how his
participation in military campaigns overseas in the service of Edward I
served to rehabilitate him in the eyes of his king. The study will also
provide an account of fitzThomas’s turbulent relationships with his Irish
neighbours before going on to explain the circumstances which led to
fitzThomas’s elevation to the earldom of Kildare in May 1316.

The second aim of this work is to draw upon the experiences of John’s life
in an effort to cast some light upon the crucial role played by the Anglo-
Irish magnates within the society of the lordship of Ireland. Hence, it
examines issues such as the importance of a magnate’s family ties, the
necessity to cultivate local connections, the uneasy link between the
magnates and the Dublin government, the attitudes held by magnates about
public order and most significantly, the critical importance of the personal
relationship between an Anglo-Irish magnate and his king.
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Introduction.

Know then, that my predecessors and ancestors ... arrived in this island of Ireland, and by
their swords obtained great possessions, and achieved great feats of arms; and up to the
present day have increased and multiplied into many branches and families, insomuch that I,
by the grace of God, possess by hereditary right the earldom of Kildare, holding diverse
castles and manors ... Our house has increased beyond measure, in a multitude of barons,
knights and noble persons, holding many possessions, and having under their command many
persons.

Gerald, 8th earl of Kildare, to the family of the Gherardini in Florence, 27 May
1507.1

When the Great earl of Kildare wrote to his putative
relatives in Florence, his manifest pride in recounting his family’s
achievements was amply justified. From the arrival of Maurice fitzGerald I
at Wexford in 1169, the great aristocratic lineage known as the Geraldines or
the Fitzgeralds had always been to the forefront of affairs within the
lordship of Ireland. In the words of the pioneering historian G. H. Orpen,
‘no family has so continuously played an important part in the drama of
Irish history as the Geraldines’.2 Indeed, by the beginning of the sixteenth
century, the branch of the family led by the Great earl himself, namely the
Geraldines of Offaly, had come to dominate Ireland, presiding over a great
network of alliances that extended throughout the island, and enjoying a
near monopolistic hold upon the office of chief governor.?> To a great
extent, modern perceptions of the Geraldines have been shaped by the
literary works of Gerald of Wales and Richard Stanihurst, who glorified the
deeds of Maurice fitzGerald I and his kindred and of the Great earl
respectively. Both writers portrayed the lineage’s members as bold decisive
men of action, the living embodiments of aristocratic virtue, whose
manifest talents were unfairly questioned by their envious inferiors. Thus,

1 Bryan, Gerald FitzGerald the great earl of Kildare, pp 252-3.
2 Orpen, Normans, iii, p. 111.

3 N.H.L,ii, pp 638-661



Gerald of Wales, who was of course himself a Geraldine, included the
following remarkable passage in the Expugnatio Hibernica :—

Who are the men who penetrate the enemy’s innermost strongholds ? The FitzGeralds.
Who are the men who protect their native land ? The FitzGeralds.
Who are the men the enemy fear ? The FitzGeralds.

Who are the men whom envy denigrates ? The FitzGeralds.}

In a similar vein, while describing the successful Anglo-Norman defence of
Dublin during the summer of 1171, Gerald put what might be called the first
expression of a distinctly ‘Anglo-Irish’ outlook into the mouth of his uncle
Maurice fitzGerald I. At a critical stage during the siege, Gerald had Maurice
exhorting the beleaguered garrison to take decisive action by observing that
‘just as we are English as far as the Irish are concerned, likewise to the
English we are Irish, and the inhabitants of this island and the other assail
us with equal hatred’.> Writing four centuries later, Richard Stanihurst
quoted Gerald of Wales’s exaltation of the lineage with evident approval.
Moreover, he then went on to imbue the Great earl of Kildare with precisely
the same qualities of martial prowess and general audacity.”

Undoubtedly, the vivid imagery employed by Gerald
and Stanihurst has served to immortalise the achievements of individuals
like Maurice fitzGerald I and the Great earl. However, the writers’
celebration of what could be described as the lineage’s ‘manifest destiny’ to
play a leading role in the affairs of Ireland lends a certain air of inevitability
to the dominance which they actually achieved during ‘the Kildare
ascendancy’ of the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries.® In turn, this
impression has the effect of overshadowing the critical importance of the
career of another family member, namely John fitzThomas, fifth lord of
Offaly, who was created first earl of Kildare in May 1316. For when

4 Giraldus, Expugnatio, pp 168-71.
5 Ibid., pp 80-1; N.H.L, ii, pp 84-5.
6 Stanihurst, p. 81.

7 For examples of Stanihurst’s glorification of the Great earl see Stanihurst, pp 68-9,
250-3.

8 See N. H. I, ii, pp 591-618, 638-661; Lydon, The Lordship of Ireland in the Middle
Ages, pp 271-8.



fitzThomas became lord of Offaly in 1287, the family’s fortunes were at such
a low ebb that their later success seemed to be anything but inevitable.
Indeed, by 1287, the Geraldines of Offaly’s position as one of the lordship of
Ireland’s leading aristocratic lineages was in imminent danger of eclipse. In
the first place, the lordship of Offaly had recently endured a lengthy
minority during which its estates had been in the hands of English
absentees. Secondly, even after the re—emergence of a resident lord of Offaly
in 1285, the generous English common law system of dower provision
meant that a major proportion of the Geraldine properties remained under
absentee control. Lastly and most importantly, in 1287 the Geraldines of
Offaly faced extinction as fitzThomas, himself only a scion of a junior
branch of the family, appears to have been its only surviving male
representative. However, John fitzThomas succeeded in rescuing his family
from the oblivion which it faced at the outset of his career. By the time of
his death in September 1316, he had managed to take possession of most of
the Geraldine patrimony, which by customary law had actually been
destined to fall into the hands of the de Cogan and de Clare families.
Moreover, he consolidated the family’s landed interests in its Kildare
heartland and established their status as the region’s dominant magnates
beyond doubt. Above all, shortly before his death, he crowned his
achievements by securing official recognition from the crown for his
lineage’s claims to be numbered amongst the lordship’s greatest families,
when he was created earl of Kildare.?

Admittedly, fitzZThomas’s career has attracted sufficient
attention from modern historians to ensure that its broad outlines are
already well understood. The process was begin in 1858 when the marquis
of Kildare published a book providing biographical details about his
ancestors from the year 1057 onwards.l? Unfortunately, he did not make
use of the chartularies in his family’s possession and his entry relating to
fitzThomas is now of little value. A better biographical summary of
fitzThomas’s career by T. A. Archer was subsequently published in the
Dictionary of National Biography in 1889.11 1In 1914, a significant

9 Orpen, Normans, iv, pp 1124, 213; Lydon, ‘Fitzgeralds’, p. 75.
10 C-W FitzGerald, The earls of Kildare and their ancestors from 1057 to 1773,

11 DNB, vii, pp 214-217.



contribution to the modern understanding of the descent of the Geraldines
of Offaly was made by Orpen in his pioneering article, ‘The FitzGeralds,
barons of Offaly’.12 Specifically, by making use of the charters contained in
the then unpublished cartulary known as The Red Book of the earls of
Kildare, Orpen firmly established John fitzZThomas’s exact relationship with
his predecessors as lord of Offaly. More recently, the doctoral theses of
Lydon, Claffey, Frame and Walton have shed a considerable amount of light
upon various aspects of fitzThomas’s career. Thus, Lydon described his
participation in several campaigns overseas within the context of an
analysis of the lordship of Ireland’s contribution to the wars of Henry III and
Edward .13 Similarly, Frame discussed the role played by fitzThomas in the
defence of the marches of western Kildare as part of a wider work which
explored the relationship between the Dublin government and Gaelic
Ireland.’¥ Both Claffey who wrote a study of the life of Richard de Burgh
earl of Ulster, and Walton, who analysed the Anglo-Irish settlement of
Connacht, made extensive references to fitzThomas’s activities in the
western province during the first half of his career.l> In particular, both
works comment upon the tensions between John fitzZThomas and Richard
de Burgh at some length. Moreover, historians like Hand and Richardson
and Sayles have employed some of the legal disputes involving John
fitzThomas to demonstrate various aspects of the interaction between the
Irish administration and its English counterpart.’®é Finally, all of the
standard works on the history of the lordship of Ireland during this period
provide accounts of fitzThomas’s quarrels in the 1290s with the earl of
Ulster and with William de Vescy, lord of the liberty of Kildare and justiciar
of Ireland.1?

12 Orpen, ‘The FitzGeralds, barons of Offaly’, pp 99-113.

13 Lydon, Ireland’s participation in the military activities of English kings, pp 198-
243.

14 Frame, The Dublin government, pp 104-8, 121-138.

15 (Claffey, Richard de Burgh, pp 128-135, 149-60; Walton, The English in Connacht,
pp 284-314.

16 Hand, English law in Ireland, pp 141, 146, 151, 157;
Richardson and Sayles, Irish parliament in the middle ages, p. 249.

17 For example, see N. H. L, ii, pp 185-88; Otway-Ruthven, Medieval Ireland, pp
210-11, 213, 214; Frame, Colonial Ireland, pp 66, 104.



Nevertheless, the production of a detailed study of
fitzThomas’s career is a worthwhile undertaking for several reasons. In the
first instance, John’s dual achievement in saving his family from extinction
and in becoming earl of Kildare was evidently a key turning-point in the
history of a great Anglo-Irish lineage, and as such, an examination of his
life is intrinsically important and desirable. Secondly, Irish historians have
recognised for more than half a century that, even in its heyday during the
second half of the thirteenth century, the lordship of Ireland was a highly
fragmented political entity, and that its aristocratic lineages played at least as
dominant a role in its governance as did the administration in Dublin.18
Despite this however, most historians studying the lordship have tended to
concentrate upon its legal, institutional and tenurial structures, an approach
which of necessity has placed a heavy emphasis upon the activities of the
Dublin government.l® Moreover, although several regionally-based
studies have been produced in the more recent past, their embrace of
relatively lengthy time spans has meant that their primary focuses were set
upon issues such as settlement patterns and tenurial relationships, rather
than upon the careers of particular individuals.20 In fact, with the
important exception of Claffey’s work on the Red earl of Ulster, the pre-
occupations and objectives of individual magnates have been somewhat
neglected. Hopefully then, a study of John fitzThomas will go some way
towards redressing this problem. More broadly, the examination of the
career of an Anglo-Irish magnate, undertaken from his own perspective
rather than that of the Dublin administration provides an opportunity to
gain a fresh set of insights into the nature of society within the lordship of
Ireland during the last decades of the thirteenth, and the first decades of the
fourteenth centuries.

18 Curtis, A History of Medieval Ireland., pp 156-7. For a more modern re-iteration of
this fundamental point, see Frame, ‘Power and society in the lordship of Ireland,
1272-1377’, pp 3-33.

19 For example, the main thrust of the historiographical interests of two leading
historians of the lordship can be seen in Asplin, ‘The writings of A. ]J. Otway-
Ruthven to 1980, pp 255-63; ibid, ‘Bibliography of J. F. Lydon’, pp xv—xx.

20 For example, see Empey, The Butler lordship in Ireland to 1509; Parker, The
politics and society of county Waterford in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries;
Smith, The English in Uriel 1170-1330.



Consequently, this work has two main aims. First, it
will attempt to provide a reasonably coherent account of the most
important events of fitzZThomas’s career in order to explain how he initially
rose to prominence in Ireland, the manner in which he coped with the
grave challenges which confronted him in the course of his life, and the
circumstances which enabled him to secure the earldom of Kildare for his
lineage. Secondly, it will draw upon the experiences of John’s life in an
effort to elucidate the central role which the Anglo-Irish magnates played
within their society. Hence, it will address a range of issues which are
crucial to an understanding the way in which a magnate operated within
his environment. These will include the importance of a magnate’s family
ties, his need to cultivate his local connections, his dealings with the Dublin
administration along with the related topic of the use or misuse of law, his
interactions with the Irish and lastly the critical importance of the personal
relationship between a magnate and his king.

Broadly speaking, the primary sources which have been
used to prepare this thesis may been grouped into three categories. The first
category consists of the relevant historical, literary and propagandistic
writings which were produced during the medieval period. For the
purposes of this study, the most important works of this kind were the
various annals and chronicles of both Anglo-Irish and Irish origin, of
which the Dublin Annals, the annals of Friar Clyn, the Annals of Inisfallen
and the Annals of Connacht proved to be of the greatest value.2l In
addition, some use was made of other contemporary or near-contemporary
writings, such as the O’Clery Book of Genealogies, a poem written in
honour of Piers de Bermingham and the 1317 Remonstrance to Pope John
XXI1.22 However, the bulk of the sources used in the thesis fall into the
second category, namely the surviving official records generated by the
English and Irish administrations. As far as the English records available in
print are concerned, extensive use has been made of the calendared
chancery records such as the Patent, Close and Charter rolls; of the rolls of
parliament and the associated parliamentary petitions, and finally, of the
mass of material contained in the Calendar of Documents relating to

21 Chart St Marys, ii, pp 241-398; Clyn; AI; AC.

22 Pender, 'The O'Clery book of genealogies'’; Heuser, Die Kildare-Gedichte, p. 162;
Scotichronicon, vi, pp 395-403.



Ireland.?3 Most of the unpublished English records which are cited in this
work are preserved in the Public Record Office in London. In particular,
extensive use was made of the items of Irish interest contained in the
record class known as Exchequer King’s remembrancer, accounts various (E.
101), the special collections known as Ancient Correspondence (SC 1) and
Ancient Petitions (SC 8) respectively, and the class known as Chancery
Miscellanea (C. 47). Some material was also taken from the British Library’s
collection, including a Wardrobe Book of the twenty-fifth year of Edward I
(BL Add MS 7965). The most useful printed official records of Irish origin
have been the calendars of Justiciary rolls, Pipe Rolls, and Patent and Close
Rolls, as well as the printed Statute rolls.2¢ Most of the unpublished records
of Irish origin which have been utilised are preserved in the National
Archive’s collection. In particular, some useful material was extracted from
the Public Record Office of Ireland’s calendar of memoranda rolls (NAI EX
2/1) and the Irish Record commission’s calendars of plea rolls (RC. 7) and
memoranda rolls (RC. 8). Finally, the third category of source used consists
of the calendars and editions of family chartularies, such as the Calendar of
Ormond deeds.?> By far and away the most important such source was the
cartulary begun in 1503 by Philip Flattisbury for the eighth earl of Kildare,
known as The red book of the earls of Kildare, which contains a large
quantity of documents relating to fitzThomas’s activities.26

At this point, it may be worthwhile to sound a note of
caution about the sources pertaining to John fitzThomas’s career. Although
their quality is rich by Irish standards, their limitations should also be
acknowledged. On a general level, the bulk of the extant material was
generated by the activities of the Irish and English administrations.
Consequently, when employing this kind of evidence it is important to take
account of the fact that the official records reflect the priorities and
perspectives of the two governments, which were not identical to those

23  CPR; CCR; Cal. Chart. Rolls; Rotuli Parl.; Rot. parl. hac. inediti; CDI.
24 CJR; DKPRI; Rot. pat. Hib.
25  Cal. Ormond deeds.

26  Red Bk Kildare.



possessed by an aristocrat like fitzThomas.2” Furthermore, the relevant
charter evidence which has been preserved in The Red book of Kildare is
geographically skewed, being predominantly concerned with John’s land
acquisitions within the Kildare region itself. As a result, details of
fitzThomas’s activities in the province of Connacht, which were of critical
importance during the first half of his career, are under-represented.

In addition to the difficulties caused by the inherently
biased nature of the surviving material, a study of John fitzThomas’s career
is also hampered by several important gaps in the evidence. Most
importantly perhaps, the fact that no personal material in the form of
private correspondence, or of a will has been preserved effectively precludes
any attempt to treat of John’s ‘interior life’. Similarly, the surviving
evidence is of little value in the reconstruction of several of fitzZThomas’s
most important familial connections. In particular, his relationships with
his mother, his wife, and their respective kindreds are now largely
irrecoverable. By way of illustration, it is known that fitzZThomas married a
woman named Blanche de Roche. However, by the late thirteenth century,
individuals of that surname were widely distributed throughout the
lordship of Ireland, and it is not possible to ascertain the particular segment
of the lineage from which Blanche originated.2®. Moreover, any household
accounts which may have been drawn up on fitzThomas’s behalf have not
been preserved. Their absence had the effect of limiting the degree to which
his retinue could be reconstructed and to which his income could be
assessed accurately. Finally, it is to be regretted that no contemporary set of
annals with an emphasis upon events in the midlands has survived.

In the course of preparing this thesis, two methods of
presenting the findings of the research, namely by theme or in
chronological order, suggested themselves. Initially, taking a thematic
approach seemed to be an attractive option, primarily because of the
advantages to be gained by being able to discuss a particular issue, such as
the overall significance of fitzZThomas’s military service overseas, en bloc.

27 The potential dangers of over-reliance upon official documentation was discussed
by McFarlane in The Nobility of Medieval England, p. 2.

28  The available evidence concerning John’s mother and wife is discussed in Chapter 2
pp 34-5 and Chapter 6 pp 180-1 respectively.



However, it rapidly became apparent that, given the extent to which the
various strands of fitzThomas’s career were interwoven, the benefits to be
gained by discussing a particular facet of his life in isolation would only be
achieved at the cost of an unacceptably high degree of repetition of the
available evidence. On balance, when taking this disadvantage into
account, along with the fact that the thesis is based upon the study of one
individual’s career, the adoption of a chronological approach appeared to be
the most logical method of proceeding.

The first chapter is intended to serve as an introduction
to fitzThomas’s family background and to the kind of society in which he
operated. To that end, it will provide an outline of the fluctuating fortunes
of the Geraldines of Offaly during the century following Maurice fitzGerald
I's first landfall at Wexford in 1169. The outline will describe the manner in
which the family gradually but steadily expanded its power and landed
wealth as well as discussing the more important political and military
activities conducted by members of the lineage during that period. In
addition, a brief description of the tenurial and administrative structures
existing in the Offaly region immediately before John fitzZThomas became
lord of Offaly will be provided.

The second chapter will be devoted to the period
between 1283 and 1293. In the first instance, it will provide an account of
the minority and the brief career of Gerald fitzMaurice III, fitzZThomas’s
immediate predecessor. The remainder of the chapter will concentrate
upon the early stages of John’s career. After outlining the available
evidence concerning fitzThomas’s background and immediate family, the
circumstances by which he became lord of Offaly will be described. This will
be followed by an account of the manner in which he acquired great estates
in the province of Connacht, which will lead to a discussion of his ties to
two successive chief governors, namely Stephen de Fulbourne and the
archbishop of Dublin John de Sandford. FitzThomas’s relationship with de
Sandford will be examined at some length in order to emphasise the critical
importance of the assistance which he received from the archbishop.
Consequently, John’s first campaign against the Irish of Offaly will be set
within this context, as will his first recorded journey to England in 1291.
The chapter will conclude by describing fitzZThomas’s establishment of a
personal link to King Edward I, and by outlining the tangible benefits which
he gained as a result.



The third chapter will cover the critical period between
1293 and 1298. Its main focus will be upon the two intense power struggles
conducted by fitzZThomas during this time, namely, with William de Vescy,
lord of the liberty of Kildare and chief governor of Ireland, and with the
most important magnate on the island, Richard de Burgh, earl of Ulster,
and upon their consequences for fitzThomas himself and for his family.
First, it will examine the rising tensions between de Vescy and fitzThomas
in 1293 before going on to describe the extraordinary tactics adopted by the
lord of Offaly in 1294 to neutralise his adversary. This will be followed by an
account of the best known episode in fitzThomas’s career, namely his
attempt in the winter of 1294-5 to achieve supremacy in Connacht through
the expedient of attacking the earl of Ulster and his followers in an
explosion of lawlessness known to contemporaries as ‘the time of
disturbance’. Within this context, a detailed examination of the breakdown
in public order in Kildare, which will include a discussion of the question of
the extent to which fitzThomas colluded with the Irish of Offaly during this
period will be provided. The remainder of the chapter will be devoted to
the misfortunes which befell fitzZThomas as a result of his actions and to his
successful attempt to rehabilitate himself in the eyes of his king. Thus, an
account of John’s penitential journey to England in the summer of 1295 will
be provided, along with a discussion of Edward I's response to the lord of
Offaly’s misdeeds which will be placed within the context of the king’s
pressing need for military assistance arising from the deteriorating situation
in Scotland and France. This will be followed by detailed accounts of
fitzThomas’s participation in the Scottish campaign of 1296 and the Flanders
campaign of 1297-8. In both cases, the focus of the discussion will be upon
issues such as fitzThomas’s terms of service, the size and composition of his
contingent and most importantly, upon the flow of royal patronage which
ensued after the campaigns ended.

The fourth chapter will examine the period between
1297 and 1308, and its primary focus shall be upon fitzZThomas’s activities
and objectives as a landowner. In the first instance, it will examine the
manner in which John’s feud with Richard de Burgh was ended.
Consequently, the terms of the agreement made between the two men in
October 1298 will be described at some length, which will lead to a
discussion of fitzZThomas’s withdrawal from Connacht and his subsequent
failure to secure lands elsewhere in Ireland in compensation. This will be
followed by a discussion of how the royal policy of purchasing lands and
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rights in Ireland in general, and of its acquisition of the liberty of Kildare in
1297 in particular opened up new opportunities for fitzThomas to
consolidate his position within the region. After giving some consideration
to the state of fitzThomas’s financial health at the close of the thirteenth
century, the question of his behaviour towards absentees will be addressed.
In particular, his protracted legal battles with Agnes de Valence during the
1300s will be described in some detail, in order to reveal something of
fitzZThomas’s dynastic ambitions, his dealings with the Irish administration,
his cultivation of local officials and his attitude to the rule of law. The
chapter will conclude with a discussion of the significance of the
relationship between John fitzZThomas and his son-in-law Edmund Butler,
which will be set against the background of a diminution in the importance
of John's ties to his king during the last years of Edward I and the reign of
Edward II

The fifth chapter will cover the same time span as the
fourth, namely the period from 1297 to 1308, but from a different
perspective. Its main objective will be to outline fitzThomas’s military
activities in the marches of Kildare and during his participation in the
expedition to Scotland of 1301-2. Initially, the fundamental security
problem faced by both John fitzZThomas and his ally Piers de Bermingham
will be examined with reference to the attitudes of their neighbours, tenants
and fellow aristocrats, namely the Irish dynasties of the midlands, and to the
objectives and concerns of the Anglo-Irish community as a whole as
expressed in the statutes of the 1297 parliament. This will be followed by a
description of the magnates’ endeavours to maintain order in the marches
during the period extending from the aftermath of ‘the disturbance’ to their
departure from Ireland in 1301 to take part in the campaign in Scotland. An
account of fitzThomas’s involvement in the campaign will then be
provided, which will again concentrate upon issues such as his terms of
service and his contingent’s size and composition, and will be followed by a
discussion of the rewards subsequently bestowed upon him by King Edward.
The remainder of the chapter will deal with the magnates’ activities in the
Kildare marches upon their return from Scotland. First, the manner in
which the security situation in western Kildare deteriorated progressively
between 1302 and 1305 will be outlined. Next, a detailed description of Piers
de Bermingham’s massacre of the O’Connor Falys in June 1305 will be
provided, which will lead to a discussion of the extent to which the Irish
administration and fitzZThomas himself were guilty of complicity in the
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atrocity. The chapter will conclude by examining the efforts of fitzThomas
and de Bermingham to retain control of the region between 1305 and 1308,
in the face of the general uprising by the midlands dynasties which was
triggered by the murders. Within this context, the damage inflicted upon
the Anglo-Irish settlements west of the Barrow will also be discussed.

The sixth and last chapter will concentrate on the period
between 1307 and 1316. Initially, fitzZThomas’s expansion of his landed
interests in Kildare will be outlined, and his activities on behalf of his
associates within the region will be discussed. This will be followed by an
account of his conflict with the de Lacys in Meath in 1309, which will lead to
a discussion of his participation in the parliament held at Kilkenny in 1310.
Thereafter, the chapter’s focus will shift to Limerick, and to the steps taken
by John fitzThomas to secure his hold upon the Geraldine properties there
after the death of Agnes de Valence in December 1309. Thus, a description
of the way in which he successfully recovered the Limerick estates will be
followed by an account of his attempts to establish a relationship with his
new tenants, which will be placed within the context of fitzThomas’s public
displays of his status and wealth towards the end of his life. This will be
followed by a discussion of fitzZThomas’s participation in the defence of the
marches of Kildare after hostilities broke out anew in 1311 which will
emphasise the rise to prominence of John de Bermingham. The second half
of the chapter will be devoted to the crucial impact of the Bruce invasion
upon the fortunes of fitzThomas himself and upon the longer-term
fortunes of his family. In the first instance, a detailed account of the part
played by John fitzThomas in the defence mounted by the Anglo-Irish
against the Scottish invaders, from the initial landing in May 1315 to the
debacle at Arscoll in January 1316 will be provided. Next, the damage
inflicted by the Scots upon fitzZThomas’s estates in western Kildare will be
described within the context of a broader discussion of the significance of the
negotiations which John conducted with the king’s envoy John de Hothum
in February 1316. This will be followed by an account of fitzThomas’s last
journey to England that spring , which culminated in his elevation to the
earldom of Kildare in May 1316. Finally, after a discussion of the likely
rationale behind King Edward II's decision to create the earldom of Kildare
for John fitzThomas, the chapter will conclude with the new earl’s death
near Maynooth and burial in the Franciscan Friary of Kildare in September

1316.
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At this point, it may be useful to set out the
terminological conventions adopted in the presentation of this work. First,
John fitzThomas and his predecessors have been referred to as ‘lords of
Offaly’ throughout, rather than as ‘barons of Offaly’, the usage favoured by
Orpen, because fitzThomas styled himself as dominus de Offaly. Secondly,
for the sake of convenience, a simplified nomenclature has been used to
describe the different ethnic groups living in Ireland at the close of the
thirteenth century. To be specific, the terms ‘Irish’, ‘Anglo-Irish’ and
‘English’ have been employed where an Irish annalist would have used the
terms ‘Gaedhil’, ‘Gall’ and ‘Saxain’ respectively. For similar reasons,
common anglicised forms of Irish surnames such as ‘O’Connor Faly’ have
been used.
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Chapter 1

The emergence of the Geraldines of Offaly, 1169-1268, and a
description of Offaly, c. 1285

The pioneering exploits of Maurice fitzGerald I during
the initial phase of the Anglo-Norman invasion of Ireland ensured him a
portion of the victors’ spoils. Thus, after King Henry II awarded the
kingdom of Leinster to Strongbow to be held as a liberty, the earl of Strigoil
showed his appreciation for Maurice’s efforts by granting him the middle
cantred of Offelan, a district situated in the north of the modern Co.
Kildare.! When Maurice, who appears to have been in his fifties when he
first arrived in Ireland, died in 1176, this territory passed to his eldest son
William. However William, the ancestor of the barons of Naas, divided his
inheritance with his younger brother Gerald, who thereby acquired lands
around Maynooth and Rathmore.2 Moreover, Gerald fitzMaurice I also
succeeded in becoming the first Geraldine lord of Offaly, a region which lay
on the western borders of the old kingdom of Leinster. This crucial
expansion in the territorial interests of the ancestor of the Geraldines of
Offaly was achieved through the expedient of marrying Eva, daughter and
heiress of the original grantee, Robert de Bermingham.? In addition to
consolidating their hold upon their properties in Leinster, both William
and Gerald fitzMaurice I were involved in the Anglo-Norman thrust into
Munster. To be specific, in the 1190s, along with a third brother named
Thomas, they took part in the occupation of county Limerick.4
Consequently, William acquired what was to become the manor of
Carrickittle while Thomas, the ancestor of the Geraldines of Desmond took
possession of Shanid. More pertinently, by gaining control of Croom in
central county Limerick before his death in 1204, Gerald fitzMaurice I laid

1 Orpen, ‘The FitzGeralds, barons of Offaly’, p. 9. See Appendix 5 for a map of the
region.

2 Ibid., p. 100.
3 Ibid., pp 101-4.

4  See Empey, ‘The settlement of the kingdom of Limerick’, pp 12-13.
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the foundations for his descendants’ acquisition of a secondary cluster of
estates in Limerick, including Adare and Grene, in a gradual process which
was largely undertaken by his son and successor, Maurice fitzGerald II.°

Maurice fitzGerald II, second lord of Offaly came of age
in 1215 and died in 1257.6 There is little doubt but that his long career was of
critical importance to his lineage’s emergence as both important
landholders and as a major political force within the lordship of Ireland.
Despite the best propagandistic efforts of Gerald of Wales, it is clear that
during the initial stage of the invasion, Maurice fitzGerald I was merely a
trusted subordinate of Strongbow, its main driving force, and as such did
not possess the means to pursue his own political agenda. Similarly, as far
as the surviving sources can tell, Gerald fitzMaurice I's political career was
unexceptional, and his death in 1204 meant that the Geraldines of Offaly
were not directly involved in the first great conflict to erupt amongst the
colonists, namely the clash between the adherents of William Marshal and
the supporters of King John led by Meiler fitzHenry, the chief governor.”

In stark contrast however, Maurice fitzGerald II's career
was spent at the forefront of affairs within the lordship. Most importantly
perhaps, he was clearly identified with the group of individuals including
Richard de Burgh, Hugh de Lacy the earl of Ulster, and Geoffrey de Marisco,
who sought to exploit the confusion within the kingdom of Connacht
following the death of Cathal Croibhdhearg O’Connor in 1224, by
resurrecting de Burgh’s moribund claims to the province.? Admittedly, this
group’s initial attempt to overrun Connacht was undone as a consequence

5 Orpen, Normans, ii, pp 145-178. See Appendix 6 for a map of the Geraldine estates
in Limerick.

6 Orpen, ‘The Fitzgeralds, barons of Offaly’, p. 101; Frame, Colonial Ireland, 1169-
1369, p. 29.

7 N. H. L, ii, pp 134-8. Of course, Meiler’s descent from Nest, daughter of Rhys ap
Twdr, prince of south Wales and husband of Gerald of Windsor, meant that he was
a close relative of the Geraldines. (See Orpen, Normans, i, p. 18). It might also be
worth noting that the quarrel between fitzHenry and the Marshal centred upon the
custodianship of Offaly during Maurice fitzGerald II's minority. (O Cléirigh, ‘The
impact of the Anglo-Normans in Laois’, p. 9).

8  Orpen, Normans, iii, pp 158, 163-76.

15



of the fall of Hubert de Burgh, justiciar of England, in 1232.° However,
Maurice’s achievement in becoming the first member of his lineage to be
appointed to the office of chief governor in 1232 proved to be of crucial
importance to the furtherance of the ‘expansionist’ magnates’ aims.19 In
particular, the lord of Offaly exploited Henry III’s quarrel with Richard
Marshal, the principal opponent in England of the king’s favourites Peter
des Roches and Peter des Rivaux, to good effect. To be specific, in April 1234,
Maurice, acting in his capacity as justiciar, clashed with Richard Marshal in
a skirmish on the Curragh of Kildare which left the lord of Leinster
mortally wounded.!? On one level, fitzGerald’s deed, which was
perpetrated against his own liege lord, blackened his reputation amongst
several English annalists, and gained him the enmity of the Marshal’s
brother and successor Gilbert.12 More importantly however, it also earned
him the trust of King Henry III, who was to retain him in office until 1245.13
Moreover, as Richard de Burgh and Hugh de Lacy also sided with the king
on this occasion, the Marshal’s elimination inaugurated an era of
harmonious relations between Henry III and these magnates, which
facilitated a massive expansion of their power and territorial interests in the
north and west of Ireland.14

The first manifestation of this phenomenon occured
when the Irish magnates successfully renewed the conquest of Connacht
under the leadership of Richard de Burgh. Significantly, Maurice fitzGerald
II used his office as chief governor to play a prominent part in the
campaigns against the Irish rulers of Connacht which took place between
1234 and 1237.15 For example, in 1235 he exercised his authority to lead the
feudal hosts of Leinster and Munster into the western province behind the

9  Ibid., pp 177-80; Frame, Colonial Ireland, 1169-1369, pp 61-2.
10 Orpen, Normans, iii, p. 179; H. B. C., p. 161.

11 N, H. L,ii, p. 164; Orpen, Normans, iii, pp 61-72.

12 Orpen, Normans, iii, pp 66, 74; N. H. L, ii, p. 168.

13 H.B.C,p. 16l

14 Frame, Colonial Ireland, 1169-1369, p. 62.

15  For detailed accounts of the campaigns, see Orpen, Normans, iii, pp 182-9, and
Walton, The English in Connacht, pp 72-82.
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royal banner.!® Not surprisingly, Richard de Burgh, the principal
beneficiary of the conquest rewarded Maurice handsomely for his assistance
by granting him lands around Kilcolgan and Ardrahan in Co. Galway, and
Leyney in Co. Sligo. Furthermore, fitzGerald benefited from the actions of
Hugh de Lacy, earl of Ulster, to whom de Burgh had bestowed extensive
territories in northern Connacht in appreciation of his part in the conquest,
when de Lacy granted the bulk of this land, situated in counties Sligo and
Mayo to the lord of Offaly. In itself, de Lacy’s grant facilitated the
development of the great Geraldine manorial centre of Sligo. However, the
earl went further, and also granted Maurice fitzGerald II lands and rights
within Ulster itself, namely in Fermanagh and Tir Conaill.l7 This
particular grant was especially important to the family for two reasons. In
the first place, during the remainder of his life, Maurice mounted a
vigorous attempt to impose his overlordship upon the Irish dynasties such
as the O’Donnells, who ruled western Ulster.18 Secondly, although
Maurice’s own efforts were ultimately unsuccessful, it is clear that the
aspiration to realise this goal, which would result in the Geraldines of Offaly
exerting control over a vast swathe of territory ranging from the Mayo coast
to the borders of Tyrone, remained as a key ambition amongst his
successors.

On a broader level, Maurice fitzGerald II’s career as lord
of Offaly is significant because of the occurrence of a phenomenon which
was entirely beyond his control. During the 1240s, the political face of the
lordship of Ireland was transformed by a series of dynastic accidents which
resulted in the extinction in the male line of three families who had
wielded enormous power in the island during the first half of the thirteenth
century. Thus, the death of Anselm Marshal in 1245 resulted in the
division of the great lordship founded by Strongbow in Leinster between his
five sisters and their heirs, who tended to be absentees. Similarly, Walter
de Lacy, lord of Meath died in 1241, and his lordship was shared between his
two grand-daughters. Lastly, Hugh de Lacy, earl of Ulster, Maurice’s partner

16  N.H. L, ii, p. 164; Orpen, Normans, iii, p. 182.

17 Orpen, Normans, iii, pp 194-200, 205-8. For an exhaustive analysis of the
settlement of Connacht, see Walton, The English in Connacht, pp 83-202.

18  Frame, Colonial Ireland, 1169-1369, pp 29-30; Orpen, Normans, iii, 257-9, 267-8.
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in the conquest of Connacht died in 1242, and his earldom reverted to the
crown.!® Hence, the fortuitous removal from the lordship of the
descendants of the leading figures of the initial phase of the conquest of
Ireland meant that by default, the Geraldines of Offaly were catapulted into a
position of greater prominence on the island than they had hitherto
enjoyed.

Finally, shortly before his death in 1257, Maurice
fitzGerald II made a decision concerning the disposal of his inheritance and
land acquisitions amongst the members of his family which was to have
important long-term consequences. A quitclaim preserved in the Red Book
of Kildare reveals that fitzGerald decided to split the Geraldine properties in
two.20 Thus, most of the territorial acquisitions made by him, including the
lands in Connacht and the rights to western Ulster were allocated to his
second son, Maurice fitzMaurice. This meant that the ‘core’ Geraldine
properties, including the lordship of Offaly and the estates in eastern Kildare
and Limerick were destined to come into the hands of the underage heir of
Maurice’s eldest son, Gerald fitzMaurice II, who had died whilst in the
king’s service in Gascony in 1243.21

The heir in question, namely Maurice fitzGerald III,
third lord of Offaly, had entered his inheritance by the mid-1260s.22
Although his career as lord of Offaly was brief, it provides several useful
insights into some of the family’s key preoccupations including its political
concerns in Ireland as well as its desire to deepen its links to the ruling
dynasty in England. In the first instance, the massive expansion in the
power and territorial possessions of the de Burgh family which was
occasioned by the grant of the dormant earldom of Ulster to Walter de
Burgh, lord of Connacht in 1263, caused a fundamental shift in the
relationship between the two lineages.2> While the de Burghs and

19 Frame, Colonial Ireland, 1169-1369, p. 63; Orpen, Normans, iii, pp 260-5.
20 Red Bk. Kildare, no. 31.

21 Orpen, Normans, iii, pp 259-60.

22 He was of age by September 1264. See CPR 125866, pp 350-2.

23 Orpen, Normans, iii, pp 244-5. For the date of the granting of Ulster to de Burgh,
see Frame, ‘Ireland and the Barons’ wars’. p. 164.
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Geraldines had co-operated to good effect during the conquest of Connacht,
the changed circumstances placed the two families in competition with each
other for supremacy in northern Connacht and western Ulster. Thus,
during the winter of 1264-5, this rivalry led to the outbreak of the first
major de Burgh-Geraldine conflict, in which the two families engaged in a
bitter civil war, causing widespread devastation and destruction throughout
Ireland.2¢ As far as the Geraldines were concerned the situation was
exacerbated by the actions of Aodh O’Connor, the newly-installed king of
Connacht, who took the opportunity to waste their properties in both
Connacht and in Offaly itself.2> Apart from the material damage caused by
the feud, the episode also reveals a great deal about the political realities
within the lordship of Ireland. First, it graphically demonstrated the drastic
steps which the Geraldines, led by Maurice fitzGerald III and his uncle
Maurice fitzMaurice, were prepared to take in order to achieve their ends.
Most notoriously, at Castledermot in December 1264, the pair seized and
imprisoned the Irish justiciar Richard de la Rochelle, and two Irish
magnates, namely Theobald Butler and John de Cogan.26 Moreover, it is
important to note that, despite the destruction caused and the fact that the
Geraldines had entered into open rebellion, when the conflict was brought
to an end in April 1265, they do not appear to have suffered any sanctions
for their temerity.?” More importantly perhaps, it is clear that the basic
question at issue, namely which lineage would dominate the north-west of
the island, remained unresolved.28

With the benefit of hindsight, it is apparent that the dual
failure of the Dublin administration to either end the feud or to punish the

24 Orpen, Normans, iii, pp 241-4; N. H. L, ii, pp 1834.
25 Orpen, Normans, iii, pp 244-5.

26 N.H.IL, ii, p. 183.

27 Ibid., pp 183—4; Orpen, Normans, iii, p. 244.

28  The fact that the Geraldine — de Burgh feud broke out during the climax of the
baronial crisis in England raises the obvious possibility that the two conflicts were
connected. Lydon has bluntly argued that ‘domestic circumstances are sufficient to
explain’ the dispute (N. H. L, ii p. 182). In a paper devoted to the issue, Frame has
concluded that de Burgh'’s acquisition of Ulster did in fact stem from his adherence
to the royalist cause. However, he was not able to demonstrate that the Geraldines
had ever sided with the baronial reformers (Frame, ‘Ireland and the Barons’ wars/,
pp 164-6).
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Geraldines for their deeds set a precedent which was to have serious
consequences for the stability of the lordship in the longer term. More
immediately however, the re-establishment of an uneasy peace gave
Maurice fitzGerald III the opportunity to further his family’s interest
through the tried and trusted expedient of making himself useful to the
king. Thus both Maurice fitzGerald III and Maurice fitzZMaurice rallied to
the royalist side during the critical phase of the great struggle between the
reforming barons and King Henry III which had convulsed England since
1258. The pair came to England to assist the king’s eldest son, the lord
Edward at the time when the decisive battle of Evesham was fought in
August 1265, and participated in the subsequent pacification of areas of rebel
support. In 1266, the recently-widowed lord of Offaly’s timely adherence to
the royalist cause paid dividends, when he married Agnes, daughter of
William de Valence, who had a major stake in the lordship of Ireland, being
the lord of Wexford by virtue of his marriage to Joan de Munchensey, one
of the Marshal heiresses. More strikingly, William also happened to be one
of King Henry’s Poitevin half-brothers.?? Obviously, marriage to the king’s
niece meant that Maurice had succeeded in gaining close access to the
ultimate source of patronage and favour, a development which in itself was
a telling indication of the Geraldines’ power and importance at that
juncture. More broadly, it might not be too fanciful to suggest that by
marrying Agnes, Maurice had acquired a valuable ‘trophy’ for the
Geraldines. In a sense, her arrival in Ireland symbolised the self-confidence
of an aristocratic house which had risen over the course of a century from
relatively humble origins to becoming one of ‘the two most powerful settler
families’” within the lordship, along with the de Burghs.3?

As events transpired, Maurice fitzGerald III drowned in
the Irish sea in 1268, a mere two years after making his glittering match.3!
Hence, any plans which his family may have had to exploit their royal
connection came to naught, and the lordship of Offaly was forced to endure
a lengthy minority until 1285. Moreover, given his untimely death, the

29  Frame, ‘Ireland and the Barons’ wars’, p. 161; @) Cléirigh, “The absentee landlady
and the sturdy robbers’, p. 101.

30 Frame, ‘Ireland and the Barons’ wars’, p. 158.

31 Chart. St Marys, ii, p. 290.
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wisdom of Maurice’s marriage to Agnes can be called into question. To be
specific, the generous terms of their nuptial agreement, which included the
settlement of all the family’s Limerick properties upon the marriage,
subsequently caused serious problems for the fourth and fifth lords of
Offaly.3> Nevertheless, the temporary abeyance of the lordship between
Maurice’s premature death in 1268 and the accession of his son and heir
Gerald fitzMaurice III in 1285 appears to be an appropriate point at which to
bring this brief sketch of the Geraldines of Offaly’s history to a close.3?
Before doing so however, it might be worthwhile to comment upon the
more noteworthy aspects of the family’s outlook and behaviour during the
first century after the invasion, in an effort to discern any collective traits
shared by them which could contribute to an understanding of the
mentality of John fitzThomas, the fifth lord.

In the first place, the writings of Gerald of Wales
confirm that the family arrived in Ireland with a highly formed sense of
self-awareness, based in the main upon their military prowess. Moreover,
it is highly likely that their experiences in Ireland reinforced this aspect of
their collective identity, as there is no doubt but that the Geraldines of Offaly
continued to be a highly militarised lineage. Most obviously, they
participated in most of the great expansionary thrusts undertaken by the
colonists against the native rulers during the first century of the lordship.
On one level, this consistent support for a ‘forward policy’ strongly suggests
that the family’s attitude towards the Gaelic Irish nobility was essentially
hostile. Furthermore, the fact that the bulk of their land acquisitions were
gained by the sword, albeit indirectly, is unlikely to have escaped their
collective memory. Secondly, the killing of Richard Marshal in 1234 and
the capture of the chief governor in 1264 demonstrate that successive
generations of Geraldines were quite prepared to take extreme measures in
the pursuit of their own objectives. Finally, the behaviour of the relevant
family members after perpetrating these deeds shows that they appreciated
the advantages of remaining on good terms with the king of England.
Thus, Maurice fitzGerald II continued to serve Henry III faithfully as chief

32 O Cléirigh, ‘The absentee landlady and the sturdy robbers’, pp 104-7.
33 Although Gerald fitzMaurice III appears to have been born in early 1265, it is

likely that he was considered to have been of age by 1285 (Chart. St Marys, ii, p.
290; CDI 1285-92, nos. 29, 56).
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governor whilst taking part in the conquest of Connacht, while Maurice
fitzGerald IIl's efforts on behalf on the lord Edward during the Barons’ wars
facilitated his marriage to King Henry’s niece. Indeed, it could be argued
that the key lesson learned by the lineage from the experiences of the second
and third lords of Offaly was that even the most outrageous or
reprehensible actions taken in Ireland could be set to one side, if they were
followed by a conspicuous display of loyalty to the king. Overall then, if one
were to attempt to predict the behaviour of a lord of Offaly in the late
thirteenth century by analysing the behaviour of his predecessors before
1268, the evidence suggests that he would be likely to be an individual who
placed great emphasis upon his martial abilities, who was prone to
outbursts of ‘Geraldine audacity’, but who was also keenly aware of the
potential benefits accruing from a good relationship with his king.34

There is no doubt but that the formation of any
individual’s outlook and perspectives is greatly influenced by his family’s
traditions and experiences. By the same token, the physical environment
which he inhabits, in terms of its geography and the manner in which its
society is organised, plays an important part in shaping his behaviour.
Insofar as the Geraldines of Offaly were concerned, the successive expansion
of their territorial interests into Munster, Connacht and Ulster transformed
them into figures of island-wide importance. Nevertheless, as their
employment of the title dominus de Offaly suggests, and the divisions of
property undertaken by Maurice fitzGerald II in the 1250s and Maurice
fitzGerald III in 1266 confirm, the lineage always considered their holdings
in Kildare in general and in Offaly in particular to be their ‘heartland’.3>
Consequently, in order to set the activities of John fitzThomas into a local
context, it might be worthwhile to provide a sketch of the region in the
1280s, by describing the administrative structures operating in Kildare and
the Geraldines’ tenurial arrangements, by outlining the topographical
features and settlement patterns existing within Offaly, and by identifying
the Geraldines’” more powerful Irish and Anglo-Irish neighbours.

34 Orpen, Normans, iv, p. 115.

35  For details of the property divisions, see Red Bk. Kildare, no. 31; O Cléirigh, ‘The
absentee landlady and the sturdy robbers’, p. 101. For examples of the use of the
title, see O Cléirigh, ‘The absentee landlady and the sturdy robbers’, p. 102; Red
Bk. Kildare, nos. 111, 113, 114.
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When Gerald fitzMaurice III came of age in 1285, the
Geraldine manors of Maynooth and Rathmore and the lordship of Offaly
itself were part of the liberty of Kildare, an entity which was enjoyed by the
largely absentee heirs of William Marshal I's fourth daughter, Sibyl Ferrers.
In the aftermath of the Anglo-Norman invasion, the region which came to
be known as Kildare had been created by the newcomers, by amalgamating
four pre-existing political subdivisions of the kingdom of Leinster together.
These units, which were described by the Anglo-Normans as cantreds,
were: Offelan in the north; Omurthy in the south; Laois in the south-west;
and Offaly in the north-west. Hence, the geographical area of medieval
Kildare was considerably larger than that of the modern county of the same
name, as it also encompassed the eastern half of modern Co. Offaly and the
north-eastern half of modern Co. Laois.3¢ As Kildare was a liberty rather
than a royal county, most of the rights and prerogatives usually associated
with the crown were exercised on behalf of the liberty-holders, namely the
heirs of Sibyl Ferrers. Thus, with the exception of the four pleas of the
crown (arson, rape, treasure trove and forestall) all ‘county pleas’ arising in
Kildare were heard in the liberty court, which was based in the town of
Kildare itself. Similarly, in a manner which mirrored the situation to be
found in the great English palatinates, it was the lord’s peace which ran in
Kildare.?” In practice, by 1285 Agnes de Vescy, Sibyl's eldest daughter, was
acting as the effective lord of the liberty.38

Kildare was organised on the model of the royal
administration. It was presided over by a seneschal, ‘the principal military,
administrative and judicial officer of the whole area’, who was assisted by a

36 Otway-Ruthven, ‘The medieval county of Kildare’, pp 181-3. Medieval Kildare
also included the barony of Arklow in modern Co. Wicklow, an anomaly created by
the desire to keep the lands of a particular tenant in the same administrative unit’
(ibid., p. 183). See also Appendix 5.

37 Otway-Ruthven, ‘The medieval county of Kildare’, pp 186-191. See also Orpen,
Normans, iii, p. 80. For a general discussion of the functioning of liberties in
Ireland, see Hand, English law in Ireland 1290-1324, pp 113-34. As far as Kildare
is concerned, it should be noted that its crosslands were subject to the jurisdiction of
the sheriff of Dublin.

38  Theoretically, Agnes shared the profits of the corpus comitatus with three of her

sisters, Matilda, Eleanor and Agatha (Otway-Ruthven, ‘The medieval county of
Kildare’, pp 187-9).
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chancellor and a treasurer.3® In addition to representing the lord of
Kildare’s interests, the seneschal was also responsible for carrying out royal
business in the liberty, such as the collection of debts owed to the king by
people living within its borders. Hence, he took oaths to both the king and
to the lord of Kildare.4" Finally, day-to-day government business in
Kildare was conducted by a sheriff, who was distinct from and subordinate
to the seneschal, and four chief serjeants, one for each cantred including
Offaly. Thus, the sheriff performed such duties as holding the county court
and supervising the serjeants. The chief serjeants actually performed most
of the routine administrative tasks in Kildare, such as executing writs,
collecting amercements and debts, and empanelling juries. In addition,
each chief serjeant acted as the coroner in his particular cantred.4!

As far as the Geraldines of Offaly’s tenurial
arrangements are concerned, the most important point is that they held
their lands in Kildare by military tenure. However, the situation had been
complicated by the careful apportioning of demesne lands, judicial revenues
and feudal services amongst the Marshal heirs in the partition of 1247.42
Before the partition, the Marshals had been tenants—in—chief to the crown
for the entire region. Consequently, the Geraldines held the lordship of
Offaly directly of them for the service of twelve knights, and the manors of
Maynooth and Rathmore indirectly, (with the barons of Naas acting as
mesne lords) for the service of three and a half knights.43 After the
partition however, the feudal services due from Kildare were divided
between the heirs of Sibyl Ferrers and the heirs of her younger sister, Eva de
Braose. Regrettably, no feodary specifying the disposition of Kildare’s
knight’s fees between Sibyl and Eva has survived.# As a result, it is unclear

39 Ibid., pp 188-9.

40  Hand, English law in Ireland 1290-1324, p. 116; Otway-Ruthven, ‘The medieval
county of Kildare’, p. 195.

41 Otway-Ruthven, ‘The medieval county of Kildare’, pp 193-5. See also eadem,
‘Anglo-Irish shire government in the thirteenth century’, pp 1-28.

42 For a detailed analysis of the partition of Leinster, see Orpen, Normans, iii, pp 79-
110.

43 Otway-Ruthven, ‘Knight's fees in Kildare, Leix and Offaly’, pp 165, 178.

44 Otway-Ruthven, ‘Knight’s fees in Kildare, Leix and Offaly’, p. 163.
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as to whom the knight's fees due from Maynooth and Rathmore were
owed. However, there is no doubt but that the lordship of Offaly was held of
the principal lord of the honour of Dunamase, Edmund Mortimer of
Wigmore.4>

Thus, when Maurice fitzGerald III entered his
inheritance in 1285, he found himself in the somewhat unusual position of
holding his lordship of Offaly of one absentee, namely Edmund Mortimer
lord of Dunamase, while being subject to the jurisdiction of another,
namely Agnes de Vescy, lord of the liberty of Kildare. The lordship of Offaly
was situated on the western borders of the old kingdom of Leinster, beyond
the strategic Barrow river valley. With the exception of a portion of
territory located within modern Co. Kildare which the lords of Kildare
retained for themselves, the lordship of Offaly was roughly coterminous
with the pre-invasion subkingdom of Ui Failge. Hence, it encompassed an
area now represented by the baronies of Portnahinch and Tinnahinch in
modern Co. Laois, and the baronies of Philipstown, Geashill, Warrenstown
and Coolestown in modern Co. Offaly.#¢ The northern portion of Offaly
(approximately the baronies of Warrenstown and Coolestown) was known
as Tethmoy, and it appears that the bulk of this territory was held of the
Geraldines by the de Berminghams of Carbury.#’ In addition that part of the
modern parish of Cloughjordan situated in the baronies of Warrenstown
and Coolestown was actually part of the lordship of Trim, a geographical
anomaly which seems to have arisen from the region’s political divisions
before the invasion.48

Topographically, Offaly’s interior was dominated by
large tracts of bog, marsh and forests, which were interspersed with ‘islands’
of cultivable land.4® Not surprisingly, the region’s challenging physical
features impeded the kind of intensive Anglo-Norman settlement which

45  Otway-Ruthven, ‘Knight's fees in Kildare, Leix and Offaly’, pp 165-6, 178.
46  Otway-Ruthven, ‘The medieval county of Kildare’, pp 181-2.

47 Ibid., p. 182. For the de Bermingham’s exertion of overlordship in Tethmoy see
Nicholls, ‘The land of the Leinstermen’, p. 541.

48 Otway-Ruthven, ‘The partition of the de Verdon lands in Ireland in 1332’, p. 411.

49 Smyth, Celtic Leinster, pp 152-5.

25



took place elsewhere in Leinster. Nevertheless, the Geraldines established
several manorial centres within the area. The two most important of these
were Lea, which was located on a bend of the Barrow and served as their
caput, and Rathangan, a pre-invasion royal centre of the kingdom of Ui
Failge.>0 Significantly, both of these centres were situated on the eastern
fringes of Offaly, close to the more densely settled districts in Kildare proper,
a fact which supports the general supposition that English settlement in
Offaly remained sparse. Nevertheless, the Geraldines did not ignore the
interior completely. For example, they occupied Geashill, another Ui Failge
royal centre located in a fertile district in the heart of Offaly, and built a
castle there.> Moreover, it has been noted that several other surviving
references to lands in the more remote western portion of Offaly are
expressed in a manner which suggests actual occupation by Anglo-
Normans.’2 However, there seems little doubt but that the population of
Offaly always remained predominantly Irish, which raises the question of
the Geraldines’ relationship with the region’s previous owners, the pre-
Norman ruling dynasties of Ui Failge.

Before the coming of the Anglo-Normans,
the three most important dynasties in Offaly were the O’Connor Falys, the
O’Dempseys and the O'Dunnes. Broadly speaking, the O’Connor Falys were
dominant in northern Offaly, while the O’'Dempseys ruled the territory
known as Clann Mael Ugra, or Clanmaliere (now the barony of
Portnahinch), and the O’'Dunnes were established in Ui Riacain or Iregan
(now represented by the barony of Tinnahinch.3 The available evidence
suggests that, in the immediate aftermath of the invasion, the Irish rulers of
Offaly accommodated themselves to the new order relatively easily.>*
However, it is difficult to account for their activities, outlook and
organisation with much confidence thereafter. For example, the Irish
annals provide absolutely no information about the inhabitants of Offaly

50 Orpen, ‘The FitzGeralds, barons of Offaly’, p. 109; Smyth, Celtic Leinster, p. 34.
51  Smyth, Celtic Leinster, pp 34, 109; CDI 1171-1251, no. 195.

52 Nicholls, ‘The land of the Leinstermen’, pp 541-2; Red Bk. Kildare, nos. 71-2.
53 N.H.L,ii, p. 24; Smyth, Celtic Leinster, pp 74-6.

54 (O Cléirigh, ‘The impact of the Anglo-Normans in Laois’, pp 8-9.
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between the late 1220s and the 1280s, and the later genealogies purporting to
show the descent of the leading families are extremely defective.55 To make
matters worse, references to the Irish in the sources produced by the
newcomers are almost equally unforthcoming. However, the Irish dynasts
re-emerged into the historical records in the 1270s, and it appears that they
had managed to retain some degree of internal cohesion intact. For
example, an administrative document dating from the mid 1270s records
the gift of a horse to ‘O’Dempsey’, a title which implies a survival of
lordship.>® Hence, given the unpromising nature of Offaly’s topography, it
is likely that the Geraldines and the de Berminghams had contented
themselves with exercising overlordship over the pre-existing population
groups in exchange for annual tribute. Certainly, a relationship of this sort
existed in Longford, between the de Verduns and the O’Farrells, where a
similar situation obtained.”” In any event, it is clear that when the quality
of sources referring to Offaly begins to improve, the Irish of the region can
be seen acting in a purposeful, organised fashion. Unfortunately for the
local colonists, it also becomes apparent that the activities of the Irish of
Offaly were directed towards the task of destroying their settlements.

The patchy nature of the available sources means that it
is not possible to provide a definitive reason as to why the region slid,
apparently precipitously, into serious conflict. It should be noted that by the
1280s, unrest was not confined to Offaly but was widespread throughout the
midlands, as the local Irish dynasties, under competent leaders such as
Cairbre O’Melaghlin and An Calbhach O’Connor Faly exerted considerable
pressure upon the settlers dwelling in their midst. The theories proposed by
historians to explain the phenomenon have ranged from starvation
amongst the Irish, to a perceived ‘crisis of lordship” occasioned by the
extinction of the Marshal family.58 It also seems extremely likely that the
absence of a resident lord of Offaly contributed significantly to the problem,
especially when it is considered that many of Maurice fitzGerald III's

55 K. Nicholls, ‘The land of the Leinstermen’, p. 542.
56 CDI, 1252-84, no. 1389, p. 258.

57 Otway-Ruthven, ‘The partition of the de Verdon lands in Ireland in 1332’, pp 413-
4.

58 N.H.L,ii, pp 256-7, 264; Frame, ‘Two kings in Leinster’, pp 158-160.
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followers perished with him in the shipwreck of 1268.5% Be that as it may,
the first recorded outbreak of trouble in the region occurred in 1272, when
the chief governor, who happened to be Maurice fitzMaurice, led an
expedition into Offaly.60 Regrettably, nothing more is known about this
particular episode. However, during the 1270s and early 1280s, it is clear that
conflict continued sporadically. Thus, by 1276, a garrison commanded by Sir
Walter L’Enfaunt had been established in Geashill, in the heart of the
lordship.6! More dynamically, in 1279 and again in 1280, the justiciar Robert
D’Ufford felt obliged to march as far as the new town of Leys ‘to conquer the
Irishmen of Offaly, rebels against the king’.62 Four years later, a
Government memorandum refers in passing to the collection of carts and
the levying of funds in order to pacify Offaly.6® Similarly, the seneschals of
Kildare seem to have mounted punitive expeditions against the Irish of
Offaly. For example, the account preserved in the Irish Pipe Rolls of the
seneschal Robert de Flattisbury, records that several Irish leaders, including
An Calbhach O’Connor Faly and the chief O’'Dempsey, agreed to hand over
100 cattle and 100 marks in exchange for having peace at some point after
1280.¢¢ Undoubtedly, the unrest had a detrimental effect upon the financial
attractiveness of Offaly to the Anglo-Irish. For example, in July 1283, a
Kildare jury noted that ‘Oregan’, the territory in Offaly which was mainly
inhabited by the O’'Dunne dynasty, had been worth £90 13s 4d per annum in
peacetime, but was now worth less than half that amount, being ‘wasted by
the war of the Irish’.5 A year later, the gravity of the challenge posed by the
Irish dynasties became clear when, in a sharp escalation of the conflict, they
managed to burn Lea castle itself.66 Thereafter, relations between the two
nations in Offaly remained essentially hostile.

59 Flower, ‘The Kilkenny Chronicle in Cotton Ms’, p. 332.
60 DKPRI. 36, p. 24.

61  DKPRI, 36, p. 64.

62 DI, 1252-84, no. 2291.

63 ibid., nos. 2333-4.

64  DKPRI, 36, p. 73.

65  Cal. Ing. P.M., 11, no. 437.

66 Clyn, p.9.
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However, it should be noted that, given the scale of the
unrest throughout the midlands, the other magnates who had interests in
the region shared the same problem with the Geraldines of Offaly.
Amongst the more notable individuals whose holdings were being
threatened in 1285 were Piers de Bermingham of Carbury, Edmund
Mortimer of Wigmore and lord of Dunamase, Gilbert de Clare earl of
Gloucester and lord of Kilkenny, and the successors to Walter de Lacy’s
lordship of Meath, namely Theobald de Verdon and Geoffrey de Geneville.
In terms of their background and social status, these magnates were a mixed
group. Some, like de Bermingham, were permanent residents in Ireland,
some like de Geneville, de Verdon and the earl of Gloucester spent lengthy
sojourns there, while others, like Edmund Mortimer usually resided in
England. Like the Geraldines of Offaly, the main threat to Piers de
Bermingham was posed by the O’Connor Falys, in alliance with some
Meath dynasties s