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In recent years, Irish historians have become in-
creasingly aware of the unsatisfactory and often coun-
terproductive nature of viewing modern Ulster society
through a traditional binary (Catholic-Protestant) lens.
Kyla Madden’s award-winning Forkhill Protestants and
Forkhill Catholics is a welcome addition to this growing
literature. Resolutely determined to capture the dynam-
ics of everyday life in this richly documented parish in
south Armagh, Madden convincingly shows that schol-
ars must move beyond making assumptions about the
sectarian nature of Ulster life if they are to more accu-
rately capture its complex mosaic.

Forkhill Protestants and Forkhill Catholics is built
around Madden’s close examination of seven case stud-
ies. Ranging widely from rural violence to landholding
to education, each of the chapters challenges analyses
that start from sectarian presumptions, providing more
grounded and nuanced portraits of nineteenth-century
Forkhill life. Madden opens the book with a detailed re-
construction of the infamous Forkhill Incident of 1791,
when a group of men assaulted Alexander Berkley, the
local schoolmaster, and his family in their home. The at-
tackwas a particularly gruesome one; all three household
members (Berkley, his wife, and his brother) had their
tongues cut out and limbs severed, wounds that led to
the death of Berkley’s wife. The attack was immediately
categorized as sectarian and historians have tended to go
along with this interpretation. Building her case from a
close and skeptical reading of available documents, Mad-
den argues that the atrocity had little to dowith Berkley’s
Protestantism. It was rather a product of his active oppo-
sition to the Defenders (he had participated in the pros-
ecution of several local men), a clear violation of their
moral economy. The attack was thus a threatening mes-

sage to “those like him,” but this referred to opponents
of the local Defender community rather than Protestants
per se (p. 27). While I am not convinced that Berkley’s
outsider status was not sharpened by his identity as a
Protestant, Madden’s account is a rich one indeed and an
excellent corrective to “sectarian first” approaches. One
of the real strengths of the book is Madden’s rigorous
empiricism. Forkhill is blessed with a comparatively rich
array of sources, and Madden uses these with creativity
and sophistication throughout. Perhaps the best example
of this is her use of a manuscript-bound copy of the 1821
census for Forkhill, a document she found in the study of
the Church of Ireland rector for south Armagh. Her find
is richly rewarded, as Madden utilizes the census to con-
struct a rich social portrait of the parish, one that shows
that Catholics and Protestants shared a number of im-
portant characteristics in terms of family size, household
structure, and farm size. While a few Protestant elites
controlled the vast majority of parish land and Protes-
tant households were much more likely to be engaged in
textiles, Madden’s work here is a nice reminder that ple-
beian Catholics and Protestants oftenworked from a sim-
ilar social base. Forkhill Protestants and Forkhill Catholics
is not without its problems. At times, Madden’s rhetoric
extends a bit beyond her reach, particularly in an intro-
duction entitled “The Sectarian Disease,” where she un-
derstates the sophistication of the existing literature on
sectarianism. While she is certainly correct to say that
few scholars have questioned the concept of sectarianism
itself, a number of scholars have explored this ground in
recent years, offering rich and complex explanations of
many of the events covered in Madden’s study, a fact re-
flected in her references. Thankfully, her conclusion is
much more balanced and effective, highlighting the dan-
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gers of navigating the waters of modern Ulster history
with a compass built on simple sectarian assumptions. It
would be a disservice to end on such a negative note, for
this is an impressive and important book, essential read-
ing for students of nineteenth-century Irish history and
ethnic relations across the world. In fact, the quality of
the book is reflected in the roadmap that it creates for
future Irish Studies projects. Two important questions
suggest themselves here. First, this is a model local his-
tory, and it would be interesting to see if close analyt-

ical examinations of other parishes across the north of
Ireland produced findings akin to Madden’s portrait of
Forkhill. Was Forkhill an anomaly? On a broader and
more conceptual level, if local everyday relations defy
the simplicity of sectarian categorization, what is the re-
lationship between the complex and nuanced everyday
and the manifestly communal displays of mid- to late-
nineteenth-century Ulster? These are sympathetic ques-
tions, triggered by a provocative and thoughtful study.
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