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Wales, Ireland, and Scotland and 

the Tudors

DESCENDANTS OF THE CELTIC PEOPLES

The lands that ringed England to the west and north—Wales, Ireland, and 
Scotland—remained ethnically different from England itself. Their populations 
were descended from the Celtic peoples who had lived there in prehistoric times. 
Except in the Lowlands of Scotland, there were no major settlements of Germanic 
invaders and no admixture of Norman or Viking blood.

In the sixteenth century, as today, the Welsh, Irish, and Scots were very much 
aware of their own unique cultures and eager to maintain their own ways of life, 
despite continuing pressures from England. Their responses to England’s attempts 
to dominate the British Isles followed separate, divergent patterns.

WALES

Geographically closest to England, Wales also came closest to being integrated 
into the English system of government. The fact that the Tudor monarchs could 
claim Welsh ancestry made it easier for them to extend their control. Henry VII had 
landed in Wales, had recruited followers there, and had marched to victory under 
the Welsh banner of Cadwaladr. Many of the Welsh went so far as to believe that 
Henry’s defeat of Richard III represented a Welsh triumph over the English. Some 
also realized that Henry’s wife, Elizabeth of York, was descended from the Welsh 
hero Llywelyn the Great.

A number of ambitious young Welshmen found pro� table employment in 
London after 1485. One of these was Dafydd Seissyllt, whose grandson, having an-
glicized his name, became Elizabeth’s great councillor William Cecil. Henry VII’s 
 uncle Jasper Tudor, who had helped plan the Tudor invasion, was ennobled as Duke 
of Bedford and was named justiciar of South Wales. The Council in the Marches 
of Wales, established by the Yorkists, was given additional power by Henry VII 
and worked effectively in maintaining order and justice. Prince Arthur, Henry VII’s 
older son whose very name honored his Welsh blood, was installed as Prince of 
Wales when he was � fteen. After his death, his brother Henry held that title be-
fore succeeding to the throne. The concord between England and Wales was dem-
onstrated symbolically in a tournament held at Carew Castle in 1507. At its end 



the  champions representing the patron saints of the two realms, St. George and 
St. David, embraced.

When Henry VII came to the throne, Wales was still divided into two separate 
administrative units. The so- called principality of Wales encompassed the North and 
West; it was already organized into counties and governed on the English model. 
Southeast Wales, which in the later Middle Ages had been ruled by Anglo- Norman 
noblemen, was divided into Marcher lordships and retained a greater independence. 
Late in his reign Henry VII issued charters to the principality and to some other 
lordships. These charters conferred the right to hold land and of� ce in England and 
to inherit property according to English law, thus in effect repealing the restrictive 
acts of 1401. In 1525 Wolsey moved to strengthen the Council in the Marches, so 
that the English government could attain � rmer control there.

It was the decade of the 1530s, however, that became the great turning point in 
Welsh history. One of the overriding policies of Thomas Cromwell, Henry VIII’s chief 
minister during this period, was to extend the direct control of the central govern-
ment over all of England and Wales. Cromwell wiped away some of the independent 
jurisdictions, called palatinates, that remained in England, and he was responsible 
for several acts that assimilated Wales into the fabric of English government. The 
most important of these, the Act of Union passed by Parliament in 1536, “shired” all 
of Wales by creating new counties in the South and mandating the appointment of 
sheriffs and justices of the peace in Wales, as in England. It is important to note that 
the justices of the peace were chosen from among the local gentry, thus ensuring 
some degree of self- government for the Welsh. Those who lived in Wales were subject 
to laws made at Westminster, but after 1536 they had a say in making those laws, for 
they were granted representation in the House of Commons, as were their English 
counterparts. Welsh boroughs, however, were given a single member rather than 
two, as in England, on the grounds that they could not afford to pay the costs of more 
than one burgess. Considering the small size of the Welsh population the limitation 
was not unreasonable. Many of the Welsh gentry supported Henry VIII’s policies.

The church in Wales operated under the jurisdiction of the archbishop of Can-
terbury and thus was affected by the Reformation just as the church in England 
was; the Act of Union ensured that Parliament’s ecclesiastical legislation applied 
in Wales. Thus, Henry VIII terminated papal authority, and the Welsh monasteries, 
including such great houses as Tintern Abbey, were dissolved during his reign. The 
progress of the Reformation was hindered by the fact that a number of the bishops 
and lower clergy did not speak Welsh, and many of the natives knew little English. 
The language of Cranmer’s Book of Common Prayer was hardly more comprehen-
sible than the old Latin, and Protestant preaching was not very effective. Some 
elementary religious texts, like the Lord’s Prayer, were translated in 1546—they 
became the � rst book to be printed in Welsh—but the Prayer Book was not pub-
lished in Welsh until 1563, and a Welsh translation of the Bible did not appear until 
1588. The publication of these texts served as a major impetus for the development 
of Welsh as a literary language. The Tudors made no attempt to suppress the native 
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tongue, as they were to do in Ireland, and Welsh poetry continued to � ourish during 
the sixteenth century.

Under Elizabeth the effects of the Act of Union became more and more appar-
ent. Her rule was generally popular, and few Welsh men and women were attracted 
by the Catholic church. The Tudor dynasty lost some of its symbolic association 
with Wales after 1547, however; because the later Tudors had no offspring, there 
were no more princes of Wales until the seventeenth century.

IRELAND AND HENRY VIII

In some respects the relationship between England and Ireland was surpris-
ingly similar to the situation in Wales. Ireland also was inhabited by two groups 
of people, the native Gaelic population (referred to as the Old Irish or derisively as 
the wild Irish) and the English settlers or colonists, the descendants of the Anglo-
 Normans, who dwelled in the port towns and the Pale, spoke different languages, 
and were governed according to different systems. Here too the decade of the 1530s 
formed a watershed, as Cromwell and Henry VIII attempted to gain fuller direct 
control than their predecessors had enjoyed.

At the beginning of the Tudor period the Northwest of Ireland remained in the 
hands of Gaelic natives. The Southeast was more or less subject to English rule. A 
deputy of the English king controlled Dublin and the Pale, and outlying areas were 
left in the hands of Irish lords who had adopted English ways and held English titles 
of nobility.

The Earl of Kildare, head of the Fitzgerald family, was the most important of 
these Anglo- Irish lords. Generally accepted by both the English and the Irish, he 
was able to maintain a semblance of order. But Kildare foolishly supported Perkin 
Warbeck’s rebellion against Henry VII. In 1492 he was deprived of his position, 
charged with treason, and imprisoned. Henry VII then sent an Englishman, Sir 
Edward Poynings, to rule Ireland as his lord deputy. The famous statute called Poyn-
ings’ Law was passed in 1494. It ended the independence of the Irish Parliament 
by requiring the king’s prior approval before the Irish assembly could meet and 
limiting the bills that could be considered to those already drafted and accepted 
by the king’s council in London. The statute has often been misinterpreted as an 
attempt to take away powers previously enjoyed by the Irish. In fact only the richer 
Englishmen who had settled in Ireland were represented in the Irish Parliament, 
both before and  after Poynings’ Law, and the act was primarily intended to prevent 
disloyal royal deputies from using the Parliament for their own purposes.

Government by English of� cers like Poynings soon proved to be expensive, 
however, and Kildare was restored to his position. Henry VII remained concerned 
about the concentration of power in Kildare’s hands and once considered a personal 
expedition to suppress the power of the Irish lords. But the cost appeared to be too 
high, and Kildare was left in charge. Henry VIII, like his father, tried replacing Kil-
dare with an English deputy, in this case the Earl of Surrey (1520– 1522), but once 
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again the experiment proved a costly failure. The English kings could not obtain 
real control of Ireland unless they were willing to spend money on it.

Events came to a head in 1534. By this time Thomas Cromwell had consolidated 
his position as Henry VIII’s chief minister and had formulated his policy of ruling 
both Wales and Ireland directly. He dismissed Kildare, who was now old and in� rm, 
only to be confronted with a serious rebellion led by Kildare’s son, known as Silken 
Thomas. Thomas believed, incorrectly, that his father had been executed. During 
his uprising the rebels besieged the city of Dublin and murdered the archbishop, 
John Alen. The English � nally reasserted their control; the old Earl of Kildare died 
in the Tower of London, and his son, who succeeded as earl, surrendered in 1535. 
But the events probably con� rmed Cromwell’s belief that there would be no peace 
without direct rule.

A major aspect of Thomas Cromwell’s policy in Ireland was the procedure known 
as surrender and regrant. Under this system, native chieftains were required to sur-
render their existing rights and titles and to swear loyalty to the English Crown. 
They were then regranted their lands, to be held from the king of England, and they 
were given English titles of nobility as a means of tying them to the English govern-
ment. They were required to adopt English laws and customs, and they were often 
expected to send their sons to England to be educated. The policy was not carried 
out effectively following Cromwell’s fall; it was his hope that it would bring about 
cultural assimilation, as similar measures had begun to do in Wales.

After the death of Henry VIII, the attempt to rule all of Ireland directly was 
abandoned for a time, since it imposed demands that seemed beyond England’s 
resources. Instead, the mid- Tudor governments concentrated on the lands imme-
diately adjacent to the Pale. Intending to create a buffer zone of reliable loyalty, they 
con� scated territory from Gaelic landowners and gave it to Englishmen who were 
willing to settle in Ireland. Such areas were called plantations; the areas resettled 
in this way under Mary Tudor and her husband, Philip, were called Queen’s County 
and King’s County.

QUEEN ELIZABETH AND THE IRISH

Elizabeth and her advisors returned to a program of direct rule, achieved when 
necessary by conquest and plantation. During the 1580s they tried to force Protes-
tantism on the Irish who lived in the area known as Munster, south of Dublin and 
extending to the west coast. Persecution of the native Catholics led Gerald, Earl of 
Munster, to rebel. After they defeated him the English devastated the countryside, 
burned the harvest, and massacred herds of cattle. They then con� scated the land 
from the natives and turned it into another English plantation.

As many as twenty- two thousand English men, women, and children eventually 
settled in Munster. They founded new towns and stimulated the economy by intro-
ducing new breeds of cattle and sheep as well as building new iron mills and woolen 
works. By the standards of the time this was a major movement of population, and 
it can be regarded as one of England’s earliest efforts at colonization. Some Gaelic 
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natives were assimilated and integrated in the plantation, but most lost their means 
of livelihood and sank deeper into poverty. With the introduction of the planta-
tions, another distinction was made in the Irish population. In addition to the Old 
Irish and the Old English (descendants of the old Anglo-Norman settlers, who often 
remained Catholic), there was now a new group: the New English, Protestant and 
loyal to the English Crown.

Elizabeth was well served by a succession of able deputies in Ireland, the most 
important of whom were the Earl of Sussex, Sir Henry Sidney, and Sir William Fitz-
william. None of them found his work easy. They were faced with continuing dis-
order and disobedience, and the costs of English rule always exceeded the queen’s 
estimates.

The last and greatest rebellion of the sixteenth century was led by Hugh O’Neill, 
the Earl of Tyrone, who dominated the county of Ulster in northeastern Ireland. 
Tyrone gathered a large army, estimated at six thousand men. Elizabeth initially 
sent the Earl of Essex to deal with Tyrone. Essex had a personal interest in northern 
Ireland, since he had been licensed to establish a plantation there. As we have seen, 
he opened negotiations with Tyrone instead of � ghting him, and he returned to En-
gland when the queen criticized his actions. His successor, Lord Mountjoy, � nally 
defeated Tyrone in 1603. The English were also able to defeat a large force of Span-
ish soldiers who had been sent to � ght alongside the Irish. The subsequent “Flight 
of the Earls” in 1609 took many of the old Gaelic lords into exile on the Continent. 
This had the immediate impact of  removing some of the strongest proponents of 
Catholicism and the old Gaelic system from Ireland; however, the chieftains in exile 
turned their attention to fostering support for the Irish Catholics from abroad and 
were involved in gaining patronage and supporting the Continental seminaries, 
which played a highly important role in the Irish Counter-Reformation.

The English victories that came during the last years of Elizabeth’s reign com-
pleted the conquest of Ireland, and James I inherited a country that had been re-
duced to obedience, at least on the surface. But the cost had been high. Millions of 
pounds had been spent on warfare, and the toll in human lives, among the English 
and the Irish alike, had been great. What appears a military success was in fact a 
failure, for the Tudors were unable to gain the support of the Irish. The policy of 
plantation and colonization sowed the seeds of strife that persists today.

RELIGION IN IRELAND

The coming of the Reformation interjected religious issues into the Irish sit-
uation. An Irish Reformation Parliament met in 1536 and passed measures that 
 paralleled the statutes of the Reformation Parliament in England. Papal jurisdic-
tion was terminated, the king was declared “Supreme Head of the Church,” and the 
monasteries were dissolved. Henry VIII’s theoretical control over the Irish church 
was further strengthened in 1541, when he assumed the title “king of Ireland.” An 
act passed by the Irish Parliament asserted that his ancestors had enjoyed “kingly 
jurisdiction” even though they had called themselves lords of Ireland rather than 

Chapter 9  The Celtic Lands and the Tudors  201



202   Part III  The Tudors and the Stuarts

Ireland and Scotland in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries

Solway Moss

Flodden

Ulster

Connacht

Munster

King's County

Queen's
County

Dublin
The
Pale



kings. The new title was intended to emphasize the obedience due to the king, and 
it gave him more precise legal rights.

However, in the long run, attempts to impose Protestantism on Ireland were 
unsuccessful. It was not immediately clear, and perhaps not inevitable, that this 
would be the case. The Irish church, especially in Gaelic areas, was acknowledged 
to be corrupt and in need of reform, and the monasteries no longer provided the 
spiritual and intellectual leadership of earlier centuries. It is also true that relations 
between Ireland and the papacy had not been especially close or cordial. None-
theless, as English efforts to impose Protestantism grew more strident, the Irish 
responded with heightened efforts to remain Catholic. As one historian has put it, 
the old question of why the Reformation failed in Ireland is not the correct query. 
Rather, the question that  should be asked is how the Catholic Reformation was able 
to succeed so thoroughly in a region dominated by a Protestant colonial govern-
ment. The answer, at least in part, seems to lie in the continuing vitality of Gaelic 
popular religion, and in the efforts made by the Franciscan friars, who had provided 
much of the focus of Gaelic religious life since the late Middle Ages.

In the later sixteenth century, while Elizabeth was queen, serious efforts were 
made to extend the Anglican church to Ireland. English bishops were named to 
the Irish dioceses, and a new university, Trinity College, was founded in Dublin to 
provide the teaching of Protestant beliefs. But the English church served mainly 
the English settlers. Few of the natives were won over. Most of them could not un-
derstand sermons preached in English, and the Prayer Book was not translated into 
Gaelic. By the end of the century it seemed clear that most natives would remain 
Catholic. Those who were able began to send their sons to Catholic universities on 
the Continent rather than to Dublin or Oxford, and Catholic missionaries, mainly 
Jesuits, began risking their lives to bring Catholic services to the Irish people. The 
seminaries of Louvain and Douai attracted Irish men, including members of the 
old Gaelic learned elites, who were eager to return to Ireland to help promote and 
preserve Catholicism. The religious policy of the Tudors failed, as had their govern-
mental policy, and Ireland was not assimilated to English rule or religion.

SCOTLAND IN THE SIXTEENTH CENTURY

Scotland in the sixteenth century is often described as lawless and backward. 
Such a picture, however, is partial and misleading. In fact the period was chie� y 
characterized by peace, intellectual progress, and growing self- con� dence. The 
Stewart monarchs James IV (1488– 1513) and James V (1513– 1542) were able, pop-
ular kings. Realizing their country’s limited resources, they demanded little from 
their subjects and attempted to increase their international prestige through diplo-
macy rather than warfare. James IV, for instance, tried to galvanize the European 
powers into undertaking a Crusade against the Turks during the opening years of 
the century.

As we have seen, Henry VII followed similar policies in England and sought 
to foster good relations between the English and the Scots through the dynastic 
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marriage between James IV and Henry’s daughter Margaret. It was unfortunate 
for the people of both realms that friendship was not achieved. England remained 
Scotland’s only enemy throughout the � rst half of the sixteenth century, and the 
Scots were badly defeated in two senseless battles. In 1513 James IV died in the mud 
of Flodden Field, along with a large number of Scottish noblemen and leaders of 
the Scottish church. The Scots’ losses were estimated at 10,000, English fatalities 
at only 1,500. There were few casualties at the Battle of Solway Moss in 1542, but it 
was another humiliation for the Scots and for James V, who died within weeks after 
hearing of the debacle. The story goes that when he heard the news on his sickbed, 
he muttered, “It [the Stewart Kingdom] came wi’ a lass [Marjorie Bruce], it’ll gang 
[go] wi’ a lass,” and turned his face to the wall and died.

James V was succeeded by his infant daughter, Mary, queen of Scots. Her story 
has already been told, since it affected Elizabethan England so directly. Here we 
need only note that Scotland remained without a mature resident monarch be-
tween 1542 and 1560. During this period the English used diplomacy, bribery, and 
“rough wooing”—campaigns that ravaged the borders—as a means of ensuring 
peace and increasing their in� uence.
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Mary’s abdication in 1567 placed another infant on the throne: her son became 
James VI. During his minority there was a confusing succession of councils of re-
gency. Elizabeth’s advisors took advantage of the situation to bring Scotland more 
and more into England’s orbit. The coming of Protestantism to Scotland meant that 
there were religious reasons for alliance between the two realms, and James VI, after 
he achieved maturity, perceived the advantages of friendship. Not least of these was 
the possibility that he might succeed to the English throne, since Elizabeth had no 
heirs and he could trace his ancestry (on both sides) back through Margaret Tudor 
to Henry VII. An intelligent and highly educated man, James established a brilliant 
and sophisticated court in Scotland, but he was hopelessly extravagant and had little 
understanding of the plight of his poorer subjects. His quirks of mind were to be-
come even more apparent following his accession to the English throne in 1603.

THE REFORMATION IN SCOTLAND

The Reformation did not reach Scotland of� cially until 1560. Before that time 
the established church remained Catholic. During the regency of Mary of Guise 
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there were French troops in Scotland, helping her ensure that Protestant heresies 
did not gain the upper hand.

Lutheran views and writings, however, had been seeping into Scotland since 
the 1520s. Many were brought by merchants trading with England or Germany. 
Following the Scottish defeat at Solway Moss, the English tried to export Protes-
tantism to Scotland. By the 1550s many Scottish leaders had accepted reform and 
were awaiting a propitious time for action.

This came in 1560. The death of Mary of Guise removed French in� uence as 
well as her own resolute opposition. At about the same time, the great religious 
leader John Knox returned to Scotland after years of exile in Geneva. More than 
a hundred lords and gentry attended the Scottish Reformation Parliament, which 
ended papal jurisdiction, outlawed the mass, and brought in a Calvinist confes-
sion of faith. The Reformation thus came later to Scotland than to England, but 
when it arrived it produced a church that was more radically reformed than the 
Church of England. Protestant ideas and organization, however, did not affect all of 
Scotland. The Reformation made little impact in the Highlands and Islands, where 
many people continued to adhere to Catholic beliefs, often aided in their religious 
observances by the illegal but active priests of Counter-Reformation Ireland, who 
made the short crossing from Ulster.

Mary, queen of Scots, greatly disliked the Calvinist kirk—she remained loyally, 
perhaps fanatically, Catholic to the day of her death—but she realized that she was 
powerless to prevent the religious reforms that had taken place in Scotland. James 
VI was brought up as a Protestant and had no desire to restore the old faith, but 
he was intent on demonstrating royal supremacy over the church. He also wished 
to have the Scottish church governed by bishops, as in England. Such episcopal 
organization was basically incompatible with the Presbyterian form of church gov-
ernment that had been adopted in 1560, and it was opposed by most Calvinists, but 
in the end James succeeded. The Scottish kirk thus became a peculiar anomaly, a 
Presbyterian church with bishops.

The Scottish Reformation had important economic consequences. Scottish 
monasteries were dissolved and their property was con� scated, as in England. (They 
had already fallen on hard times, and few people were sorry to see them go.) Ca-
thedrals were also closed—this is a speci� c way in which the Scottish Reformation 
was more drastic than the English—and most cathedral buildings were torn down 
or allowed to fall into ruin, as at St. Andrews. Occasionally, part of a cathedral was 
preserved as a parish church. About a third of the men who had been tenants on 
church lands were able to buy their freeholds and become independent owners, but 
another third found their land sold out from under them, to landowners (“lairds”) 
who had no need for their services. Much of the income from tithes (called “teinds” 
in Scots) found its way into the pockets of laymen. There was thus a vested interest 
in the preservation of the reformed church; economic advantage ran hand in hand 
with Protestant theology.

The services of the Scottish church were also different from those in England, 
for the Scots actually put into effect many of the reforms that the Puritans advo-
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cated fruitlessly in England. Elaborate church music was prohibited, and organs 
were removed or smashed. Services were less formal than those prescribed by the 
Book of Common Prayer. There was greater interest in the regulation of private 
morality in Scotland than in England; only those whose lives were approved could 
obtain tickets to attend communion. The celebration of Christmas and Easter was 
forbidden, as were all frivolous activities on Sundays. As one contemporary writer 
commented, there was “no merriness” left in Scotland after the stern morality of 
the Calvinists triumphed.

THE HIGHLANDS

Conditions in the Scottish Highlands remained more traditional than those in 
the Lowlands. Geographically the Highlands included not only the main mountain-
ous mass of northern Scotland but also the Western Isles and associated coastal 
strips. This area constituted almost exactly half of Scotland’s landmass but, because 
the land was not productive, probably held less than a quarter of the realm’s popula-
tion. Fishing and the rearing of small black cattle for sale in the south continued to 
dominate the economy.

Although Norman settlers and their feudal customs had come to be accepted 
in southern Scotland, Gaelic institutions and customs remained dominant in the 
Highland regions. Life there was often violent, and especially during the overall 
upheavals in Scotland during the sixteenth century, clan feuds often dominated 
Highland politics and society. The abolition of the MacDonald Lordship of the Isles 
by James IV had left a power vacuum in the Western Highlands and Islands, and the 
rivalry among the remaining MacDonald clans and their arch enemies, the Camp-
bells, was escalating. During the sixteenth century, the structures of Highland soci-
ety remained much as they had been in the medieval period, with Highland society 
divided into clans, whose chiefs gradually assumed the role of landowners. Their 
relatives, known as tacksmen, also held a higher status than the peasant farmers, 
who constituted the great bulk of the populace. Many of their farms were no more 
than � ve acres in extent, and cultivation continued to be done by hand, with the cas-
chrom, or “foot-plow.” Society was held together by shared beliefs and loyalties and 
by common hardships. Many of the customs now associated with the Highlands, 
such as tartans, kilts, and Highland games, did not originate until the eighteenth 
or nineteenth century, following the English military campaigns of 1715 and 1745 
and the attempted repression of Scottish ways.

THE END OF AN ERA

When Elizabeth died in 1603, it appeared that Wales had been successfully 
integrated into the English governmental system and church. Ireland had been 
partially reduced to a state of submission through military conquest and coloniza-
tion, though religious discord was far from settled. Ties with Lowland Scotland 
were stronger than ever before, but the Highlands were not assimilated politically, 
culturally, or religiously. James VI could look forward with con� dence to the day 
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when he would rule all the British Isles. He would be the � rst king to do so. But he 
had many challenges ahead of him.
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