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2. - Early Irish History 

Historians estimate that Ireland was first settled by humans 

about 8,000 years ago. Around 4000 BC it is estimated that 

the first farmers arrived in Ireland.  

Farming marked the arrival of the new Stone Age.  

Around 300BC, Iron Age warriors known as the Celts came to 

Ireland from mainland Europe. The Celts had a huge influence 

on Ireland.  

Many famous Irish myths stem from stories about Celtic 

warriors. The current first official language of the Republic of 

Ireland, Irish (or Gaeilge) stems from Celtic language. 

Mount Sandel. The Mount Sandel Mesolithic site is in 

Coleraine, County Derry, Northern Ireland, just to the east of 

the Iron Age Mount Sandel Fort.  

It is one of the oldest archaeological sites in Ireland with 

carbon dating indicating an age of 9,000 years old. Due to 

extensive cultivation of the area, little evidence other than 

that in the topsoil was expected to survive.  

The actual excavation, however, uncovered extensive traces 

of structures, which represented the partially preserved 

remnants of numerous reoccupations of the site.  
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A series of stake holes, hearths, pits, and patches of dark 

charcoal-stained soil was uncovered.  

In one area a small, shallow depression had been enlarged 

and flattened, and in it a series of four almost circular huts 

had been built in sequence on roughly the same spot.  

These huts were built with stakes to form either an inverted 

bowl or wigwam-shaped hut, each of which would have been 

between 5 and 6 meters in diameter.  

Toward the center of each hut a shallow depression about 20 

centimeters deep and up to a meter across had contained 

fires.  

Other pits were dug in the vicinity of each hut. A few were 

quite large, up to 1 meter in depth. Larger and more irregular 

hollows probably were created by tree falls.  

The first people survived on small game, fish and birds. 

Professor Woodman estimates that there were about 23 

people living in the Mount Sandal compound, including 

children. 

(In some parts of Europe these tree falls may have been 

misinterpreted as pit dwellings.) Woodman, Peter C. "A 

Mesolithic Camp in Northern Ireland." Scientific American 245 

(August 1981): 120–132. 

https://www.encyclopedia.com/places/britain-ireland-france-and-low-countries/british-and-irish-political-geography/northern
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 Early Christian Ireland 

Following the arrival of Saint Patrick and other Christian 

missionaries in the early to mid-5th century, Christianity took 

over the indigenous pagan religion by the year 600 AD. Irish 

Christian scholars excelled in the study of Latin, Greek and 

Christian theology in monasteries throughout Ireland. The 

arts of manuscript illumination, metalworking and sculpture 

flourished and produced such treasures as the Book of Kells, 

ornate jewelry, and the many carved stone crosses that can 

still be seen across the country. 

Described in the Book of Armagh, mythologized version of 

events, is the earliest copy of Saint Patrick’s Confessio which 

describes his dream: 

I saw, in a vision in the night, a man whose name was 

Victoricus coming as it were from Ireland with so many letters 

they could not be counted. He gave me one of these, and I 

read the beginning of the letter, the voice of the Irish people. 

While I was reading out the beginning of the letter, I thought I 

heard at that moment the voice of those who were beside 

the wood of Voclut, near the western sea. They called out as 

it were with one voice: “We beg you, holy boy, to come and 

walk again among us.” This touched my heart deeply, and I 

could not read any further; I woke up then. Thanks be to God, 
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after many years the Lord granted them what they were 

calling for. 

At Saul, in modern-day County Down, St Patrick converted a 

local pagan Chieftain by the name of Díchu mac Trichim. In 

return, mac Trichim donated a barn converted into a church 

as a gift to St Patrick. 

Saint Patrick continued his mission in Ireland for the next 30 

years. He converted many of the local Chieftains who were 

pagans and also established places of worship. 

Converting Pagans to Christianity 

Although the mission of Palladius in Ireland failed, Saint 

Patrick did seem to be more successful. At first, people were 

wary of his arrival and perceived him as a warrior or pirate. 

However, as they met St Patrick and discovered his gentle 

approach they gave little reluctance to be baptized and 

converted over as Christians. 

St Patrick may have used a number of ways to convert the 

native Irish pagans to Christianity. One popular belief is he 

used the Shamrock to teach his followers about the holy 

trinity. Another example was using something the pagans 

were familiar. 
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Converting the pagans was not an overnight success, it would 

take years to happen along with the help of other Christians 

who were converted by St Patrick. 

Some important figures to rise from the popularity of 

Christianity in Ireland would include St Brigid of Kildare, Saint 

Enda, St Brendan, St Finnian of Clonard, and Columcille. 

Christianity in Irish History 

The newly arrived Christians in Ireland would play an 

important role in Irish society and the history of Ireland. 

Christianity flourished in Ireland producing many disciples 

who built monasteries all over Ireland. They taught 

languages, literature, and art becoming renowned all over 

Europe. Not only did this attract Scholars to Ireland it also 

became a target for Viking raids all over the island. 

Clonmacnois. Iona, Clonard for eample. 

 

https://www.yourirish.com/history/christianity/st-brigid
https://www.yourirish.com/history/christianity/st-enda
https://www.yourirish.com/history/christianity/st-enda
https://www.yourirish.com/history/christianity/st-brendan
https://www.yourirish.com/history/christianity/st-finnian-of-clonard
https://www.yourirish.com/history/christianity/st-columba-of-iona
https://www.yourirish.com/history
https://www.yourirish.com/history/christianity/monasteries-in-ireland
https://www.yourirish.com/history/medieval/vikings-invade-ireland

