Short extract on the agreement between ousted King of Leinster and Norman earl, Richard Strongbow on the invasion of Ireland recollected by Gerald of Wales (1146-1223).

Dermitius [Dermot], returning through Great Britain, loaded with honorable gifts by the royal munificence, but encouraged more by hope for the future than any aid he had yet obtained, reached at last the noble town of Bristol. Here he sojourned for some time, making a liberal expenditure, as on account of the ships which made frequent voyages from Ireland to that port, he had opportunities of hearing the state of affairs in his own country and among his people. During his stay he caused the royal letters patent to be read several times in public, and made liberal offers of pay and lands to many persons, but in vain. At length, however, Richard, surnamed Strongbow, earl of Strigul, the son of earl Gilbert, came and had a conference with him; and after a prolonged treaty it was agreed between them that in the ensuing spring the earl should lend him aid in recovering his territories, Dermitius [Dermot] solemnly promising to give him his eldest daughter for wife, with the succession to his kingdom.
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The extract above, written by a priest named Gerald of Wales, details the agreement of the beginning of the successful Norman conquest of Ireland during the 12th century ending with King Henry II gaining rule of Ireland after its invasion was completed. By this point in history the Normans had control over England, Wales and now Ireland with the Normans never able to successfully conquer Scotland. To give background to this text, Gaelic Ireland consisted of multiple kingdoms under the rule of their own king but a High King claiming rulership over several other Kings. According to Gerald of Wales, who wrote this text, detailed the downfall of the then King of Leinster Dermitius mac Murchada (Dermot MacMurragh) by “His youth and inexperience in government led to him becoming the oppressor of nobility”[footnoteRef:1]. Gerald also notes how this was not his only mistake as he incurred the wrath of the Prince of Meath, O’Roric, who had left on an expedition and had left his wife, who had developed a passion for Dermot, alone. Gerlad describes her affair with Dermot as allowing herself to be “ravished”[footnoteRef:2] and that as greta leaders of past times have figured out such as Troy and Mark Anthony, “almost all the greatest evils in the world have arisen from women.”[footnoteRef:3] Therefore this affair had begun the wrath of King O’Roric who mustered his full strength against the Kingdom of Leinster and more specifically its king. The people of Leinster saw their king as a liability in a way as they were now besieged from all sides and mixed with their own grievences with their leader led to MacMurragh fleeing overseas to the safety of Anglo-Norman King Henry II of England and his court looking for his support. Henry, who greeted him with courtesy, heard Dermot’s case and after Dermot pledged his allegiance to Henry he granted him a letter that read "Henry, king of England, duke of Normandy and Aquitaine, and count of Anjou, to all his liegemen, English, Normans, Welsh, and Scots, and to all other nations subject to his dominion, Sendeth, greeting, Whensoever these our letters shall come unto you, know ye that we have received Dermitius [Dermot], prince of Leinster, unto our grace and favor, -Wherefore, whosoever within the bounds of our territories shall be willing to give him aid, as our vassal and liegeman, in recovering his territories, let him be assured of our favor and license on that behalf."[footnoteRef:4]  [1:  Gerald of Wales, ‘Conquest of Ireland’, in Fordham University, < https://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/source/geraldwales1.asp>, [Accessed 22/1/23]]  [2:  Gerald of Wales, ‘Conquest of Ireland’, in Fordham University, < https://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/source/geraldwales1.asp>, [Accessed 22/1/23]]  [3:  Gerald of Wales, ‘Conquest of Ireland’, in Fordham University, < https://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/source/geraldwales1.asp>, [Accessed 22/1/23]]  [4:  Gerald of Wales, ‘Conquest of Ireland’, in Fordham University, < https://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/source/geraldwales1.asp>, [Accessed 22/1/23]] 


Before beginning commenting on the following passage of text it is vital to understand that Gerald’s interpretation on anything Ireland related has an obvious biased when you read his works but are also considered vital to our understanding of its conquest by the Anglo-Normans. In another of Gerlad’s works named ‘Topographia Hibernica’ (Topography of Ireland) he wrote scathing remarks referring to multiple defects that the people of Ireland suffer with. He remarked “It should seem that by the just judgements of God, nature sometimes produces such objects, contrary to her own laws, in order that those who will not regard Him duly by the light of their own consciences, should often have to lament their privations of the exterior and bodily gift of sight.”[footnoteRef:5] It seems he saw Ireland and the people in general as forsaken by God for they had been refused by God himself. He also seemingly displays Ireland as a barbaric nation with his descriptions of its citizens features. It could be that Gerald’s writing of the Irish population would justify the overall conquest of Ireland as the love of God enlightening Ireland once and for all and saving them from their exterior ailments. Gerald was also part of an elite Anglo-Norman knight’s family who were involved in the conquest of Ireland therefore his account must be taken with a grain of salt as any comments he makes towards Ireland should be deemed bias whilst researching the Normans conquest of Ireland. Many of his family members were included in the rest of his text and depicted as Norman heroes such as Robert de Berri, who was his brother, and Raymond LeGros de Carew was his cousin. [5: Wikipedia, ‘Gerald of Wales’, < https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gerald_of_Wales>, [Accessed 23/1/23]] 


Gerald’s account begins with Dermot, bolstered by his letter from Henry II, feeling more encouraged than he had before by the “royal munificence”[footnoteRef:6], using this phrase seemingly shows Gerald has depicted the Anglo-Norman King Henry II as a generous and loving king with his careful phrasing. We therefore arrive to his meeting with Anglo-Norman leader Richard “Strongbow” de Clare, Earl of Pembroke and Strigul, referring to the plans of the invasion of Ireland and restoring Dermot to the throne of Leinster. Gerald of Wales recalls the meeting between Dermot and Richard beginning with Dermot making many offers of payment and land to people who could help him but seemingly to no effect. Showing Dermot as a seemingly desperate Irish king could have ulterior motives for Gerald. A king of Ireland desperate for help and looking to the Normans to help him reclaim his lands that had deposed a king, a king that was appointed by God according to the bible. According to Gerald, Richard de Clare had met with him and invited him to a conference where they eventually agreed to invade Ireland in the coming spring and restore Dermot’s territories to him. The agreement was, according to Gerald, formal and dignified between the pair displaying the honour and integrity of the Anglo-Norman lord and the Irish King desperately seeking aid. Desperately may seem like an exaggeration but when examining Gerald’s text, it seems that Dermot was desperate for help from anybody. According to Gerald, Dermot had Henry II “royal letters patent to be read several times in public, and made liberal offers of pay and lands to many persons, but in vain.”[footnoteRef:7] Desperation seems like a good word for him at this time. [6: Gerald of Wales, ‘Conquest of Ireland’, in Fordham University, < https://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/source/geraldwales1.asp>, [Accessed 22/1/23]]  [7:  Gerald of Wales, ‘Conquest of Ireland’, in Fordham University, < https://sourcebooks.fordham.edu/source/geraldwales1.asp>, [Accessed 22/1/23]] 


To conclude, it’s telling that Dermot’s saviour would also be an Anglo- Norman lord. The treaty that was agreed upon also included the arranged marriage between Richard and Dermot’s eldest daughter Aoife[footnoteRef:8] that would cement the relationship between the Anglo-Normans and at this moment Leinster. This also led to the succession of the Kingdom of Leinster to Richard and Aoife after Dermot MacMurragh’s death in 1171. It’s not very surprising that this extract seemingly depicts the King of Leinster as a desperate man seeking aid via the Normans, more specifically King Henry II and Richard de Clare, and the noble and dignified Norman leaders coming to his aid to return his lands to him when no one else would. This is because, as mentioned before, Gerald was himself an Anglo-Norman and came from a knightly Anglo-Norman family and as such it’s impossible to take any interpretation of historical events from his works related to Ireland as unbiased besides the parts of history that are well documented by other scholars such as the involvement of Richard de Clare. The interpretation of de Clare’s involvement and others however is open to interpretation from the likes of scholars including Gerald of Wales as there is never a true understanding of a historical character’s personality and attributes. [8:  Daniel Maclise, The Marriage of Strongbow and Aoife, c. 1854, Oil on Canvas, 315 cm × 513 cm, National Gallery of Ireland, Dublin] 



