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Appendix A.  The Expulsion of the Déisi 
 

 

This saga is called Tairired na nDéssi ('The Wanderings of the Déisi') in 

Irish.  It is perhaps better known as 'The Expulsion of the Déisi.'  The 

version contained in this appendix is that translated by Professor Kuno 

Meyer for Y Commrodor magazine in 1901.  The language of this earliest 

surviving version is Old Irish of the 8th century A.D., although the 

manuscript itself is of later date.   

 

The word 'Déisi' means 'vassals' or 'subject-peoples.'  In Old Irish, the 

word originally described various kinship groups belonging to a specific 

social class rather than a single tribe or ethnicity.  They had in common 

not blood but the obligation to pay tribute or rent as tenants.  As such, they 

were of lower status than the 'saor' or 'free' peoples of Ireland.    

 

It was once believed that 'The Expulsion of the Déisi' was intended as an 

accurate historical record.  Instead, as noted by numerous scholars, we 

find within it unreasonable claims to both ancient nobility at Tara (see 

especially paragraphs 1 and 2 of the saga in succeeding pages) and to 

ancient equality with the Eoghanachta of Munster (see paragraph 15).  

Therefore, it is understood now that the saga was written in part as 

propaganda to justify the rise of this people towards the kingship of 

Munster.   

 

Like any propaganda, it can't be trusted.  But effective lies and effective 

propaganda often share a common device - a bit of truth mixed in to make 

it seem real, to help fool or convince the audience.  In other words, if we 

can figure out what is really true, the saga can still be mined for useful 

historical information.   

 

For example, the expansion in the late Roman or early post-Roman period 

of the Déisi of Ireland into Demed (modern Dyfed in southwest Wales), 

which is mentioned in paragraph 11, has been corroborated by 

archaeology and by certain Welsh genealogies.     

   

In paragraphs 22 and 23, we find a description of the assembling of 

'landless bands' of warriors into this political and military alliance.  This 

echoes what we know of the actual origin of these vassals as a sub-class 

rather than a kinship group.   
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In addition, as described in those paragraphs, the warriors recruited to the 

Déisi include three bands of Gauls:  the Muinrige, the Corco Uniche, and 

the Dál Magned.  This apparent memory of Gauls who joined the Déisi 

could help explain why certain names in Ogham inscriptions in the Déisi 

territory of what is now Co. Waterford potentially indicate Gaulish origin.    

 

Paragraph 22 also includes an unconvincing attempt to explain how a 

noble people like the Déise could wind up being called Déisi or 'Vassals.'  

The excuse given is that they have to pay "rent and law and hut-tax" to 

their own principal dynasty, the Dál Fiachach Suidge.   But here we're 

dealing with propaganda again. 

 

The saga begins by recounting the conflict which, according to the saga's 

version of events, resulted in the expulsion from Tara of the Déisi kinship 

group, rather than of a Déisi social class.  It describes their wanderings, 

their many defeats, the druidic prophecies which aided them, the attempts 

by their enemies to sow discord amongst them, their eventual triumph, and 

their recruitment of many other 'landless bands' to replenish their numbers.  

It ends, in paragraph 27, with a list of the Déisi's forshloinnte or 'alien-

kindreds' (those kinship groups who joined them but do not share common 

ancestry with them), plus a further attempt to demonstrate that the word 

Déisi, spelled Deisse and Dessi in the text, means just about anything 

other than what it originally meant - vassals. 
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