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Some Irish families are known for poetry, or medicine, or religion. The McCafferys are

known for war. The family has staked out a position in Irish history as being at the forefront of
all the major wars of the Irish on the English. Each time the Irish rise in a major revolt the
McCafferys are at the beginning of the war fighting for the Irish against the English overlords.
The record of the McCafferys speaks for itself and is nearly unmatched in the Annals of Irish

history.
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'MAC GAFRAIDH ORIGINS

The McCaffery, or McCaffrey family originated with the first kings of the northern Irish
county of Fermanagh. The first McCaffery was a son of Donn Mor Maguire, ancestor of all the
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Maguire kings of Fermanagh. Gafraidh in the Gaelic, means Godfrey hence the clan name Mc
(son of) Caffery means son of Godfrey. The first McCafferys took hold of their parcel of
south-east Fermanagh around 1302, the year old King Donn Mor died. The name McCaffrey is
prevalent throughout southern Fermanagh to this day.

The county of Fermanagh is situated on the south-western border of the northern Irish
province of Ulster. Fermanagh is distinctive in that it is roughly bisected by the Loughs or
Lake Ernes, Upper and Lower. In the middle of the county between the Upper and Lower
Lough Erne is the town of Enniskillen, the county seat. The county today is known for its
ancient monuments and scenic vistas. The green hills and blue waters have enticed travelers
for centuries. The actual McCaffery homeland in Fermanagh is at BallyMacafry which lies m
the Clogher Valley, north-east of Enniskillen near Fivemiletown on the Tyrone border.

THE NORMAN INVASION

In 1170, the Norman conqueror of England, King Henry II or Strongbow, with the approval of
the new English Pope, Nicholas Breadspeare (Adrian IV), invaded Ireland. This event began
two movements in Ireland that would set the pattern of events for centuries. The most
important was that this was the first time that the Irish nation would be claimed by the rulers
from across the Irish Sea. The second pattern set was resistance of the province of Ulster to
rule by the claimants and their local lords.

The first instance of Ulster's distinctive resistance to England was witnessed by the counter
attack by the two most powerful Ulster clans, the O'Donnells of Donegal and the O'Neills of
Tyrone on the English in 1171. O'Neill, the commander of twenty thousand Irish soldiers,
swept south through Meath and prepared to march on Dublin, the Norman capitol in the spring
of 1172. O'Neill stopped short of taking the city and sought to make peace with the invaders.
O'Neill agreed to allow for King Henry's overlordship of all of Ireland except the province of
Ulster. Effective English rule was limited to a strip of land along the eastern coast called the
Pale. Small wars and disputes between Irish and Norman continued on a local scale through
much of the island while Ulster remained independant and aloof. In the 1190s John de Courcy,
a Norman under the same papal initiative to 'reign in the church of Ireland', invaded and took
over the eastern half of Ulster, Down and Antrim [1]. The Maguires arrived to find a
Fermanagh with a strong Celtic tradition and untroubled by outside affairs.

THE RISING OF THE MAGUIRE CLAN

In the early thirteenth century Donn Maguire consolidated and expanded the Maguire estates
in eastern Fermanagh County. With powerful neighbors such as the O'Donnell tribe in
Donegal to the west and the mighty O'Neills in Tyrone to the north, the kingdom of
Fermanagh was beset by wars and competing claims of title. Donn Maguire (1260?-1302) was
the first native to ascend to kingship in the county. His reign, and that of his sons, was marked
by poets and historians for its devotion to culture, the church, and learning [2]. The first
Maguire had three sons, Donn Og, Gafraidh, and Lochlainn. Donn's second son, Gafraigh
moved his family to the east of the royal capitol of Lisnankea to the Townland of
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Ballymacaffry to populate the western Clogher Valley up to the Tyrone border.

For four hundred years during Ireland's golden age, the clan Mac Cafraigh were known as
'Valiant' and performed in many battles as the standard bearer of the kings of Fermanagh [3].
The clan jealously protected the small kingdom's eastern borders from the powerful O'Neills
and, later, the English invaders. This was not an easy task. Fermanagh was claimed by both the
O'Donnells and the 'Ui Neill', who alone invaded five times during Fermanagh's formative
years (1319, 1327, 1355, and 1358) [4]. By 1395 the Maguires finally had established
hegemony over the entire county under the fifth Maguire king, Pilib (Philip of the Battle Axe).

PHILIP THE BATTLE AXE AND THE MAGUIRE FEUDS

In Fermanagh, Philip the Battle Axe Maguire consolidated the Maguire hold on the county by
1395 at the royal Maguire town of Lisnaskea. Philip was able to keep the competing neighbors
out of the county through his ability in wartime on land and with his white-sailed ships on the
waterways of Lough Erne. This is a period of stability and peace in Fermanagh.

The kin of the Maguires, the Mac Gafraidhs are told of in The Annals of Ulster, an ancient
manuscript of the times. The first reference to a Mac Gafraidh is about a woman when the
Annals state that 'Sabia, daughter of MacGafradh, that is, wife of Cathal Mor Mac maghnusa,
to wit, an excellent woman without defect, died this year (1452) on the 8th or 7th of the Ides
[8th, or 9th] of May. [5]

It was about this time (1465) that King William ordered that all Irish names be anglicised. This
would have the eventual effect of changing Mac Gafraidh to McCaffrey. The name change

was not comprehensive as the Annals maintained the Irish form of Mac Gafraidh or Mac
Gafraigh.

Things did not remain peaceful in Fermanagh after Philip's death in . The next Maguire
king was Thomas, Philip's son. His reign benefited from his father's ability and he enjoyed
peace. His brother Aedh or Hugh the Hospitable overshadowed Thomas as a wise and
generous lord. Hugh was the next in line for the throne but lived amiably with his brother the
king until his death in 1428. Hugh had established a castle in Enniskillen (which can be visited
today with it's restoration of the first two floors) which began to rival the traditional Maguire
seat of power in Lisnaskea.

Thomas' son, Thomas the Younger's reign experienced many squabbles and internal fights by
rival branches of the Maguire clan. The Maguires split during this period between Thomas and
his brother Philip and the Annals reflect numerous Maguire raids and killings among the
Maguires over land and booty. Hugh the Hospitable's sons and grandsons were active in
securing significant territory for themselves.

The McCaffreys apparently remained loyal to Thomas, the Maguire king of the old line at
Lisnaskea. The family got caught up in the feuds of the Maguires and did not fare well during

this period as the Annals shows. The next mention of the MacGafradh is 1468 when the
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MacGafradh chief, Donnchadh (son of Donnchadh the Luckless), his son Feidhlime and
brother John and his son, John, Diarmait, along with three others are slain by Aedh, the
grandson of King Philip the Battle Axe MagUidhir (Maguire) (see p.3). 6]This decimation of
the McCaffrey hierarchy results in the diminishment of the McCaffrey power in their
stronghold of south-east Fermanagh, which was taken by Donall Ballach and Turlach Maguire.

[7]

The killing of Maguires by their kinsman, the warrior Mac Gafraidhs, takes its toll on the
county in the 1470s and 80s when the entire kingdom is plundered by the MacMahons from
neighboring Monaghan. In 1471 Eamonn, son of Thomas, became the king at Lisnaskea but
was so unpopular that Eamonn's son, Giolla Patrick, is slain at the Maguire Royal church at
Aghalurcher in 1484. A portion of the church still stands to this day just south of Lisnaskea.
The church and its sponsors the Maguires of Lisnaskea were diminished at this point and John
of Enniskillen and the descendants of Hugh the Hospitable take the mantle of King of
Fermanagh in the newer castle in the growing town of Enniskillen.8 [§]

The McCaffreys seem to make the transition from the 'old line' of Maguires at Lisnaskea to the
'new line' at Enniskillen. The Annals mention William MacGafradh passing away on the 5th of
March in 1474. William is counsel to the tribal assembly (probably the clan chieftain) of the
sons of Philip Maguire. 9 [9]

By 1486 the Maguires are reunited under John, when the son of the inept Eamonn agrees to
acknowledge and pledge loyalty to John as king in order in exchange for the release of his
sons, who had been taken hostage by the new line of Maguires [10]. The peace was not all
inclusive, however, as the Annals show. In 1495 Maghnus the Bald Maguire was slain
'treachorously’ by another Philip Maguire and the freckled Gillie McCaffrey, son of Cu-
Cunnacht McCaffrey.[11]

The McCaffreys died from natural disasters too. In 1505 a Maguire prince, Toirdelbach, son of
John of Enniskillen, was boating on Lough Eme with two sons of Tadhg Mac Gafraidh and
sixteen others who were all drowned in a storm when their cot sank.[12]

Family ties often meant less to the people of that period than relationships of convenience. The
Annals relate that in 1518 a son of Aodh Mac Gafraidh was sent by Philip Maguire to the
island of Clabach to deal with Henry O'Neill on a business transaction. The Mac Gafraidh and
another O'Neill on the trip Aodh the Stammerer, Henry's own uncle, were taken hostage on the
trip. Philip was enraged and came to the island to fight. He did not gain back the hostages but
was able to slay his nephew, Cathal, a friend of Henry. The hostages were released and Aodh
O'Neill died a free man at the end of the year.[13]

By 1532 tensions with the O'Neills to the north were at their height when a major skirmish
erupted. The Maguire king sent his cavalry under his son, Cormac, into battle with the
O'Neills. A sharp battle ensued where many O'Neill princes, including the heir Feidhlimidh,
were mortally wounded. Cormac was taken hostage and two captains of the Maguire host,

namely William (son of Diarmaid) and freckled Gillie (son of Henry) Mac Gafraidh were slain
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in battle.[14]

The McCaffreys seem to be a tightly knit clan. They acted as a group and they could be
vengeful when necessary. In 1533 Redmond Maguire insulted the wife of Cormac Mac
Gafraidh. The Annals tell us that the Clann MacGafraidh refused to let the insult pass and
hunted down and slew Redmond.[15]

The killing of Redmond did not create lasting animosity between the MacGafraidhs and the
royal Maguires. Just two years later, in 1535, Cu-Connacht Maguire and the MacGafraidh men
went on a raid of O'Neill country in Tyrone's Clogher Valley. The Fermanagh men got away
with quite a bit of booty that day but that night a raiding party sent by the O'Neills to punish
the Maguires and Mac Gafraidhs came upon Feidhlime MacGafraidh on the slopes of Slieve
Beagh getting ready to feast upon some of the stolen beef. Caught red-handed and virtually
alone, Feidhlime did not stand a chance and was killed on the spot.[16]

Also in 1535 Cormac, son of Donnchadh MacGaffraigh, was slain by the sons of Eogan
O'Neill the Red and Giolla-Padruig, his brother, died that year.[17] This event was one which
led up to a general feud between a faction of the O'Neills and the Maguires. On January 5th,
1536 the three sons of Maguire (Cormac, Brian, and Domnall, along with the descendants of
John and James and Ruaidhri Blind-eye Maguire joined Niall O'Neill of Tyrone in a war on
King Maguire. The McCafferys remained loyal to their king and fought the rebel Maguire and
O'Neill invaders. The rebel Maguires with their O'Neill friends invaded Fermanagh and carried
off many spoils until they invaded the McCaffery lands. When the Cuil-Mic-Tigharnan
(McCaffery lands in eastern Tirdennedy between the Tempo River and it's tributary in Co.
Tyrone) Cormac Maguire slew many of his Maguire kin in a great battle. Many on both sides
died and in the end the McCafferys stopped the invasion.[18]

This is the last of the major Irish brush wars in the area. The McCafferys, Maguires, O'Neills,
and O'Donnells of Donegal were soon to become united against the English as the Nine Years
War approches. This war was the first major revolt by the Irish against the English. The revolt
was begun by the Maguires with the McCafferys at the front.

THE NINE YEARS WAR

With the ascension of the Tudor dynasty in England following the English Civil War (the War
of the Roses) there came renewed interest in English claims to Irish soil. When Henry VIII
broke with the Church of Rome he had the Irish Parliament name him the head of the Church
of Ireland. The Trish rebelled again in a short-lived war in which they were defeated in 1539 at
Ballyhoe. At this point most of the Irish chieftains submitted to Henry VIII and surrendered
their lands to the English monarch in exchange for his granting them back as royal, and
taxable, land grants. The Maguires, with the McCafferys (now the fifth most populace family
in Fermanagh[19] ), again refused to submit. As a result, the O'Neills invaded Fermanagh in
1566 in order to win the tribute of the Maguires for the Ui Neill clan. After fending off the
O'Neills, King Cuchonnacht II of the Maguires kept the peace in Fermanagh. The price of that
peace was to allow the English to divide the county into shires using the English system in

http://martinmc home mindspring.com/mccaffery html 12/24/2001



The Origin and Early History of the McCaffrey Clan Page 6 of 21

1585 after he finally, formally surrendered Fermanagh to the English. King Cuchonnacht
received the county back, minus sizable church lands, in 1586 "for himself and his descendants
to hold forever as long as they did not rebel." Cuchonnacht died in 1589 and was succeeded by
his son, Hugh, who was crowned the fifteenth king of Fermanagh at Lisnaskea in 1589. The
stage was now set for the final collapse of the Irish nobility and total submission to English
overlordship [20].

The English overlords appointed a sheriff to look after their interests and enforce the king's
peace in Fermanagh. In 1593 the sheriff killed unarmed men, women and children in the
county. Hugh immediately took up arms. With McCafferys at the front, the Maguires attacked
the English beginning the Nine-Years War. Hugh was so successful that he was able to send
men south to Connaught where they surprised the English at Tulsk and earned a great victory
for the Irish. It was at Tulsk that the chief of the McCafferys was slain. [21] The McCaffery
chief was succeeded and they continued to fight with the Maguires as the revolt spread. A
large English force invaded Fermanagh and Hugh fled, under the orders of his secret ally, the
Hugh O'Neill from Tyrone. Eventually, Hugh was driven out of Enniskillen in 1593 but he
was back in 1594 to besiege the invaders. The force sent by the English to relieve the siege
under Sir Henry Duke was defeated and such was the plunder that the battle was called the
"ford of the Biscuits". Hugh raised the siege and now had the O'Donnells and the mighty
O'Neills on his side. In May 1595, he retook his castle at Enniskillen [22].

The year 1596 was spent by both sides in negotiating peace to buy time. The English were
reorganizing their forces while the Irish were waiting for help from Spain. Early in 1597 the
English sent two parallel invading forces into rebellious Ulster. The one in the east was
defeated by O'Neill. In the west, the McCafferys and Maguires helped Red Hugh O'Donnell
defeat the army under Sir Conyard Clifford. Later that year the McCafferys and Maguires

(who led the Irish cavalry) were involved in the greatest Irish victory on Irish soil, the Battle of
the Yellow Fords. The victory was such that the Ulster Chiefs again advanced as far south as
Clare in Connaught [23].

The great chieftain Hugh Maguire, with his standard bearer McCaffery, was finally killed on a
raid in Munster. The powerful O'Donnells successfully nominated Cuchonnacht, Hugh's half
brother, to the Fermanagh throne. Meanwhile, the Spanish had finally arrived at Kinsale with
4,000 infantry to help the Irish. The battle of Kinsale ensued in 1602 with terrible losses for
the Irish. Later that year, the O'Neills and O'Donnells gave in to the English overlords.
Cuchonnacht Maguire was the last to give in to the English. Once he did, Cuchonnacht found
he was unable to live with the English exercising ownership over his lands. He then helped
organize the famous 'Flight of the Earls' on September 14, 1607. The great northern chieftains
of the Maguires, O'Neills, and O'Donnells were to die in obscurity in Italy in the coming years,
never to return to Ireland. [24] Cuchonnacht was the last Maguire king of Fermanagh.
Thereafter, Fermanagh and Ireland would be ruled either directly by the invaders or through
English sponsored chiefs. There is no record that the chief of the McCafferys left his homeland
behind.

With the troublesome northern Irish native leadership conveniently disposed of, the English
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