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FOREWORD





‘We went to Gowran Castle all the same, and were not wholly surprised to find the house locked up and no reply when we knocked. We were turning away when we saw a plume of smoke coming from the yard behind the house. Evidently there was someone there so we walked round and found an old man poking at a flaming barrel with a hay-fork…. He said: “Papers? Why, I’m just burning them at this moment. Mr Davis told me that all private papers was to be burnt and I don’t like to go against him!” Paddy Hinchy gave the tar barrel a push, and a huge wad of papers scattered around the yard. We tore about jumping on them, but the more they jumped the more they flamed. Our trousers started to scorch and we had to give it up.’


Long after we have forgotten what the papers were about (Huguenot settlements near Kilkenny), the old man poking the fiery tar barrel stays in the mind. He doesn’t carry scythe and hourglass these days, but we know who he is. Hubert Butler was not afraid of him, and gave much of his life to oversetting the tar barrel and rescuing the charring wads of memory before they became illegible.


I find that there is a very great deal of Hubert Butler in that paragraph. He is present as local historian, for whom provincial pasts are even more significant than metropolitan ones. He is there as a man of Reformation and Enlightenment, who does not fear to stride up to idols and rob them of their prey while a superstitious congregation gasps in horror. He inhabits the tale of the Gowran tar barrel as an outstanding prose writer who needs no adjective or metaphor to tell a story – but also as a specialized sort of writer, very rare in our islands. 


Hubert Butler was what in Central Europe they call a feuilleton writer. The word has misleading echoes of leafy lightness and even weightlessness. But for a century and a half it has meant a special kind of intellectual journalism, witty and often angry, elegant but piercing, and revealing great learning lightly borne, interested in the ‘epiphanies’ which make currents of social and political change visible through the lens of some small accident or absurdity.


Butler had lived and taught in Leningrad and Zagreb before the second world war, but whether he learned the feuilleton from Croatian columnists or Soviet satirists I do not know. At all events, he was a master of it. Provincial Ireland and especially the town and district of Kilkenny made his ‘microcosmos’, and what he wrote about local history invariably showed the universal glowing behind the particular. Butler’s essay in this volume about Henry Flood of Farmley, ‘the first of the Irish Protestants to consider himself first of all an Irishman and only secondarily as a member of a ruling caste’, is an example. Although Butler did not explicitly present Flood as the type of Enlightenment intellectual who tried all over Europe to transcend his or her origins, the comparison is obvious. Flood is not only Irish but kin to the German count with estates in Bohemia who pleads in Vienna for some separate Czech destiny, or to the Polish-speaking lord of some Lithuanian manor who cannot understand what his serfs say in their own language and yet calls defiantly for the restoration of ‘Lithuanian liberties’.


Like the previous volumes of essays, In the Land of Nod is divided into sections defined by topic. Ireland comes first, followed by Europe, by essays on literature, and then by a group of short writings to do with religion. They will confirm Hubert Butler’s international reputation, already brilliant but still spreading. He was eighty-four years old when The Lilliput Press brought out the first of these volumes, Escape from the Anthill, and by the time of his death in 1991 readers throughout Europe and America were asking in amazement why he had not been part of their common culture before. Among his early admirers was the most beloved of Russia’s exiled poets, the late Joseph Brodsky, whose commentary on Butler’s work appears here posthumously.


It was, then, as a European that Hubert Butler wrote about his own country. The three previous collections have not at all exhausted the wit and ire of half a century’s opinions about Ireland, scattered through a variety of newspapers and small journals or stored as lecture notes. ‘Up to the neck as I am, like everybody else, in this soft sweet-smelling porridge that has everything in it and tastes of nothing, I am anxious for a way out’, he wrote in ‘Am I an Irish Republican?’, a 1965 article reprinted here. Was he a real Republican, and did he find the way out? Maurice Craig wrote, in his foreword to Escape from the Anthill, that Hubert Butler was a Protestant Republican, but the historian Roy Foster suggests that ‘Ascendancy Nationalist’ or even ‘Anglo-Irish Nationalist’ would be nearer the mark.


An Anglo-Irish Protestant gentleman Butler certainly was. His family had been in Ireland since the thirteenth century; it was as he sometimes put it, one of those dynasties which oppressed the natives for three hundred years as Catholics before oppressing them for another four centuries as Protestants. But although he was educated, in the way of his caste, at an English public school and university, Butler refused to abandon Ireland after independence and retreat across the water to England, as so many of his ilk did. Neither did he move into the ‘inner emigration’ practised by some other Ascendancy families, who shut their doors on the realities of the new Ireland outside and carried on as if nothing had changed until the dining-room ceiling collapsed or the last male heir was killed in Normandy.


Instead, Butler became an Irish patriot of a maverick kind, loyal to the independence which had been won at such cost but acerbic about its shortcomings. He was one of the first to think of the relationship of Catholic and Protestant in Ireland as a matter not of ethnicities or even primarily of religions but – as people now speak of it – of two ‘cultural traditions’. Butler thought that the Anglo-Irish minority and, until the nineteenth century, the northern Protestants had laid the foundations not only for Irish independence and republicanism but for the whole reinvention of Irish culture and language. ‘Most of our free institutions in Ireland’ (he wrote in one of the essays here) ‘were evolved by Protestants or men of Anglo-Irish or English stock.’ Correspondingly, Butler’s great grief was that the two main sources of this vigorous tradition dried up. The angry thirst for freedom which moved so many in the Protestant north into rebellion in the late eighteenth century – a revolutionary movement for a free Irish republic – declined into Orangeism and Loyalism. More than a hundred years later, the Anglo-Irish grandes familles of the south had also – in Butler’s view – abandoned their mission and betrayed what he calls ‘the Right of Private Judgment’ which lay at the heart of their religion. They turned their backs on the extraordinary cultural achievements of many of their own sons and daughters. Butler dealt with this repeatedly, but never better than in the essay entitled here ‘Wolfe Tone and the Common Name of Irishman’, the text of a lecture given on the bicentenary of Tone’s birth in 1763, with Butler’s own later comments and additions. The decay of the Anglo-Irish after Independence, he wrote, ‘emptied all the houses where once great decisions about Ireland were made, bold ideas canvassed and the first rough outlines of a great civilization, half-English, half-Gaelic, but wholly Irish, planned’.


This sort of interpretation of history was found pretty shocking in Ireland when Butler first propounded it. Forty or fifty years on, after the renaissance of Irish historiography, it is much more familiar, its weaknesses and strengths more apparent. It may well be that Butler has made more out of the role of late eighteenth-century Protestants in the Irish independence struggle than they deserve. That history certainly cannot be resurrected as a way out of conflict in the North today, where the invitation to adopt ‘the common name of Irishman’ has induced people to kill one another for a generation. And yet the wider implications of what Butler is saying remain arresting and universal. Since the end of the Cold War, the world has entered a ‘New Disorder’ which is an epoch of renewed nationalisms. And Hubert Butler, not only in what he has to say here about Ireland but in the essays about culture and politics in Croatia, Germany or Russia, addresses the problems of nationalism directly.


Butler’s own definition is an honourable, demanding one. ‘Germans were ejected from the Tyrol [by Mussolini] and Slavs from northern Italy. What has this to do with nationalism, which is comprehensive and based on neighbourliness and shared experiences and a common devotion to the land in which you live?’ This is much what President Mary Robinson seemed to mean when in her Declaration of Office speech in 1990 she spoke of Ireland’s mythical ‘fifth province’ which was ‘a swinging door which allows us to venture out and others to venture in’. It is also what most Welsh and Scottish nationalists mean; as the late Gwyn A. Williams put it, ‘a Welshman is anyone who lives in Wales and is committed to Wales’. It is, in contrast, emphatically not the definition preferred by the Anglo-American intellectual establishment, which still insists that all nationalism is a disease whose symptoms are racism, ethnic cleansing, fascist genocide and war. But Hubert Butler, with his experience of pre-war and post-war Central Europe, knew what he was talking about. He had recorded, and tried to publicize in Ireland, the appalling distortion of Croatian nationalism during the Second World War into a programme of mass murder of Serbs and Jews approved by the local hierarchy – by minority Protestant Churches as well as by the Catholic majority. On the other hand, he could distinguish such horrors from the more normal wish for national independence, which is a cry for responsibility, modernization and social justice.


He believed that healthy nationalism ought to contain conflicting elements. The partition of Ireland, for example, had ‘disturbed the equilibrium of opposing forces which is necessary to a country’s happiness’. Butler was sceptical about the ideal of the ‘homogeneous nation’, and in 1985, during the Northern troubles, he gently sent up the high-mindedness of the New Ireland Forum and its search for peace: ‘The Forum failed of its effect but left a lingering sweetness in the air. The desire for unity and harmony is something like the desire to sleep.’ The sort of common-name nationalism he respected, like that of Wolfe Tone, was pragmatic and non-racial. Tone did not regard the Irish diaspora (then still small) as part of his Ireland, but did include all who lived there, Catholic or Protestant, English or Irish. Hubert Butler strongly approved of this approach. He regarded ‘diaspora nationalism’ as akin to racism, a heresy made possible by modern communications which allows us to ‘keep in touch with like-minded people by post in disregard of the neighbour next door’.


This book is full of the importance of neighbours. ‘It is as neighbours, full of ineradicable prejudices, that we must love each other.’ This leads Butler into his unfashionable dislike for what he calls ‘the illusion of broad horizons’. He argues here that it is dangerous to overlook the real neighbour for the sake of some cosmic notion of belonging to the ‘global community’. He means the Northern Irish claim to inhabit a wider and more cosmopolitan world than the population of the supposedly inward-looking south. But he makes the same point with the cautionary tale of Maria Pasquinelli, a schoolteacher belonging to the Italian minority in Dalmatia. In 1947, as the Dalmatian coast was being handed over to Yugoslavia, Pasquinelli felt impelled to assassinate an Allied general. She ‘aspired to be an Italian Joan of Arc’. Butler, after describing her trial, observes that while she remained ‘on the level of comradeship, she was capable and kind; it was when she tried to see herself as Istria, Italy, Western Civilization, that she felt a challenge to which there was no response on the level or ordinary social intercourse.’


Her patriotism saw only abstractions, not neighbours. Hubert Butler thought that Shaw, in his aversion to what he thought was petty Irish nationalism, was making the same mistake: ‘…which might be called pseudo-cosmic thinking. Those who practise it are like men in a submarine who scan the ships but ignore the sharks and the swordfish, the coral and the anemones a few yards away from them.’


There are some ships in this book, but far more numerous are the sharks and anemones. Even the title essay is coral and swordfish at once, a beguiling and deceptively aimless ramble around the subject of puns in the Old Testament which turns into a warning that man cannot live by common sense alone. ‘What would happen if the goal of education was seen to be the growth of curiosity rather than the increase of knowledge (most “knowledge” now is the answering of questions that no-one has asked)?’ Then there are Butler’s book reviews, which are not at all like anyone else’s. Who else would start a review of a biography of Pushkin with the question, ‘Has it happened to you, as you drive your fork into a delicious pudding, to find a clot of stale sauce between the prongs?’?


Is this really the last volume of Butler’s work? Those who love him through his work, and feel that his feuilletons are still a sure guide to judging world events or to telling good from evil, will be reluctant to think so. Somewhere, I like to imagine, another man is kicking over a flaming tar barrel and rescuing more fragments of Hubert Butler’s writings from the stones of the yard.




 





Neal Ascherson


London, March 1996
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DOWN THE PARADE





The other day I saw an advertisement in one of our Kilkenny papers about a new building site in the Castle gardens. Any of you who have been to Kilkenny will remember the broad avenue, the Parade, shaded with lime trees, that leads into the town from the Thomastown road. There are benches at intervals under the trees, stone drinking-troughs and fine cut-stone archways; in the morning this is where nursemaids wheel their prams and, in the evening, lovers walk here. The Castle gardens lie behind the wall upon the west side, and when I read the advertisement, I instantly began to wonder whether the wall would have to come down and what about the lovely lime trees? I am an amateur archaeolo gist and we’re a conservative unpractical lot. The prospect filled me with horror. Yet there must surely be some very sound reason why this beauty must be defiled, while the centre of Kilkenny has various derelict sites covered with nothing but nettles and tin-cans. No doubt I am prejudiced. I was born to the south-east of Kilkenny city and so it has always seemed to me that the Parade, with its lime trees and quiet spaciousness, was an elegant front door to the town. It would be unbecoming to turn it into a waste of villas like the roads to Castlecomer and Freshford – like the exits of a thousand other Irish towns.


I feel more than a shadow of uneasiness. When you destroy a landmark which no longer serves a useful purpose are you, like a wise surgeon, removing an appendix, a useless organ which nobody needs? Possibly, but I haven’t often heard of this being done till it was threatening trouble. Just the opposite – I have heard of a patient who successfully sued his doctor for removing it without permission in the course of another operation. Apparently the patient liked his appendix; he’d had it since he was a baby and it had never done him any harm. He got heavy damages. Yes, if I wanted to show our town to a stranger I would consider the Parade the front door even if I lived in Freshford instead of Bennettsbridge. It may be an anachronism but it has most certainly never done anybody any harm.


Only the other day I found out for the first time how the Parade got its name. The second Duke of Ormonde as a young man had a fancy for exercising his troops there. He was a problem child and his grandfather, the great Duke, who was devoted to him, used to indulge any whim that was not actually harmful. Parading soldiers up and down was one of them. The great Duke spent much of his time in exile in France because of his loyalty to Charles I, and when he returned and became Viceroy of Ireland he brought various Frenchified notions home to Kilkenny. He put conical caps and ducal crowns like those he had seen in the chateaux of France on the rough mediaeval bastions of the castle. The entrance to the town from Bennettsbridge had been smashed about by Cromwell. He repaired the damage as best he could by judicious tree-planting and landscape gardening. Somewhere behind the walls and the lime trees, where now there is nothing but shaggy grass or old apple trees there was once a splendid summer house. It contained a banqueting hall with a sky-blue ceiling on which angels floated, and attached to it was a most startling innovation. A contemporary visitor describes it as ‘an engine of curious device, which with the help of one horse supplied the house with the watery element’. The watery element finished up in style – after shooting out of a fountain of the famous black Kilkenny marble it broke in spray over a ducal crown!


But these are not really the days which the Parade evokes for me. It was during the Napoleonic Wars that I think the Parade really came in to its own. At that time Kilkenny had its brilliant theatrical season, once and sometimes twice in a year, and fashionable visitors from all over the British Isles sauntered up and down, under the lime trees, greeting their friends to the strains of a military band which was playing under the Castle walls. I picture them slipping out in twos and threes in the summer evening during the intervals from the theatre, that square Georgian building opposite the castle. (I hate to tell you but it is now the Income Tax office.) These phantom figures have programmes in their hands – I saw a programme the other day, and a very charming little pink sheet it was and beautifully printed; standing in groups they seem to discuss the acting or they stroll about showing off their fine dresses. It was not a democratic age and I see a crowd of ragged, hungry beggars crowding round to gape at the beauties and the beaux and to make racy comments in Irish. There are link boys shouting and sedan chairs jostling. The only shadow on these merrymakings is cast by a curious evangelical body called the New Light Group who strongly disapprove of playacting and sinful gaieties. They do their best to be spoilsports but the mass of the crowd is not hostile, for Richard Power, the patron and creator of the Kilkenny amateur theatre, is known to be a friend of the poor as well as of the arts. It is his genius that has brought all these wealthy people to Kilkenny and for close on a generation kindled the love of poetry and drama in the most unlikely breasts. For a few weeks every year the Kilkenny tradesmen line their pockets by day, and by night crowd in to hear the plays of Shakespeare and Sheridan and Goldsmith and scores of lesser-known dramatists. Those too poor to get in content themselves with the thought that every penny that was earned by the Players would be spent on the relief of poverty. In some years more than a thousand pounds, a vast sum in those days, was distributed in this way.


The Kilkenny Theatre is now scarcely recognizable; its roof has been lowered and the stage and auditorium divided up into small dens for the tax-collectors. I saw at a local auction the architect’s plan of the theatre which was surprisingly elaborate and handsome in design. There was also a souvenir fan of the period with a picture on it of the great O’Neill in all her charms. She was the famous Drury Lane actress who was persuaded on several occasions to leave her London triumphs and act in Kilkenny for charity with amateurs. It must have been one of the Players, Sir Henry Becher, who persuaded her, for in the end he induced her to marry him. Becher not only acted, but like the other local gentry, he entertained on a magnificent scale during those weeks, so that it came to be said by the mothers of marriageable daughters that Kilkenny was next-best to Bath as a venue for suitors. Once Becher gave a ball in the Club House, which is now a nice, comfortable old-fashioned hotel. He pulled down the wall of the adjoining building to enlarge his dancing floor – those were the days! There were routs at the Castle and in the Assembly Rooms, at the Tighes of Woodstock and at the Wanderfords of Castlecomer House. According to the season there were meets of the Kilkenny Hounds or river picnics on the Nore. There was a prologue at the beginning of every season, written and recited by one of the Players. One or two of them we owe to Tom Moore, who also came often to Kilkenny and indeed found his wife, Bessy, there. He saw her, I believe, one day through the windows of Rice’s Hotel in Patrick Street, where he was staying, and lost his heart to her for ever. The Bryans of Jenkinstown were patrons of the plays and it was while he was visiting them in the late autumn that he saw the last rose of summer blooming alone in the Jenkinstown garden. When a few years ago the Land Commission took over Jenkinstown, its former owner made cuttings from the rose bush and so the descendants of this celebrated plant still bloom in Kilkenny gardens.


I could go on gossiping like this, but I think it will be best if I let the Players speak for themselves. Did they act well, I wonder? I don’t know. The Kilkenny papers said they were the marvels of the age. On the other hand Charles Kendall Bushe said that he admired the prompter more than all the others. ‘Because,’ he said, ‘I declare to you, I heard the most and saw the least of him.’ But Bushe was the father of one of the Players and likely to be disrespectful. I think that four of the Players, at least, were of outstanding capacity and would have made their mark upon any stage. The verse of the prologues is unpretentious but it has vigour and charm. They were not afraid of blowing their own trumpets. Here is how one of them, Sir Robert Langrishe, spoke of the plays:






The capital once elegant and gay


Now own our revels of superior sway.


Each vapid man of fashion in the streets


Thus coldly greets the brother fop he meets.


What? Still in town? They tell me nowadays


That we must go to those Kilkenny plays.


The Colonel’s gone. Tomorrow I leave town.


Come and I’ll draw you in the dog-cart down.


There will be room enough for you, you’ll find.


For I shall leave the pointers all behind.








Most of the Players belonged, like Charles Kendall Bushe, to families that had vigorously opposed the Union, which they saw would bring about the destruction of Anglo-Irish culture and shift the focus of social and cultural life from Ireland to London. They tried in Kilkenny to make a rallying-point for native talent and enthusiasm and to resist the overpowering pull of England. Young Bushe chastised some of those who went to England to better themselves, and took a cut at the snobs who found Ireland unfashionable:






But some I miss who say that little worth


Attends these sports, for they’re of Irish birth.


Can Mrs Coolan in these ranks be found,


Once known by Coghlan’s more Hibernian sound?


For twice ten years in Clonakilty known,


She spent last season full six weeks in town.


Returned to admiring friends I heard her say,


Readin the peepers while she tests her tay.


‘Kilkinny plays, O what a name I hear!


How harsh, how barbare to be a travelled ear.


Things low like these with me are ne’er in vogue,


Who cant unfortoonate endeuer the brogue!’


And then with conscious simper wonders tells,


O’ the Lord Mayor’s Balls, Vauxhall and Sadlers Wells.


Her brother too not here? but he is undone.


Alas he made a grand debut in London.


Arrayd in recent spoils observe the booby!


Allan for coats he owes, for half-boots Hoby.


And still with frequent eye he looks behind,


Lest some rude Tipstaff bring the debt to mind.


In proud pre-eminence behold him strut


Raised to a peer’s buffoon or witling’s butt.


What triumphs does St James’s lounge afford,


He walks with and is laughed at by a Lord.


But sad misfortune should he chance to meet,


Some good old friend, some kinsman in the street.


‘Lord! the wild Irish, they in hosts come down,


And leave their native bogs to take the town.


Oh! What a bore and yet they’re right, believe it,


To quit that country who have means to leave it.’


Where e’r he turns, contending cares invade,


Ashamed to own them and to cut afraid.


Perplexed his secret hand behind bestowd,


He half averted gives the unwilling nod,


Thro meanness thus at fashion makes the attempt,


And most contemptible to shun contempt.








Kilfane House, where Richard Power lived, and Kilmurry House, the home of the Bushes, still stand near Thomastown. In Kilfane, preserved by the loving care of its owner, the spirit of the Kilkenny Players still lingers, in the beautiful but now lonely park, in the long library where the Kilkenny prompt books, with Power’s annotations in the margins, still line the book-shelves. In the dining-room there is his portrait in his role of Hamlet, a tall, dark, sad man. Beside him is Creevy, the diarist, who stayed at Kilfane and admired the unusual combination which prevailed there – the love of art and the love of sport. Over the mantelpiece is Sir John Power, Richard’s brother, who started the Kilkenny Hounds. The Hounds have survived till today, though the Kilkenny Players with whom they were so closely associated only lasted twenty years.


The last years were the most festive. William Lamb, the future Lord Melbourne, Queen Victoria’s first Prime Minister, came with his wife, Lady Caroline, in a last attempt to cure her by a trip to Ireland of her infatuation for Lord Byron. Grattan and Moore, of course, were habitués and Maria Edgeworth and her father, as well as the members of the Vice-regal court. I believe that Maria brought Sir Walter Scott on one occasion.


The theatre closed in 1819 and it was more than the plays that ended. One of the Kilkenny gentry, writing to the papers long afterwards, said it was the last time they had acted as a group on behalf of their country and felt themselves first and foremost as Irishmen. Whatever they did after that, good or bad, they did as isolated individuals.


The Castle today is a derelict place. At the end of the war the army, which was garrisoned there, quitted it, and now it stands in the Parade, a huge, empty, patient-looking colossus. What has the future in store for it? Some think that, if its owner agreed, it should be a museum of Norman Ireland for it was for so many centuries the centre of Anglo-Norman civilization in the southeast. In Kilkenny we pride ourselves on our interest in history; the town once possessed the first and finest of our provincial museums, and today it still has a flourishing Archaeological Society. We could make there an inspiring historical record of the growth of the Irish nation and the fusion of all the different racial strains that make up the Irish people. In Kilkenny you are always very conscious of this mixture. In the Ormonde Deeds, which were housed in the Castle, you will find a record of the great Catholic families, Norman and English, whom Cromwell dispossessed and turned adrift. Many, perhaps most of them, crept back after a time from their exile in Connaught or Leix. Often they wore under their shirts the title-deeds of their lost estates and were looked after tenderly by their former tenants. Sometimes they took to the hills and waged war on the Cromwellian settlers who occupied their lands. They were called Tories, and it must have been from one of these returned exiles that the Tory Hill gets its name. It is that small hill that rises behind Mullinavat on the east of the Waterford road and seems twice the size because of the flatness of the surrounding countryside. The blood and names of these evicted Anglo-Normans are still widely diffused through the country – Purcell, Shortall, Comerford, Cody and Tobin and the rest of them.


In the forties the Ormonde Deeds were moved to Dublin. We were sad about this but undoubtedly they are safer and more accessible to students in the National Museum. But I would like to think that we could one day get photostats of these incredible documents back in Kilkenny. There were drawers full of manuscripts in Latin and Norman French. Below them dangled the wax seals of Plantagenet Kings, Lord Deputies and Justiciars. Parchment is very tough and many of them look as bright and clean as when they were written in exquisite spidery calligraphy. But talking about calligraphy, there was hardly anything in the Castle Muniment Room to equal the diaries of the Ladies of Llangollen. It was a very small book in handwriting so minute that a magnifying-glass is necessary to read it with any comfort.


Eleanor Butler and Sara Ponsonby were two old ladies who had spent their childhood at the Castle and at Inistioge. They had been very unhappy and at last had made a plot to escape together from their families. They lived for the rest of their lives in a cottage in Wales, at Llangollen, on the coach route between London and Holyhead, and distinguished travellers seem invariably to have stopped on the way to enjoy the hospitality of these learned and in those days startlingly unconventional friends.


Opposite the Castle a row of small, demure, Georgian houses stretches from the Castle Stables to the Bank of Ireland. By degrees, like their fellows in Dublin, they are being turned into offices. Once upon a time they were cosy family residences and Kilkenny, like other county towns of Ireland, had a gay and sociable winter season. In the Diaries of Dorothea Herbert you can read how lively life might be in a small country town, in her case Cashel and Carrick on Suir, and I think that it is possible that in old houses, in solicitors’ and newspaper offices, records of this vanished life still exist. But every year now we have to live in a more cramped and impermanent way. Very few families stay in the same place for long or can afford to keep old papers that are not of immediate interest. There is no room for ancient trunks and unvisited attics, and we cover up our traces far more quickly than our ancestors did. There should be county archives and museums, public repositories, in every county to replace all those private storehouses that have had to be abandoned.* Without them we are developing as crude and simple an outlook as if we had been born in a trading-post in the prairies and all the lessons of history are lost on us. We are often baffled nowadays by problems that are as old as the hills and we cannot profit by the mistakes and successes of those who went before us.


That is why it is sad when a landmark that is unique and traditional and our very own disappears. Even when it has to go we should mourn it a bit, because it reminded us of the continuity of history. It made us aware that the strange days through which we are passing are not stranger than those which our ancestors lived through. In every small forgotten town in Ireland there have, many times, been upheavals and excitements as startling as any we have experienced.


[?1950]




* This was agreed with the Office of Public Works – who restored Kilkenny Castle after Lord Ormonde had gifted it to the nation in 1967 – during Hubert Butler’s lifetime, and came to fruition in 1996 with the formation of Kilkenny Archives Ltd, which will occupy the south and west towers and Parade Wing. The State-established Kilkenny Design Workshops, housed in the Castle Stables in 1965, are now run by the Crafts Council of Ireland. The Kilkenny Arts Gallery Society, founded in 1943 by the painter George Pennefeather, was given a permanent home in the Castle in 1975, and named the Butler Gallery in tribute to Hubert and Susan Butler in 1984.






















2




[image: ]





EARLY CHRISTIAN IRELAND





Books about Early Christian Ireland are nowadays either mellifluous and moralizing and very credulous, or else austere and factual in rather a selective way. The two kinds of book glide along smoothly on parallel rails in contrary directions and we seldom see those headlong collisions that scarified some of our great-grandfathers and exhilarated others. Modern science, enjoining us to know more and more about less and less, must have the credit for the lessening of tension. In the vast field of the unknown everyone has his tiny allotment to cultivate, and there need be no unseemly wrangling.


Mr and Mrs de Paor have written an admirable book in the second category.* They are archaeologists and, though they make some literary and historical digressions, in the main their task is to reconstruct the past from the material odds and ends left behind by our predecessors. They deduce progress and decay, invasion and commerce, from small variations in the terminal knobs of penannular brooches or the decorations on lamps or horse-bits. They are as modest and undogmatic as they are competent and, if they are not always right in their conclusions, it may only be because the knobs and bits which will refute them have not yet been dug up.


On their chosen ground they are probably unassailable and perhaps it is frivolous to complain that their millefiori pins and polychrome inlays are often not specially Early or Irish or Christian. After all, posterity may have to learn about ourselves from derivative trouser-buttons and alien sauce-pan handles. And are not specialists entitled to concentrate fiercely on secondary matters and to leave the central issue to the loquacious amateur? If, for instance, one were to meet a famous dress-designer who had been to Ascot, one would not expect him to talk about horses but pleats and waist-lines. And it is the same with Early Christian Ireland. The questions our great-grandfathers asked would now mostly be beside the point. Old Ledwich, who defied the thunders of the orthodox and maintained that the Early Irish were hardly Christian at all, would be not so much wrong as irrelevant. It is not that the de Paors are in the least evasive but the scope of their investigations, indeed of all the enquiries, causes them to treat as marginal an issue which was once regarded as absolutely central.


Yet it is possible that a frontal attack on the problems of Early Irish Christianity might still yield the best results and that apologies are due to Ledwich for a century of violent abuse. Now and again an archaeologist treads warily in his footsteps. For example the late O.G.S. Crawford was convinced that Christianity in early Ireland had been little more than a surface decoration upon a primitive and unchanging society. (His comparison with Abyssinia was probably not meant seriously but the de Paors are wrong in saying that Patrick was the first to bring Christianity outside the bounds of the Roman Empire. Frumentius had brought it to Abyssinia a century earlier.)


Writing on St Columba in his journal Antiquity, Crawford said:




An unbiassed reader of Adamnan’s Life will probably conclude that the religion here displayed was a form of magic differing in no essential feature from that of any other primitive people ancient or modern. ‘Conversion’ was a mere transference of allegiance from one magic power (or group of powers) to another believed to be more powerful.





Neither Crawford nor Ledwich was particularly ‘unbiased’ himself – the notion that archaeologists find it easier to be unbiased than the rest of us is nonsensical – but even those who are most fascinated by the intricate and charming pattern of Early Irish art and letters will find it hard to answer Crawford. And his contention, once accepted, cannot possibly be treated as marginal. It must be moved to the very centre of every picture of Early Christian Ireland.


It seems to me that the de Paors are already half-committed to Crawford’s view. They refer repeatedly to the ‘barbarous’ and ‘uncivilized’ character of Early Ireland and note with sadness that it was after St Malachy’s great reformation in the twelfth century that the vast quantity of ‘absurd lives of early saints’ was written. Yet these lives are neither more nor less fabulous than that which Adamnan wrote at the end of the twelfth century (from his brief hagiography Crawford listed no less than 49 preposterous miracles). Can we believe that in that short Golden Age before the Danes, the eighth century, this flow of magic was abruptly checked and resumed again almost unchanged three centuries later? The writings of Irish pilgrims on the Continent are not good evidence as to what was being written in Ireland. The question cannot be side-tracked because almost all writers on the Early Irish Church (the de Paors included) tend surreptitiously to fill out the huge gaps in the narrative with episodes smuggled in from those Irish writings which have been dismissed as absurd. In this book, for instance, it is argued that a rule of great severity was initiated in the Irish Church after the return of St Enda from Candida Casa to Aran. Yet, Enda is not mentioned in the Annals and we know little about his austerity save that he refused to speak to his sister except through a curtain when she sailed across the sea on her cloak to Candida Casa to recall him to Aran. Then again the de Paors argue from the story of St Ruadan that his quarrel with King Diarmait and his cursing of Tara ‘may have marked the final resistance of paganism in Ireland’, but, in fact, it bears out Crawford’s view and indicates that right up to the twelfth century it was believed in the Irish monasteries that a saint was a magician, who might use his powers maliciously even against Christians. King Diarmait was anything but a pagan. He was ‘adjutor ecclesiarum et pauperum … firmus in fide’, and he was worsted because in a fasting match with Ruadan the saint tricked the king into eating first by pretending to eat himself. It was this victory that enabled the saint to defeat the king in the famous cursing match which ensued. Yet, since both parties were esteemed by the hagiographer, nothing about ‘the final resistance of paganism’ can be inferred from the story. Macalister once suggested that St Ruadan was a pagan deity, ‘the Red God’; his arguments were not so significant as the precautionary unction with which he felt obliged to advance them.


The de Paors speak of the ‘non-classical, non-representational, non-humanistic’ nature of Irish art. But does not this habit of mind also pervade all that they have written? Have they preferred to decorate the past rather than to record it? Facts could no more stand upright for them than those dogs whose hind-legs  spiralled away into sacred symbols and ecclesiastical whiskers. The de Paors give many examples of the primitive charm, humour and gentle absurdity of the Early Irish. Theirs was the freshness of the springtime, but without that gift of self-renewal possessed by the civilized it was bound to fade.


This is probably the most balanced and careful account of Early Ireland to date. My criticisms have been mostly been directed at the system which makes a specialized approach to these problems obligatory. One can reconstruct a dinosaur from a few fragments in a museum, but all the gifts of head and heart and imagination are needed if we are to catch even a pale reflection of the elusive, many-sided natures of the men who preceded us.


[1958]




*Liam and Maire de Paor, Early Christian Ireland (London 1958).
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THE DUKE OF ORMONDE AND THE HUGUENOTS





We all of us in Ireland know some Huguenot family. There is one in our village, but they became Roman Catholics many generations ago. They are proud of their origins and nobody now recalls that they fought with William of Orange at the Battle of the Boyne and that at one time the Penal Laws were attributed to the leader of the Huguenots, the Marquis de Ruvigny, who was given the English title of Lord Galway. It would not have been wholly strange if he had taken his revenge on the Catholics of Ireland for what he and his co-religionists had suffered from the Catholics of France. But in fact, as Patrick Kelly, one of the contributors to this large and scholarly co-operative undertaking,* shows, the Penal Laws in Ireland cannot be described as ‘the Huguenots’ revenge’. De Ruvigny held the views about Catholicism that were normal in a Huguenot, but he was not vindictive.


One of the best friends that the Huguenots had was the Duke of Ormonde. In his aspirations to bring them to Ireland he was not swayed so much by sympathy for the persecuted or by his Protestantism as by the desire, during his Lord Lieutenancy, to bring industries to Ireland. Though the odd Huguenot had come to Ireland in the late sixteenth century, the first considerable immigration was that which Ormonde brought to Chapelizod to work as weavers. They came from the western provinces of France, Poitou and Charente, where the first violent persecution occurred. It was his aim to develop Dublin as a European capital. The Huguenots were to have full rights to trade and employ six apprentices and received automatic nationalization.





Robin Gwynn, in his chapter on the Irish policy towards Huguenot immigration, gives a far less enthusiastic account of the Duke’s efforts. But Ormonde’s Chapelizod manufactory lasted till 1680 and Huguenot linen drapers lasted well into the seventeenth century.


Carte, in his life of the Duke of Ormonde, tells how he engaged Sir William Temple, who on his recommendation King William had made ambassador to Brussels, to send over experts in the manufacture of sail-cloth, cordage, diapers and Irish yarn to Chapelizod. There were 300 hands working there by 1668, and by 1686 linen, sail-cloth and cordage made up the most considerable part of Ireland’s exports.


The Duke planted French colonies at Dublin, Cork, Waterford, Lismore, Portarlington and Kilkenny, and provided a shelter for some of the emigrants in his house at Carrick. He founded a factory for worsted stockings at Clonmel, gave land free of rent to the settlers, and recruited 500 Walloon Protestant families as a nucleus of skilled labour. But Ormonde’s main ambition was to promote the linen trade and for this he managed to get Parliamentary support. Sir George Carteret secured skilled labour for the linen industry from La Rochelle and the Isle de Rhé, once the great northern stronghold of the Huguenots till it was attacked and reduced by the Catholic forces in 1628. The chief source of information about all this is Marsh’s Library in Dublin, a treasure-house for the historian.


Lady Burghclere, in her biography of the Duke of Ormonde,* says he planted French colonies in Portarlington as well as in many other places. This is in conflict with the chapter in The Huguenots of Ireland on Portarlington, the great Huguenot centre, by Raymond Hilton. Ormonde died in 1688; Hilton dates the Huguenot settlement time to 1692-1771. Is it possible that Ormonde brought Huguenot settlers there in the eighties when the land was still owned by Henry Bennett, Lord Portarlington? It appears that Ananias de Hennezel, a Protestant refugee from Lorraine, set up a glassworks at Portarlington in 1670. He married into another glassworking family, the de Bigaults, also Huguenots from Lorraine, who were settled in Birr. They seem to have been the only two Huguenot families settled in Portarlington; all the rest were English or Anglo-Irish till the land passed to Sir Patrick Trant, who as a supporter of James II, was exiled to France. William III assigned the lands he seized to his Huguenot supporter, the Marquis de Ruvigny, whose function it was to superintend the planting of Huguenots in Ireland.


The first Duke had died in 1688 so it must be the second Duke, whose name I found in connection with the Huguenot purchase of the town of Gowran, near Kilkenny, in 1710 by Lewis Chaigneau. I am very much puzzled by the map in which this purchase is certified. I came by it in a strange way. My friend Paddy Hinchy, the then director of the National Library, had heard of the sale of Gowran Castle to Lady Annaly, who had inherited it from the sixth Viscount Clifden. Paddy came down from Dublin on the day before the preview to find out if there was anything likely to be of value to the National Library. We were told to mind our own business by the agent, Mr Davis, as was the rector of Gowran, Dr Bently, who as a historian was interested in the family portraits. We must take our chance the following day with all the others. No sales could be made before the auction date. We went to Gowran Castle all the same, and were not wholly surprised to find the house locked up and no reply when we knocked. We were turning away when we saw a plume of smoke coming from the yard behind the house. Evidently there was somebody there so we walked round and found an old man poking at a flaming barrel with a hay-fork.


We asked if there was anyone about who could let us see any documents or old estate maps connected with the family. The Clifdens (Agar-Ellises) had lived there for many generations. He said: ‘Papers? Why, I’m just burning them at this moment. Mr Davis told me that all private papers was to be burnt and I don’t like to go against him!’ Paddy Hinchy gave the tar barrel a push, and a huge wad of papers scattered around the yard. We tore about jumping on them, but the more we jumped the more they flamed. Our trousers started to scorch and we had to give it up. ‘Is that all there is?’ pressed the librarian, and there was a hint of largesse in his eye. I remembered that the owner’s family had in the eighteenth century been the landlords of my village and I asked if, at least, there wasn’t a map of Bennettsbridge. ‘We burnt it,’ said the old man vigorously, and then, lowering his voice, ‘but, if you’ll not let on to Mr Davis, I gave four old maps to Mrs Drennan beyond at the cross. She was after me for them because her husband’s family came from those parts.’ In ten minutes we were in Mrs Drennan’s front room looking at the maps, very fine eighteenth-century ones of Gowran with the names of all the occupants marked on them. We congratulated her on her successful violation of property rights and she lent them to us. Photostat copies were made (with no acknowledgment whatever to his absentee lordship or his agent) and now a chunk of history has been preserved for posterity and the owner’s family given a species of immortality, which some would say it did not deserve.


In 1650 Gowran Castle was besieged by Cromwell. In his words:




The enemy had a very strong castle at Gowran. I sent a civil invitation to the commander, Colonel Hammond, to give it up to me, to which he returned a very resolute answer; we planted our artillery and before we had made a breach considerable, the enemy beat a parley for a treaty, which having offered so fairly to him, I refused.


The next day the colonel, the major and the rest of the commissioned officers were shot to death; the soldiers had their lives. A popish priest was hanged.





Quite recently I started to look again at two of my Gowran maps because it had become plain to me that in 1710, the date of the maps, the Huguenots were in control of the town. It belonged to Lewis Chaigneau of Dublin, who is mentioned as a noted property developer in The Huguenots of Ireland.


His tenants are mentioned on my map; I have tried to sort them out into French, English and Irish. There are many which are doubtful. For instance, Mr John Drue could be French or Irish.












	IRISH

	ENGLISH

	FRENCH






	Pierce Murphy

	Mr Bayly

	Mr Pet Eger






	Councillor Kelley

	Mr Bingham

	Mr John Drue






	Mr Morran

	Stephen Nash

	Mr Grelier






	James Quigly

	Wat Butler

	Lewis Chaigneau






	Tho Bolger

	Duke of Ormonde

	David Chaigneau






	Maurice Cavenagh

	Mr Pritt

	David Cavau






	David Murphy

	Mr Sandbeach

	Daniel Cavau






	Lawrence Ryan

	Ellis

	 






	Martin Ring

	Thomas Haly

	 






	Hogan

	 

	 















What puzzles me is that the Duke of Ormonde appears as a tenant of Chaigneau. Gowran had belonged to the Ormondes from the first coming of the Normans, when it was awarded by Strongbow to Theobald Fitzwalter, Chief Butler of Ireland. In 1321 Edmund le Botiller, Earl of Carrick, was buried there. In 1385 James, 3rd Earl of Ormonde, founded Gowran Castle, close to where the earl was buried in Gowran in 1405. In 1500 Gowran Castle was rebuilt by the famous Countess of Ormonde who lies beside her husband in a marble sarcophagus in St Canice’s Cathedral.


I cannot find any record of the period when Gowran belonged to the Huguenots between 1710, when Lewis Chaigneau had bought it, and 1810, when William Tighe in his Statistical Survey of Kilkenny reported that Gowran ‘had about 180 houses – most of them wretched habitations’.


When did the Agar-Ellises (the Viscounts Clifden) become the chief local landlords? There seems to have been six viscounts and the town now suggests the presence of a benevolent landlord in the past. The houses are well-built and the small streets are pleasantly planted with trees.


In 1710 some of the plots in the street were labelled Castle Ellis land. Two belonged to someone called Eger. Could he have been a Huguenot? Could a member of his family, by marriage with the Ellises, have produced the Agar-Ellises? If I had the right kind of peerage, or maybe Debrett, and the necessary expertise in handling them, that is a problem that could easily be solved.


But what interests me more is the fate of Gowran after Lewis Chaigneau and his co-religionists had bought it from the Duke of Ormonde. Did he do what was expected of him and start some industry there? Was it just a commercial venture, buying it cheap after Cromwell had ravaged it and selling it again perhaps to the Agars or the Ellises? The Huguenots were great property developers. The La Touches, for example, bought extensive rural properties in counties Dublin, Wicklow, Kildare and elsewhere. They were famous bankers, too. Chaigneau had developed Kennedy’s Lane off Patrick Street in Kilkenny, so that in 1760 it was still something of a Huguenot commercial enclave. Perhaps he found Dublin a more profitable place to develop than Gowran. One cannot tell. Several centuries of history may have disappeared in that flaming tar barrel.


[1987]




* C.E.J. Caldecott, H. Gough, J.P. Pittion (eds), The Huguenots of Ireland, Anatomy of an Emigration (Dublin 1987).


* Lady Burghclere, The Life of James, First Duke of Ormonde, 1610-1688 (London 1912).
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HENRY FLOOD OF FARMLEY





Henry Flood, who lived here at Farmley and died in 1791, was described by Sir Jonah Barrington as ‘one of the ablest men Ireland ever produced’. He was one of her greatest orators. Yet though he made a tremendous impression in his time, history hasn’t been very kind to him. There is only a single very bad biography written about him and except in political records it is very hard to collect any material about his life.


He was, we know, a very sociable and accomplished person and a famous conversationalist. He was a scholar in Greek and Latin and an enthusiast for the Irish language and Celtic archaeology. In fact, he was one of the first promoters of the study of Irish antiquities. When he died he left £5000 a year to Trinity College for the establishment of a chair of Irish archaeology and for the collection and copying of Celtic manuscripts abroad. Unfortunately his will was disputed successfully (I think by his kinsmen who lived at Floodhall, Stoneyford) and it was reversed.


There is not to this day such a chair in Trinity so in this respect we must consider that Henry Flood was at least 150 years in advance of his time.


He spent his holidays in Farmley and entertained a gay society which amused itself with amateur theatricals. The theatrical infection spread from Farmley to other country houses in Kilkenny, first to the Langrishes of Knocktopher and finally to the Powers of Kilfane, so that ten years after Flood’s death the Kilkenny theatricals drew crowds twice a year to Kilkenny from all parts of Ireland and even from England.


But of course it is for his political activities that Flood will be best remembered – or ought I to say, should be remembered? To most of us, he is little more than a name. Why has he been forgotten? I think the reason is that he was a complicated man of an extraordinarily independent character, and he refused to identify himself for long with any political party.


He quarrelled in turn with the British government and with all parties in the Irish parliament and finally he had a bitter quarrel with the great leader of the Irish national party, Henry Grattan, and on one famous occasion in the Irish House of Commons, the two great orators denounced each other in scalding eloquence.


It isn’t easy to give a short sketch of such a complicated person, but Flood doesn’t deserve to be forgotten here where he lived and died, so I’ll try.


The important thing about Flood was that he was the first of the Irish Protestants to consider himself primarily an Irishman and only secondarily as a member of a ruling caste. In his day it was by no means easy to take such an attitude. You were called a traitor by your friends. In 1759 he entered the Irish parliament as a member for Kilkenny. He was only twenty-seven but he had three or four ambitions to which he remained true all his life. His great aim was that the Irish parliament should be made completely independent of English control, but he thought the journey to this goal would have to be made by stages. For instance, first of all he demanded that there should be an eight-year limit to the Irish parliament. In this way, it would not fall for such long periods under the irresponsible control of placemen and absentee landowners. Next he wanted an Irish militia so that Ireland could control her own defences. Thirdly, he urged that the scandal of the Pension List be abolished.


This pension list was a great crime against the nation. When Flood entered parliament £64,000 a year was being spent in rewarding members’ German relations, mistresses and illegitimate children. There was a great body of Irish Protestants who wished to put an end to these abuses. Apart from those who, like Henry Flood, were moved by their desire for justice, there were others who out of self-interest began to think in a national way. Nearly all the best places in the state and the Protestant Church were going to Englishmen and all the best posts in Ireland were given as rewards for purely English services. Naturally this aroused great jealousy among Irish Protestants.


But Flood’s national party was quite a small one till a new lord lieutenant, Lord Townshend, appeared on the scene in 1767. He was a man of many excellent ideas and great determination. At first he was popular, then in a very short time he became so hated that all the Irish parties for the first time came together in detesting him, and a national movement came into being. How did this happen?


When he came over first he decided that, unlike previous viceroys, he would live continuously in Ireland and himself direct its government. To do this it was necessary first to break the power of the great families, the Beresfords and others, who by their control of the majority of seats in the House had been in reality running the country. So Townshend as a first move adopted Flood’s proposal and forwarded a bill for limiting the duration of parliament to eight years. It soon became apparent that Townshend was attacking the Irish landlord interest not in order to assist the democratic element in the Irish parliament, but simply to strengthen the power of the lord lieutenant. When that became clear, all parties began to clamour for an independent Irish parliament, and Flood became the leader of a powerful though rather disunited faction of patriots and great families. (Flood, by the way, was married to a Beresford, and though he at no time took the selfish landlord attitude, he was a man of great wealth and influence himself.)


Townshend strained every nerve to get his way. He spent half a million pounds on trying to persuade the Irish Commons to support his policy. Probably he sincerely believed that direct rule by the viceroy was better for the country than misgovernment through these five or six noble families. But the opposition was too strong for him. Flood and the disinterested nationalists who believed that the Irish parliaments could and should be reformed, were reinforced by the great families who did not want it reformed at all, and Lord Townshend was defeated. He had to leave Ireland in 1772.


One of the chief instruments for getting rid of Townshend was an explosive book by Sir Hercules Langrishe of Knocktopher, written in collaboration with Flood and Grattan. It is full of violent and sometimes clever abuse of Townshend in prose and verse. It caused a great sensation. It was published anonymously, and no one knew who was responsible.


When Townshend left a new viceroy arrived who realized what a dangerous person Flood could be and determined to win him over. This new man, Lord Harcourt, had good intentions, and he prevailed on Flood to take a step which his enemies never allowed him to forget, and which destroyed forever his great influence in Ireland. Harcourt induced him to accept office as vice-treasurer under the lord lieutenant with a salary of £3500.
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