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INTRODUCTION


One may wonder why Belmont Castle has lain in relative obscurity for almost two hundred years. I suggest there are several reasons for this. In the first place, the only known surviving copies were in private hands until the thirties of this century. Since the cataloguing of the National Library of Ireland copy in 1935, a number of scholars, bibliographers and journalists have briefly alluded to its existence.1 They were presumably seeking for evidence which would throw some additional light on the personality and career of Wolfe Tone, the most famous of its three co-authors. But they seemed to find in the novel a little more than a further example of that “execrable trash”2 which its author claimed to debunk. From the point of view of the literary scholar, the novel has a mild interest as a minor example of the sentimental novel of the late eighteenth century; but it seems to offer little more than that. I, however, would like to show that the novel is a much more interesting text than these rather dismissive attitudes would indicate.


In brief, this is a roman a clef. Internal evidence, combined with the evidence from the lives of the three authors, reveals that the novel is a veiled account of events which took place within the enclosed world of several famous and interconnected families of the Anglo-Irish ascendancy. The possibility of libellous action against the authors or their publisher was raised in the one known review of the novel, printed in The Universal Magazine and Review or Repository of Literature in November, 1790;


Yet in candour we cannot avoid expressing our disapprobation of the almost uncharitable severity with which the Editor has treated several of the most distinguished characters both in this and in the sister kingdom … True it is, the portraits of these personages, have a strong resemblance to their originals, but as caricatures thet should be discontenanced.3


The authors exercised considerable ingenuity in assigning to their fictitious characters names which were pertinent to the reputation of the living originals. Unravelling the codes in this novel permits us to see what rich amusement it must have afforded to the Irish gentry in particular, since it draws heavily on contemporary gossip and scandal for its plot. The idle elegance of the aristocratic way of life depicted here loses some of its leisured appeal when it is viewed in the light of the injured lover who audaciously exposes the secrets of a torrid love-affair which forms the nucleus of the story. From the outset, he wonders at his “own madness” in allowing the vengeful pique he felt for the “scoundrel” husband of his beloved express itself in a manner that must of necessity “compound the debt with her honour.”4


Tone recorded in his diary:


I …, in conjunction with two of my friends, wrote a novel. 5


The emphasis is right; the text confirms him as the central contributor. Radcliffe creates background and an internal audience. Jebb fills in sketches of characters supplied by Tone and Radcliffe;6 the figure of Sir James Dashton is his only unique contribution. The trio regarded the novel as an elaborate joke, accessible only to that priveleged section of the Ascendancy which could afford to laugh at the idiosyncracies and debacles of celebrated colleagues or of those who aspired to friendship with them. To make the joke effective, it was necessary to establish a code of gentlemanly propriety which would place indiscreet or outrageous behaviour in high relief. It was Radcliffe who, with diplomacy and tact, undertook to establish this ideal. He not only introduced into the novel noble personages who were venerable and illustrious in their own right; he also thereby provided the work with the nucleus of that priveleged, hidden audience which it set out to amuse.


Jebb, Radcliffe and Tone were all Trinity graduates who found themselves in London to read for the bar at the Inns of Temple in 1787. It was at this time that the joint venture of writing an epistolary novel was first mooted. Each of them had, by background and education, a cultured interest in literature and the plastic arts, in theatre, music and, specifically, in the newly fashionable Italian opera. Their original aim seems to have been to parody the popular sentimental fiction of the period, but they eventually combined this with the idea of caricaturing well-known members of their social group.


Jebb and Radcliffe completed their legal studies and later held prominent positions in the Anglo-Irish establishment. Their political and social beliefs were ultimately as widely separated from those of Tone as were their careers. So great was Tone’s hatred of the law that he apparently attended class on only three occasions. Most of his energy was devoted to an almost obsessive round of theatre and opera. References to both abound in his writings. The novel was probably planned during the early days in London, but it was not completed until the late summer of 1790, at which time the central story of the book was the theme of current gossip. In addition, incidental news items of the previous two years were woven into the text in such an amusing manner that we can assume that the audience who read it would have enjoyed its topicality and the air of authenticity created by the inclusion of such familiar material.


It is possible to prove from contemporary sources that many of the fictitious characters in the book were based on people known at first hand by one or all of the authors. The famous Mrs. Mary Delany has substantiated in her published diaries much of the petty gossip upon which they drew so freely. The trio agreed on a system whereby Radcliffe, who was closely connected by marriage to both the Earl of Inchiquin and Lord Charlemont, would embellish his contribution by barely-disguised references to known alliances, honourable and otherwise, within the social precincts of these two families; Jebb, on the other hand, would concentrate on the extravagances of a well-known dandy of the time, Sir Thomas Goold, and link the daughter of Inchiquin with his amorous pursuits. We know that Charlemont lavished praise on Goold, but the details of his infatuation with Lady Cecilia in this novel are hilariously improbable and are no more than an indication of the spirit of fun which informs it. But it is here, where Jebb departs from probability, that Tone’s contribution matters most. With great skill and a deliciopus sense of irony, even malice, he uses the personae of Belville and Scudamore to compromise the reputation of his former friends by elaborating a fiction for the understanding of which his priveleged audience needed few if any decoding skills. Tone created both the villain and the hero of the novel. Lord Mortimer, to whom the work is essentially addressed, may be regarded as the conventionally noble gentleman whose function is to retore normality when tragedy strikes. But both Belville and Scudamore are stronger, less stereotyped presences; they illustrate opposed aspects of Tone’s personality and attitudes prior to his political development in the 1790s. At first reading, the authority of Tone’s voice is disconcerting, especially for a reader who expects to find in a novel such as this the otherness of fictional impersonation. It is only when the key to the novel is turned to unlock the plot’s contemporary application that we recognise the indisputable authenticity and directness of Tone’s contribution.


From his daily reading of The Morning Post, Tone gathered a store of miscellaneous information which he adroitly introduces for comic effect into the novel. His gaiety and his fondness for good wine and good food, his amusement at current fads and fashions such as the cult of sensibility and its attendant hypochondria, appear in the novel as characteristic features of a priveleged and epicurean society. While particular and apposite references to persons or events connected with Lord Charlemont or Murrough, the 5th Earl of Inchiquin, are detailed in the footnotes, it is proper to mention here the general range of social references he commanded. We learn the names of artists and performers who enjoyed the patronage of these illustrious families; we hear of the new gentlemen’s clubs and the association between then and socially exclusive regiments of the army, such as the Coldstream Guards. We hear of technological innovations—the new German flute which could be broken up into sections, the new sulphur match, the growing popularity of boxing matches, the welcome given to new institutions like hospitals and the current anxiety and hostility concerning conditions in jail. In almost all instances the references apply to aspects of contemporary lfe in Dublin. This must have given his audience a pleasant shock of recognition.


The action takes place in London and its environs, but all the central characters are based on members of the Irish ascendancy or on people involved in Irish affairs. London is, in effect, a version of Dublin, and the patrician world of the two cities is represented here in ideal terms as the centre of high civilisation. The enhanced national feeling, pronounced since the achievement of parliamentary independence for Ireland in 1782, blended very easily with the repudiation of continental customs and habits which had become more marked in England in the seventies and eighties. The growing distaste for the Grand Tour as a threat to native English morality was, for instance, carried over into this novel in the opinions attributed to Mortimer, who avows himself relieved to have left behind the “tinsel” manners of the French and the licentiousness of the Italians and to have returned to the more austere morality of the British system, where the chastity of women like Juliana and Georgiana was esteemed and cherished. Lord Charlemont was known throughout his life to have expressed repugnance for the French.7 William Ball, alias Belville, condemns the profligacy of young men who had travellesd abroad. But the so-called contrast between foreign licentiousness and native morality is treated ironically in the novel. Male characters pay lip-service to the exquisite sensibility and delicacy of maidens while they themselves are having intrigues or affairs with “sultanas” or “married women” and are simultaneously plotting to violate the virginal innocence they pretend to admire. The wicked impulses may be ‘foreign’ but the double standards of the returned aristocratic play-boy are native. This ironic element in the novel is of particular importance in the appreciation of the rather astonishing, even shameless, flamboyance of Tone’s treatment of the spurious virtue of the heroine who is depicted as a chaste flirt, provoking in the villain’s mind the very thoughts she is meant to abhor. Frequently the women who protest against intended assaults are presented as ambiguously weak and implausible in their denials.


Tone’s declared intention was to write a burlesque8 of the prevailing sentementalism of contemporary fiction. But this original motive was replaced in time by a desire on his part to exact retribution in the wake of a revived but ultimately failed love-affair. Much of the incidental material of the novel was garnered over a two-year period but the central scandal, which supplied the central plot, was only two months old in 1790. In order to humiliate a man whom he detested, he was prepared to expose, in the most uninhibited manner, the wiles, the absurdities, the debacles of his own infatuation with Lady Elizabeth Vesey, the model for the disreputable wife of the story, Lady Elizabeth Clairville. The novel is, therefore, a curious document in which literary parody and caricature are used to expose a series of events well-known to its potential readership. Before detailing this further, it is necessary to say something about the authors and the known history of the text.


THE HISTORY OF THE TEXT


When Tone was taken prisoner off the warship Hoche at Letterkenny, two copies of Belmont Castle were among his confiscated effects. Along with these there waws also a copy of The Trial of Hurdy Gurdy, a bitter parody on the savagery shown by the judiciary to the United Irishmen, written by Tone’s in-law, William Sampson and published in Belfast. One can only imagine the dismay with which Tone, during his lonely exile in Paris, read of Tallyho Turncoat or Tyrant Caliban, as they bullied and tormented the eponymous revolutionary hero who cried out against them:


The kings of the earth have gathered to- gether and have taken counsel against me, but in the name of the Lord, I will defy them. 9


The third article confiscated was his own pamphlet, Address to the People of Ireland, referred to in his Journal, November 1-2, 1796:


I have been hard at work here on an address to the people of Ireland, which is to be printed here [i. e. Brest] and distributed on our landing. 10


The books make a poignant contrast. The revolutionary literature to be expected of a political leader consorts oddly with the jeu d’esprit of only six years earlier.


The distinguished bibliographer, M.J. MacManus, has provided an authentic provenance for the two copies of the novel. The militia which arrested Tone at Lough Foyle was led by a prominent Letterkenny landlord, who had been a contemporary of Tone at Trinity College. In 1939, MacManus bought at an auction one copy of the book, bearing the bookplate of John Boyd, the arresting sergeant. This had obviously been in Boyd’s library since its confiscation (or, strictly speaking, its theft). With it were the copies of The Trial of Hurdy Gurdy and The Address to the People of Ireland, on the first of which was inscribed, in Boyd’s handwriting,


I took these two off the Hoche


The second copy of the novel has a signature by Boyd, which matches the handwriting in the sentence quoted. It somehow made its way, (with no recorded intermediary), into the possession of the famous bibliographer, E.R. McClintock Dix, by whom it was bequeathed to the National Library of Ireland in 1935. This is the copy reproduced here.


The original is an average cut copy measuring 67/16” x 37/8”, probably issued in the drab, slate-grey wrappers favoured by Byrne and other Dublin printers of the time. It consists of 6 unsigned leaves, B to K in ‘twelves’ and L. 6 leaves. In both copies there are notes in pen by unknown hands which describe chapter 7 as a portrait of T. G—-d by Jebb; chapter 8 as a portrait of J.W. B—l by T.W. Tone, and chapter 32 as having been written by Radcliffe. This information enabled me to assign the various chapters to the different authors and to develop an account of the novel’s background.11


Dix (1857-1936), as a great bibliographer, private collector and cataloguer, was a pioneer in the field of Irish bibliography. He listed Irish printers and their publications from the seventeenth century, motivated by the desire “to have some record of our local literature in case the books themselves should be scattered.”12 In part VI of his manuscript catalogue of his own library, Dublin Printed Books of the Eighteenth Century and Some Uncertain Dates, now in the National Library, Tone’s novel is listed on page 11: Belmont Castle or Suffering Sensibility. Founder and first president of the Bibliographical Society of Ireland in 1919, Dix was an authority on the Dublin printers of the eighteenth centiry. From him we can gather more information about this novel. A family of printers, James Byrne and his son Patrick, can be traced through their various premises in Dublin from 1749. Patrick seems to have more than a professional acquaintance with Tone. When Tone wrote his pamphlet advocating neutrality for Ireland in the war with revolutionary France, Byrne rejected it and was roundly cursed by Tone for his pains—”for which his own gods damn him!”13


Yet in 1790 he was willing to risk the publication of Belmont Castle, in spite of the threat of libel which it posed. In November 1790, an unknown critic warned the Dublin audience that


despite the pleasure his pen affords us, our humane feelings should exert their monitory voice and check our transports. 14


Many biographers of Tone thought this review a fake, a mere trick on the part of the authors to gain attention for a colourless novel. But the evidence indicates that there was indeed a reason to encourage the exercise of a “monitory voice” of “our humane feelings” and that the risk of an action was real. It is probable that the review was written by Tone himself. Byrne’s shop, from 1784, was at 108 Grafton Street, near to the house of Tone’s in-laws and next door to the Irish Academy House. Frequented by Tone, the Academy also included Lord Charlemont and William Ball, both of who figure in the novel in disguised form. When Tone was a law student in the Temple in London, he reviewed regularly for Byrne’s Universal Magazine and Review. His contributions, which I shall deal with in more detail later, were anonymous and are difficult to identify. But one can only wonder at the tenacity of a printer who offered Tone’s later political pamphlets to the public and, according to one anecdote recorded by Tone, had to listen to denunciations from powerful figures such as Lord Cavendish, who came into his bookshop to administer his rebukes while Tone hid behind the bookshelves. On another occasion, in May 1795, Lord Mountjoy reported that, on his last day in Dublin, he saw Tone in Byrne’s shop.15 Perhaps Byrne was indebted to Tone for boosting his sales of popular fiction through the reviews he provided of novels which he would have had the benefit of reading in earlier London editions. But there was obviously a political bond between them as well. The Hibernian Journal for April 1793 records that 21 Defenders were sentenced to death and that one Patrick Byrne was fined 1,000 pounds and inprisoned for two years for circulating Thomas Paine’s Common Sense.16 (This happened just after Byrne’s chimney had collapsed, causing damage to the Academy building.)


The fact that Tone had Belmont Castle with him on his fateful expedition to Lough Foyle might indicate that he had an especial fondness for the book and even for the life of a leisured man of letters which he had abandoned for politics.17 Yet the novel itself contains within it, or within those parts of it written by Tone, signs of his ambivalent position in Anglo-Irish society. His letters expose that society’s pervasive self-deception. The intimacy with the lives and loves of the gentry, as revealed in the novel, is countered by the fact that the characters he introduced—Belville and Scudamore—are also outsiders, men who do not quite belong to, though they are closely involved with that society. Belville, like Tone, has been “contaminated by trade”18; he does not belong to the landed gentry, and Tone’s presentation of him suggests that there is something contemptible and absurd in the pretentions of the great and in the efforts to gain entry into fashionable society by submission to their principles. Belville is modelled on William “Index” Ball, a man who embodied much of what Tone admired, while Scudamore is unmistakably modelled on Tone himself, the raffish youth of Trinity and the Inns of Court. Both of them are, in an important sense, outsiders. Both die—one killed by a Lord in a swordfight, the other by suicide. Had their love-affairs been successful they would have gained entry into Society. But that is not permitted them. Still smarting from the after-effects of his affair with Lady Vesey, rendered more painful by the public scandal of her new relationship, Tone seems to have seized the opportunity to expose the hypocrisy and double standards of fashionable society. His unease about his own position in it is in marked contrast to the idealised versions of it given by his two co-authors, Radcliffe and Jebb. This contrast becomes stark in later years. Tone became the most famous of Irish revolutionaries while they became respected and increasingly conservative members of the Anglo-Irish establishment.


RADCLIFFE


According to Francis O’Kelly, Radcliffe’s name was not included in the Catalogue of Eminent Middle Templars, even though he was Judge of the Prerogative Court in 1816. He implies that nothing else is known of him. Such is not the case.


Radcliffe’s connections with the Charlemont and Inchiquin families are bewilderingly complex and are best pursued through the intricacies of Lodge’s Genealogies of Ireland and Great Britain.19 It does seem that he had actual blood connections, although distant, with the leading aristocratic families. There was a direct, if remote, descent from the Watson family, on his mother’s side. His mother’s and his wife’s relationships with the O’Briens, the Caulfields and the Watsons can be ascertained from an examination of several family pedigrees. These suffice to establish a close intermarriage acquaintance with the most accomplished and prestigious characters within the novel and to validate the claim he makes in his editorial address, that he had at least a glimpse of his illustrious audience in domestic retirement.


He married Catherine Cox in 1787. Her father, the Reverend Michael Cox, Archbishop of Cashel (1779) had previously been married to Ann O’Brien, cousin of Murrough, the 5th Earl of Inchiquin. Her brother, Sir Richard Eyre Cox, was connected to the same family by his marriage to Maria O’Brien, the niece of Inchiquin (c.1784). Her grandfather, Sir Richard Cox, “a most intelligent, well-informed gentleman” was recommended by Charlemont for his “correspondence in 1878 with Sir Lucius O’Brien, in which he displays a perfect intimacy with Irish affairs.”20


Radcliffe’s own mother was daughter to Robert Mason, who was a direct descendant of the Watson line of the Marquis of Rockingham’s family. The Dublin Almanack of 1787 records that the senior members of the Jebb, Radcliffe and O’Brien families were engaged in voluntary work, supporting Dublin schools and charities.21 This is worth noting because, in the novel, the penitent Scudamore is moved to make his final bequest to a hospital for “poor, decayed and gouty men” (presumably Simpson’s Hospital in Great Britain Street).


When Catherine’s step-mother died in childbirth, Mrs. Delany commented that she was “much lamented by everyone”.22 Catherine’s cousin, John Eyre Cox, had a daughter, Mary who married Francis Caufield, brother to Lord Charlemont. The tragic circumstances of this family’s death was one of the first and strongest indications of the novel’s indisputable and pervasive references to Charlemont. His brother had just left London on the 9th. November, 1775, to take his place in the Irish Senate. He was accompanied by his wife and daughter and an “infant 3 years old.” They all perished in a storm outside Dublin. Their ship appears to have gone down at Parkgate, coming up the river to the port.23


This 3 year old is resurrected in the novel as the orphan Juliana, the beloved of Mortimer. Mortimer is himself an idealised portrait of all that is best in the family history of the Caulfields and the O’Briens. His marriage to Juliana, which breaks the family’s traditional opposition to marriage to anyone socially inferior, possibly owes something to the well-known sponsorship by Sir Lucius O’Brien of Charlemont’s own marriage to Mary Hickman whose sister Charlotte had married Edward, the brother of Sir Lucius.24


Mortimer’s name, career and ancestry are based on those of Murrough, the 5th Earl. Both find it necessary to adjust to the unexpected acquisition of great wealth. However, Mortimer’s literary tastes and his hostility to the seductions of foreign travel reproduce the recorded opinions of Charlemont. Radcliffe paints the latter and the “good old Earl” as virtually without fault. Only the merest trace of a fashionable sensibility detracts from Mortimer’s characteristic steadiness and good sense.


When Radcliffe, through Juliana, describes the decor of her London home, the detail is remarkably similar to Mrs. Delany’s description of her arrangement of books, her china and the chenille work on her chairs at Delville. Lord John’s (i. e. Charlemont’s) house in Grosvenor Square had an “ante-chamber hung with delicate silk, the chairs matching the hangings with a delicate lilac silk … finest porcelain … and a book-case stored with our choicest English china.” The variety of “spruce villas, humble cottages, rich woods, smooth lawns, lofty towers and glittering spires” which delights Juliana’s eye, is almost a mirror image of “the crocketed pinnacles, thick woods, moss houses, rustic hermitages and rural alcoves”25 which diversified Charlemont’s demesne at Marino. Juliana, whose surname is Blandford, is introduced by Radcliffe with an apology for the “very imperfect” story he has of her. The phrase is a verbatim reproduction of Mrs. Delany’s comment on a certain other Miss Blandford who, like our heroine, brings to her marriage an identical “jointure” of “three thousand pounds”.26


Tone praised the letters written by Radcliffe in Belmont Castle as “far the best”.27 This is debatable. Certainly Radcliffe had a flair and elegance which transformed the fairly mundane material with which he had to deal along with a certain skill and grace in disguising his borrowings. There is a pertinent anecdote about his grandfather, Stephen Radcliffe, Vicar of Naas, who had been at the centre of a row for having dared to criticise a lecture given by Dr. Edward Synge on The toleration of Popery, delivered at St. Patrick’s Cathedral. The argument itself is not of interest here but rather the vitriolic abuse which Stephen Radcliffe’s writings received. They were attacked as the “senseless, dull, insipid and ill-natured” works of an author “if [I] may pardon the expression”. Apparently his adaptation of quotations from The Faerie Queene (Book I, Canto IX, Stanza 43) were so “altered in expression and sentiment” that one could “scarce know it in disguise”.28 John Radcliffe may have imitated his grandfather’s technique of the interwoven quotation from established authors, but he was certainly more subtle and successful in his use of it.


John Radcliffe’s father had been a clergyman whose early death in 1766 may explain why, an only child, he was moved at a tender age from Fermanagh to Drogheda. In his schooling there under Dr. Norris he must have begun his life-long friendship with Richard Jebb. It has already been established that the senior members of these families were part of a wealthy philanthropic community in Dublin. Unsurprisingly, schools were among the main beneficiaries of their generosity.


John’s father had two brothers who became judges. It is not, therefore, surprising to see him become Judge of the Prerogative Court. Family precedent and perhaps family influence as well as his own personal ambition and achievement would have led him naturally in that direction. This appointment had been formerly made by the Crown. It was then delegated to the Archbishop of Armagh, so that the Ecclesiastical Court and the Prerogative Court were a single body, holding their meetings either in the Judge’s own house or in the Chapter Room of St. Patrick’s Cathedral.29 As a consequence, there was no secure custody for wills and records. When Radcliffe took over as Judge, he provided a building and transferred original documents to Henrietta Street where they remained until they were moved to the Public Records Office and currently to the National Library of Ireland.


Thus it is clear that Radcliffe had several lines of connection with the Charlemont, O’Brien and Wentworth families and would have had intimate knowledge of or access to some of the family history upon which the novel draws so freely. His professional and literary background is a natural setting for the young trainee lawyer who undertook, on this one occasion, to become an author.


JEBB


Richard Jebb’s grandfather settled as a merchant in Drocheda in the early part of the eighteenth century. He was a man of good sense, hasty temper, but, in general he was good-natured and benevolent, characteristics which his grandson was said to have inherited. Sir Richard Jebb, physician to George III and first cousin of Ann Radcliffe, the famous Gothic novelist, was nephew of the grandfather. As he did not marry, he donated his considerable fortune to his favourite uncle’s grandson—that is, to Richard, the co-author of Belmont Castle. Richard’s brother, John, almost ten years younger, became the distinguished Bishop of Limerick in 1823. His sermons, letters and general writings received much acclaim. The most remarkable fact about the two brothers is the degree of love and attachment which existed between them. The bishop’s testimony to this enables us to catch a glimpse of the generosity and tenderness of Richard, to whom, his brother claimed, he “owed his education, his rank in society and himself.”30 Richard acted as parent and protector to John and as guardian to his aged and ailing parents whom he commended for their skill and devotion in rearing sons whom they intended should succeed in life. The family had moved to Leixlip, but his mother’s poor health, which was to lead to her death, brought her to Bordeaux accompanied by her conscientious daughter. After his mother’s death, Richard left Trinity College for a protracted stay with his uncle in France. His innate good will and affection were strenghened further by a happy marriage. According to his brother’s biographer, Richard’s rise to prominence was purely the reward of merit, for he had never courted favour, asked for office or sought for business. He had been educated at the endowed school of Drogheda under Dr. Norris, a name of great lcal celebrity. In Trinity, he was a class-fellow.


In 1799, he published A Reply to a Pamphlet entitled, Arguments for and against the Union. This pamphlet, in which he argued forcefully against the legeslative union of the two countries, made a great impression. This was the only pamphlet known by his brother’s biographer, Charles Forster, and is the only one referred to by the DNB. Shortly after the Union, a seat in the imperial parliament was offered him by the government he had opposed He declined the offer nor could he subsequently be induced to stand for his native city od Drogheda, even though he would certainly have been returned. His brother, John attended Celdridge School but found it uncongenital to his quiet and sensitive disposition. In 1788, while engaged in the writing of Belmont Castle, Richard took charge of hjis brother’s education and sent him to school in Derry. Between December 1790 and July 1791, John resided with “his good and generous brother”31 who thereafter continued to maintain him as a gentleman at college. John’s undergraduate career was distinguished by the winning of premiums for composition in English verse, an accomplishment no doubt admired by Richard if we consider his own two comic verses in Belmont Castle. For some time Richard encouraged his brother to take up the army as his profession, proposing that he should raise a company in a new regiment. But John had already decided upon the Church. Richard forecast that he would “live and die a curate”32 but John was not deterred. In the mid-nineties, John published poems of considerable merit in Anthologia Hibernica, a periodical and thus sustained the family interest in polite literature. This was carried on to the next generation when John bequeathed his books to his brother’s son so that the young man could start a library and maintain the “literary character of the Jebbs.”33 Before his death, he left the residue of his property to Richard “to indicate my love for him” to whom “under Providence, I am indebted for everything I possess.”34 In a final tribute to their mutual affection, Richard erected a monument to his brother in a church in Clapham, with the inscription, “The last memorial of a brother’s love.”35


Tone recommended Jebb to the dissenters of Drogheda as a barrister who would ably defend them. After 1798 however, Jebb’s writings show an increasing disaffection with any form of rebellious or revolutionary thought and, most especially, with his Roman Catholic countrymen, a change of view matched by his brother and evident in his writings by 1806.


In 1799, the year of Jebb’s renowned Reply, another of his Trinity contemporaries became involved in the war of words over the Union. He was Sir Thomas Goold, the model for the Sir James Dashton figure in Belmont Castle. The name Dashton was derived from his possession of


… an imposing phaeton, in which Kitty Cut-a-Dash of fascinating memory, and then reigning illegitimate belle of Dublin, by his side, he scoured through streets and squares with the brilliancy and rapidity of a meteoric coruscation. 36


However, Jebb’s presentation of this extravagant and exuberant dandy smacks of censoriousness, in contrast to the benign spirit in which Radcliffe writes of him. Radcliffe captures Goold’s zest and exhilirating energy as well as acknowledging the range of learning for which he was also known. In his pamphlet, An Address to the People of Ireland on the Subject of the Projected Union (1799), Goold, in a fiercely indignant spirit and with a display of great rhetorical skill, condemned the excesses of British policy on the question of the Union, a measure that was to be imposed on a people who had suffered from similat excesses for over 600 years. He supports his anti-Union arguments with an impressive display of arguments informed by his wide knowledge of foreign policy, the state of Irish trade, commerce, manufacture and national debt. At the centre of his argument we find an impassioned outburst against the superstition and bigotry of the Orangemen, counterbalanced by a heart-felt plea to Catholics to renounce their policy of “extermination”. He condemned the “diabolical”37 purpose of the British militia and lamented what he called the Calends of May, 1798 [which] were written in blood.38


Finally, he goes on to denounce the notion of Empire as “sacrilegious”39 and commends the policy of the Irish Volunteers, regretting that there is not “another Charlemont to plead the cause for Ireland”.40 This is the young man whose absurd attachment to Juliana, the daughter of Sir John (modelled on Charlemont), is the occasion of so much mirth in the early chapters of Belmont Castle. Goold, despite his opposition to the Union and to British policy in Ireland, was no radical. He is angered that anyone opposed tothe Union is “branded” as a French Republican or United Irishman.41 He is, in fact, a characteristic ‘patriot’ of the eighteenth century, loyal to a conception of Ireland which is not incompatible with an admiration for the recent achievements of the Ascendancy, its “sumptuous mansions” and “stately edifices” anmd the “degree of enviable splendour”42 which it had attained. Lord Charlemont was the most characteristic representative of all that Goold admired in Ireland’s recent political and architectural revival.


In his anti-Union pamphlet, Jebb displays symptoms of the shock his class had experienced as a result of the 1798 rebellion. The disputes for and against the Union had, in his view, “abetted the progress and circumstances of the Rebellion.”43


His opposition to the Union is based on economic grounds. The possible withdrawal from Ireland of “five and twenty of the principal nobility” or of “eighty or ninety of the first gentlemen”44 would be economically disastrous. Although he disclaims any particular expertise in commercial affairs, he argues that Ireland’s manufacturing trade, based in Dublin, and involving, primarily, linen, glass, porter and paper, would be damaged by the measure. Politically, however, he defends the legal profession for its recent cool and patriotic wisdom and behaviour during the recent crisis. As for the Catholics:


Let them publicly declare that to an Irish Parliament only (i. e. a Protestant one) willthey be indebted for their full and complete advance to the privileges and honours of the constitution.”45


The DNB describes Jebb as an “impartial” judge but it is not easy to reconcile this description with the attitude of one who agreed with the Parliament’s opinion that


… the cause of our dangers and our troubles (is) a conspiracy of Republicanism, working upon the vices, the prejudices of a poor uninstructed people.” 46


He was alert to the passions of Orangemen and of rebels, recognising that both were agitated and distracted at the close of a “widely held rebellion”. He understood that the accusation that the Catholics were trying to “reduce the Protestant to (their) own state of nullity” did not sufficiently allow for the distinction between Catholic and Republican. Not all Catholics were Republicans and certainly not all Republicans were Catholics. For all that, Jebb went on to support and praise Parliament for its “laudable diligence” and singlemindedness in setting out to suppress the “barbarous satisfaction”47 of the Catholics. Such comments prepare us for the self-styled loyalism of Jebb’s next publication, A letter of Remonstrance to Denys Scully Esq. upon his Advice to his Catholic brethren, by an Irish Loyalist (1803). In it he expresses indignation that Scully, a barrister who was later to achieve fame with his Statement of the Penal Laws (1812), should misrepresent as “wanton and barbarous cruelty” 48 the disciplined action of the military. Jebb argues that Scully should not try to equate the “necessary example of punishment upon traitors” with the “merciless murders, committed by furious bigots, upon unarmed, unoffending gentlemen, whose only crime was loyalty to their King.”49 He defends the loyalty of Orangemen, although he “belongs not to their body”—for he condemned all party distinctions. Further, he declares that “no class of man and no individual, but United Irishmen, are clamorous.”50 Once again he notes that”neglect of education” has “made them the ready instrument of rebellion” and hopes that


an ever-watchful government may provide protection and support to the Gentry of Ireland as shall render their abodes and estates secure and delightful.”51


Jebb’s increasing faith and reliance in law and order led him in time to the positions of third, then second serjeant-at-law in Drogheda and eventually to the position of fourth Justice of the Irish Court of King’s bench in 1818.


Thomas Goold also became serjeant-at-law in Drogheda before attaining the position of master of the Court of Chancery.52 On his return in 1790 from France, he issued a pamphlet entitled A Defence of Burke’s work against all his opponents, an answer to the various attacks on Burke by his radical or dissenting opponents, particularly Joseph Towers, Richard Price and Joseph Priestley. His admiration for Burke is boundless. In spite of having met him “but once”, Goold finds himself “prostrate before talent” and “prostrate before worth” and admits to an admiration which amounts “almost to enthusiasm”. 53 As in Jebb’s case, the effect of the revolutionary decade was to drive Goold towards a definitively conservative position.


However, Goold did not react to events with anything like the extremism which Jebb was later to display. In his The Freedom of the Press in Ireland, Brian Inglis describes Jebb’s notoriety as a judge as on a par with that of Lord Norbury. He continued to identify justice with the interests of his own class and began to show a marked partiality for the Orange Order. In defiance of normal judicial practice, he chose his own part of the country for his circuit, but


not content with that outrage, he had chosen out of that respectable district, three most questionable names for Sheriffs—the first two being the proposer and seconder of his son’s election.


Inglis quotes an accusation that, while Jebb remained in power, a “newspaper could not hope for a fair trial”,54 so rigorous was his censorship. This may, in part, explain Jebb’s total suppression of any reference to Belmont Castle or, even more significantly, to this former co-author, Tone. Goold does not mention Tone either in his pamphlet of 1799. In December of that year, Tone’s name was silently erased from the roll of barristers. He had become a non-person in the world to which he had previously belonged. He had always been the ‘black sheep’ of that group.55


THE BALL FAMILY


The Ball family of Drogheda is important in the consideration of the background to this novel, chiefly because the figure of Belville is modelled on William ‘Index’ Ball (1749-1828) of Dublin who was almost certainly related to the Drogheda branch. In Belmont Castle, Belville falls in love with and pursues Lady Georgiana Shirley. The Shirley connection with the Drogheda family was established when Charles Ball married Mildred Mary Margaret Ball and, on his death, left large estates and fortune to her sister, Miss Shirley Hamilton. Among the later beneficiaries of this will was a niece who died unmarried at 5 Clare Street, Dublin, in 1873, 49 years after William ‘Index’ Ball died intestate in the same street—-whether in the same house or not we do not know. But we do know that, in the intervening period between the death of ‘Index’ Ball and that of the neice, a solictor named Benjamin Ball had premisses at the same address. It is likely that two solicitors, sharing the same name and carrying on their business in the same street, if not from the same address, were related. In any event, the pursuit by Belville/Ball of Lady Georgiana Shirley, with the suitor’s reiterated lament for his lack of fortune a dominant motif, probably owes a good deal to the gossip surrounding the immense wealth which had passed from Shirley to the Ball family c.1788. Tone wrote the Belville letters to Georgiana and Jebb wrote the letters from Georgiana to Belville. There were many connections between Jebb and the Ball family. The Ball brothers, John and Charles, sons of the Rev. Stearne Ball (1720-77), like Jebb and Goold, wrote pamphlets on the Union. John, the older of the two, was M.P. for Drogheda (1796-1800) and, again like Jebb and Goold, a sergeant-at-law (1806-13). Thus there are lines of connection between Jebb, Goold, the Balls of Drogheda and ‘Index’ Ball in Dublin. There is even a record of a protracted quarrel in the Ball family, relating to a disputed will of 1785, settled by a ruling made by Jebb, in his capacity as Judge, in 1825 and finally accepted in 1829.56


William Ball, like Belville, was the “younger branch of an ancient family.”57 Tone plays mockingly on the young man’s repeated whinge about his singular lack of fortune and noble birth. The history of the family circumstances reveals ambition flawed by tastelessness and lack of success. William’s father, the Rev. Thomas Ball, was Master of the Classical School in St. Michael le Pole’s at great Ship Street, Dublin. Many noted figures passed through the school during his mastership—Henry Grattan, Fitzgibbon, Lord Clare and Sir Jonah Barrington. Barrington was bitter in his comments on the education he received there:


I was required to learn English Grammar in the Latin tongue: and to translate languages without nderstanding any of them. I was taught prosody without verse and rhetoric without composition; and before I ever heard of an oration, I was flogged for not minding my emphasis on recitation. 58


Mr. Ball seems to have had a very tenuous position in the school. After many years service, he had to resort to a petition for a permanent post and was given permission by an Act of Vestry to “teach the languages in the said house during his continuance in the Parish, provided it be applied to that use and no other.”59 He had become an object of charity, despite his scholarly background.


His son John temporarily halted the decline in the school’s fortunes. However, by 1787, it was used by St. Bride’s Vestry for almshouses. In the novel, the dying and penitent Scudamore wills donations to local almshouses.


Both sons, William and John, followed their father’s literary pursuits, although Tone does consistently imply that William’s capacities in this regard were strictly limited. John helped with some researches in St. Patrick’s Cathedral and was chaplain to the Dowager, Countess of Barrymore. He wrote ballads, odes and elegies which were published in Dublin in 1772. In 1782, he set up the Lyceum in Great Ship Street to


cultivate a taste for the liberal arts, to accommodate such as wish to pursue their studies in private: or to complete the education of a gentleman. 60


It is difficult to say whether the project was primarily educational or commercial. The building, opened by the Archbishop of Dublin, was fitted up with:


a variety of Apartments, and provided with proper masters and assistants to qualify for civil, military, naval and mercantile affairs; and students are prepared for the university. 61


John also produced a volume of poems, Fading Leaves and contributed to Walker’s Hibernian Magazine.62 He died in reduced circumstances in Longford Street in 1812. One of his pupils in school during the 1780s had been Radcliffe’s cousin, John, from whom the co-authors may have received information on the vagaries of the institution’s fortunes.


The various and snide references to the Ball family by Tone indicate that they had attracted his attention. But William succeeded in fascinating him. Both men had similar backgrounds, training and education. Both were conivial and public-spirited members of the professional middle class, hovering rather uneasily on the aristocratic verges of Anglo-Irish society. Their talents had gained them some attention and at least partial admission to this priveleged class. At Trinity both had had quite distinguished careers. Ball received a foundation scholarship in 1767. He was a member of the young Historical Society to which, in 1775, he gave the opening address. Tone gave the closing address in 1786. The society had a body of codified regulations and its meetings included a history examination, a debate and the submission of essays and poems. The position of auditor originated with this society, a position held by Tone. Medals were awarded, subscriptions collected for the relief of the poor. John Hely Hutchinson, who opened the university to Catholics, frequented the society in Ball’s time. As the Volunteer movement grew in strength, politics became an increasing preoccupation. In the first debate on Irish political matters in 1779, the society rejected the proposal of the Union. As the political atmosphere intensified in the eighties, Tone took the society to task for being a “Theatre of war and Tumult”.63 In 1798, it carried a motion against its ex-auditor and adjourned until the Rebellion ended.


The rules and minutes of the first meeting of the Royal Irish Academy, which took place at Lord Charlemont’s house64 in Rutland Square, remain in the RIA archives. Its early membership comprised 38 of the most eminent and erudite men of the day including four fellows of Trinity. William Ball, the first treasurer, was one of the first contributors to the compulsory essays read by the learned members in the first month. the subject-matter—The Process of the Mind in Abstraction—suggests an intellectual and scholarly talent. Another one of the founder members, Mathew Young, was Tone’s first tutor at Trinity. The Academy soon found new premises at Navigation House, next door to Byrne’s, the bookseller and publisher of Belmont Castle.


William Ball was primarily known as the compiler of the Index to Acts Passed in Ireland in the 39th and 40th Years of George III, from which he gained his nickname. The mammoth enterprise engaged him or over eight years, between the early nineties and its publication in 1799.65 In the Index, Ball painstakingly documented records of the Statutes; he received a state grant of 5, 000 pounds towards their publication. Legal, military and mercantile affairs are catalogued, ranging from the accommodation assigned to judges to the duty on tobacco, from revenue and import taxes to a register of the publications of Kings Inn. In the entry on the ‘98 Rebellion, he conscientiously lists


Juries finding verdicts, against oficers who … in suppressing rebellion, act maliciously. 66


This notable if rather pedantic aspect of Ball’s achievement forms a contrast with the issues and themes which engaged him as a poet. He translated, in 1789, Jean-Baptiste-Louis Gresset’s comic poem about a parrot which, in its passage between two convents, picks upo the language of the sailors who transported it. Vert-Vert might seem an incongruous poem for the compiler of the great Index; but his own poems, which appeared in Joshua Edkin’s Collection of Verse (2 Vols., Dublin, 1789-90), confirm the impression, given by the translation, that his gift for light or sentimental verse with a decided preference for the comic or burlesque. In a poem on how to seduce a lady, for instance, using the image of a nettle, he advises that a man should


Grasp it strongly round


And pluck it boldly from the ground


lest


touched with caution or with fear


It wounds the flesh and draws a tear. 67


He also shared with Tone a profound dislike for the profession of the law. But whereas Tone abandoned it, Ball resigned himself to it, however dismal the prospect.


Condemned in the lead mines of law books to dig,


And refine the rich ore, ’til it shines like a pig,


To leave all the Fine Arts … for statutes at large.”68


This reference to his Index of Statutes then leads him to declaim:


Say Muses! how first the difference arose


Or how the law and poetry came to be foes.


The poetry of Belville, as quoted in the novel, except where it is modelled on Shenstone, is bathetiic. The vocabulary of Ball’s poems on occasion recalls that of Belmont Castle and, indeed, of Tone’s Diaries. It is a traditional mixture of sentimentality, bawdiness and Gothic extravagance, although Tone has a much greater control and sense of irony than Ball. But, no doubt, the poems, like the novel, were “most realised by the author and his immediate connections.”69 These connections would have included Tone and, in creating Belville, he seems to have found a means of presenting, in a kindly light, the fusion of pedantry and sentimental humour which was a feature of Ball’s personality.


In the novel, Belville takes a farm adjacent to the castle in order to be close to his beloved. The properties of the Inchiquin and Charlemont families are transposed in the novel, so that the “good old Earl” (the 4th Earl of Inchiquin) occupies Charlemont’s estate. Rocque’s map of 177770 shows that this property was immediately adjacent to that of the Balls of Moorside and some of the most memorable events and trysts in the book take place at the Moor, the Forest and the Grove, all marked on the map as features of the two estates. Thus, a whole series of connections establish a relationship between William Ball, his family and the story of the Belvilles as related by the letters written by Tone in the novel. Belville, as will be shown later, has many of the characteristics of the sentimental lover of whom Goethe’s Werther was the great and inaugurating examplar. But the local references also establish him as a caricatured version of William Ball. He may be viewed as a comic contrast to Ball the pedant;71 or he may be seen as an ironic portrait of Ball’s failed attempts to gain access to arictocratic society. The “too amiable Belville” encroached upon the affectations of the Shirley family as if “by chance alone”. When Georgiana in all innocence declares “that he may not be what he seems”, and on her death-bed wishes Mortimer to attend to the needs of the young man who had “become intimate with the family”, it is hard to escape the analogy between this story and that of Ball’s pursuit of influential connections with the O’Brien family, particularly Sir Lucius and the Earl of Charlemont, founder-members, like him, of the Royal Irish Academy. However, it is equally true that Belville may represent, in a mocking fashion, what Tone believed he himself might have become had he remained within the confines of the literary-professional world of his class and time. This mockingly benign version of himself is, however, countered by the more disobliging version, represented by Scudamore and his relationship with Lady Clairville. To the background of this relationship we now turn.





