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The concept of knighthood in medieval Europe evokes images of chivalry, feudal loyalty, and 
mounted warriors adorned in shining armor. Yet, in Gaelic Ireland, a distinct martial tradition 
flourished, epitomized by the Gallowglass (from the Gaelic gallóglaigh, meaning "foreign 
warriors"). These were originally Scottish mercenaries, originating from the Norse-Gaelic fusion 
of the Hebrides and western Scotland, who carved out an indispensable role in Irish society from 
the 13th to the 17th centuries serving powerful chiefs, including the MacCarthy Reagh. While 
not fitting the classical European mold of knighthood, an examination of their origins, societal 
integration, military function, and ethical code reveals that the Gallowglass was the native 
Gaelic-Irish institution closest in nature to a knighthood. 

To see why they function as a kind of Gaelic knighthood, one has to look at four interlocking 
themes: the social status of the Gallowglass, their military role and equipment, their relationship 
to land and lordship, and the ethos of honour and service which framed their existence. Taken 
together, these show that the Gallowglass were not mere hired swords, but a hereditary martial 
caste comparable, in all but name, to the knights of Continental Europe. 

In the legal and social imagination of medieval Europe, a knight wasn’t just a man on a horse, 
but rather a member of a recognized martial elite. A knight was usually of genteel or noble birth, 
trained from youth for war, and set apart from ordinary soldiers by his status, equipment, and 
relationship to his lord, and the Gallowglass tradition fits this pattern remarkably well. Though 
originally of mixed Norse-Gaelic and Hebridean foreign soldiery, the Gallóglaigh were 
emphatically not common levies. They were hereditary warrior clans whose very family identity 
was defined by service in the profession of arms. In time, these families established themselves 
in Ireland, acquiring land, local alliances, and, importantly, status in Gaelic law and custom as a 
distinct military aristocracy. Indeed, at least two Gallowglass clans — septs of MacSweeney and 
MacSheehy — were permanently settled in Carbery in the 15th century by Dermod an-Dunaidh 
MacCarthy Reagh, the 8th Prince of Carbery. 

While these men were not called “knights” in the Anglo-French sense we would recognize today, 
they held a parallel status and function in Ireland: professional gentlemen of war, superior in 
rank to the ordinary kern, directly retained by a lord, and recognized as something more than 
mere soldiery: they were warriors by estate. The knight’s identity was inseparable from life in a 
noble household — first as page, then squire, then knight — and this was also true of the 
Gallowglass who was shaped within a martial tradition handed down by his family and 
upbringing. Training, equipment, expectations, and marriage alliances all combined to reproduce 
a caste of fighting men whose prestige was inseparable from their service. 

If one imagines a knight, one imagines armour: mail, plate, helm, shield, and the panoply that 
marked him out from the common soldier. Here too the Gallowglass mirror the knightly estate. 
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Sources consistently speak of Gallowglass as heavily armed, often in mail shirts (luireach), iron 
helmets, and carrying large axes or longswords along with protective shields. In an Irish context  
— where many kern fought lightly equipped with javelins — the Gallowglass stood out as the 
dense armoured pillar of shock troops upon which the more fluid and mobile elements of the 
army could pivot. 

The Gallowglass, being very expensive to maintain, were only seriously employed by those 
regional kings and princes who could afford to do so. As such, the Gallowglass would have been 
the retainers most visibly “knightly” to an observer: disciplined, fairly uniform in arms, and 
recognizable as the Prince’s personal warriors. Though they fought primarily on foot, their 
familial status, appearance, equipment, and tactical role placed them in the same conceptual 
category as the European knightly class. 

However, European knighthood was never just about fighting; it was also about land, tenure, and 
chivalric service. A knight received a fief or benefice in return for a defined quota of military 
service to his lord which created a system of vassalage and feudalism. While the social order of 
Gaelic Ireland wasn’t predicated on feudalism as such, it did work in a strikingly similar way for 
the Gallowglass who were granted lands, rights of billeting, and long-term stipends in return for 
continuous service. Gallowglass captains commanded constables or companies, for whom their 
overlord provided upkeep, food, lodging, and in some cases rents and estates. In this capacity the 
Gallowglass captain stands in a position akin to a knight banneret: providing a company of 
soldiers in return for tenure and privilege. His followers, in turn, resemble lesser retainers or 
men-at-arms, bound by loyalty and habit to the princely house they serve. 

Control of the Principality of Carbery was fought over throughout its history, and so for the 
MacCarthy Reagh, power was solidified in their ability to hold and defend this large and 
contested lordship. Whereas the continental armies relied on their knightly class of equestrians, 
the Irish kings relied on these hereditary warriors more so than cavalry. In 1575, the Prince of 
Carbery employed only 60 cavalry units compared to his 80 Gallowglass, demonstrating that the 
Gallowglass were were a cornerstone of their sovereignty. To speak of the Gallowglass of the 
MacCarthy Reagh is thus to speak of a martial nobility embedded in the social order of Carbery 
itself, just as knights were embedded in the feudal lattices of France or England. 

Knighthood, of course, was not only about legal tenure or economic arrangements. It was infused 
with an ethos: the ideals of courage, loyalty, prowess, and honour celebrated in songs and 
romances. A knight’s fame was as important as his fief; his honour was a kind of currency. The 
Gallowglass, while not draped in the literary trappings of French romance, lived within their own 
moral universe of honour, reputation, and obligation. Annalistic and poetic sources speak of the 
courage and ferocity of the Gallowglass, their fidelity to their lords, and the disgrace that fell 
upon those who failed in battle or betrayed their master. Their own genealogies and oral 
traditions preserved the memory of famous captains and heroic stands. The Gallowglass captain 
whose deeds were praised by a bard, whose loyalty was remembered in the annals, occupied a 
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place conceptually similar to the knight whose arms were emblazoned on a shield and whose 
exploits were celebrated in a chanson. 

Finally, it is important to note that the Gallowglass were a military entity so almost exclusively 
tied to the Irish royal families, they likely would have been seen as an extension of the Prince’s 
own honour. To attack them or to desert them in battle was not merely a military failure; it was a 
moral treachery. In that sense again, they occupy the same symbolic space as the knightly 
household. 

However, it is vitally important not to impose foreign terminology where it does not belong. The 
Gallowglass were not “knights” in the English legal sense, nor did the MacCarthy Reagh run a 
chivalric order like the Order of the Golden Fleece or the Order of the Garter. Gaelic Ireland had 
its own legal frameworks, its own titles, and its own understanding of rank and honour. Yet, 
when one looks at the functional reality of Ireland’s armed elite, the Gallowglass stand out as the 
closest analogue to a knighthood that Gaelic-Irish society produced. They were: 

• Professionally dedicated to war, forming a distinguished and hereditary caste of fighting 
men. 

• Maintained by a prince through land, billeting, and stipends, in a system similar, but still 
different, to feudal tenure. 

• Equipped and trained to a higher standard, serving as the armoured core of the army. 
• Bound to their lord by ties of honour and reputation, forming a recognised martial elite 

within the polity. 

For the House of MacCarthy Reagh, whose legitimacy rested on both ancient royal descent and 
the practical ability to defend and govern Carbery, such men were indispensable. They were not 
merely soldiers for hire; they were part of the princely order of things — those who stood 
between Carbery and its enemies, and whose service was dignified by custom, memory, and law. 

The Galloglass of Gaelic Ireland exemplified a unique form of military aristocracy. While not 
bound by exactly the same chivalric codes or feudal structures as their continental counterparts, 
their hereditary military service, deep integration into the social fabric through land and familial 
ties, specialized weaponry and armor, and a fierce, unyielding loyalty to their lords, collectively 
establish them as Gaelic-Irish association nearest in form to a continental knighthood. Their story 
is not merely one of mercenaries, but of a distinct warrior class that shaped the political, military 
and social landscape of medieval Ireland, leaving a legacy that resonates with the ideals of valor 
and dedication commonly associated with knighthood.
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